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      Beirut/Beqaa Valley, Lebanon, Washington DC

      23 October 1983

      

      Towards midnight, the battered old Toyota pickup circled slowly, then drew to a stop outside a bar forty-eight kilometers from Beirut. The man inside was tall, fit and in his twenties. He wore a shemagh tied around his head and a dishdashi robe. Shiny black leather footwear, not unusual for the area showed beneath its hem. His eyes were accustomed to the dark, so he did not bring the torch from the truck as he went into the front door. He diverted his eyes behind heavy framed clear glasses as he approached the light. At the bar, he said “Al-Maza,” and was given a pale lager. It was not frosty, but colder than he would have suspected in a dive like this one. He dropped fifteen hundred Lebanese pounds on the dirty surface of the bar and sauntered to an empty corner table. Back to the wall, he sipped the beer and assessed the four customers. All were tough looking and probably armed.

      Twenty minutes later, a small man with a beak nose entered and scanned the room. He spied the man in the corner and stopped at the bar for a bottle of Al-Rayess before sitting beside the man in the corner table, both facing outwards.

      The younger man’s face was tanned. Sunglasses during daylight did a better job of hiding his green eyes. The non-prescription glasses were less effective but at night he generally passed for a Middle Easterner without serious scrutiny.

      The beak-nosed man said “marHaba” in greeting and took a long drag on the bottled beer. The tall man nodded to his source and said, “In English,” knowing full well his contact spoke English and French as well as Lebanese dialect Arabic.

      It took him several minutes to get to the part for which the younger man had come to hear. Following up on a credible rumor the tall man had heard, the Lebanese confirmed that a Hezbollah cell was planning to attack a US target in the region very soon. “Maybe is too soon to stop it,” he said.

      “What is the target?”

      “I do not know,” the man responded.

      “Do you know exactly when?”

      Before he could answer, a black dot appeared in his forehead. The back of his head exploded as the shot was heard.

      The younger man dumped the heavy wood table over as cover from the direction he estimated the shot had come. Behind it, he pulled up the dishdashi robe and drew both a .45 Colt automatic and a large Bowie knife made in Orlando, Florida. He had already identified the threat. And, the threat was aiming at him with a Kalashnikov with its wire butt stock folded. The tall man’s first two hundred thirty grain bullet hit the man with the AK in the stomach. Upright, he sucked in inadvertently. He fell forward as the next round hit him in the mouth. A man next to him, his shemagh tied Bedouin-style was aiming a Browning 9mm. The .45 and the 9mm spoke simultaneously. The larger bullet hit its target, the smaller 9mm round sailed past the ear of the man in the corner. The second shooter was dead before he hit the floor.

      The tall man slowly stood, still scanning for threats. Seeing none, he headed out the back door and eased around the front corner. Several men were sitting in an old Mercedes sedan. Not good.

      He sheathed the Randall-made Bowie and moved low, zigzagging towards the Toyota. He heard Arabic yells in the Benz and saw the flash of several pistol shots in his direction. He returned them, but the steel door stopped his pistol rounds. A .45 was a great manstopper, but the big, slow-moving bullets did not do a very good job on barriers such as steel Mercedes’s doors. He was sure the thudding against the door inches away from the driver got his attention because he pushed the passenger over and both rolled onto the ground through the passenger door.

      The Toyota started slowly with its diet of low octane fuel. The tall man gunned it and dumped the clutch. He clipped the rear side of the sedan and spun it into the two shooters hiding on its far side. He heard screams of either pain or anger or both. He was not sure but knew he did not have time to consider it. The old Toyota was moving with more inertia than power. The tall man spun it in a circle and drove out onto the road from whence it had originally. The two under the Mercedes crawled out, bruised, but primarily furious. They got back in and the passenger picked up an AK-47 from the rear floor. The German car started and sped off in pursuit of the truck.

      The man in the Toyota pickup was an American military intelligence officer. He was torn between getting back to his base to report the collateral intelligence he received before his contact was shot or stopping and trying to find a phone to call it in. The latter bordered on the impossible in this part of Lebanon in the early hours of morning. He saw lights coming up fast in his rear view. Whether Lebanese internal security police or the guys from the bar, it spelled real trouble, and more violence.

      The lights behind him grew larger in the tiny rearview dangling from the interior roof edge of the truck.

      He was jarred at the vehicle behind rammed the rear bumper of the Toyota Hilux pickup. He wrestled to keep the small truck in the road. The American took every turn at the highest speeds as possible in an effort to lose or spin-out the Mercedes. Any lack of driving prowess in the Mercedes was made up by the car’s handling and horsepower. They drove in circles for an hour with the big sedan on the rear bumper of the small truck.

      The American knew he was unable to lose them. He was surprised they had not pulled up and shot out the rear window of his truck with the AK-47, along with his head and shoulders. He knew he was going to have to stop at his choice of place and kill them.

      The two vehicles were racing through the Beqaa Valley on small roads through agrarian area. At a curve, the intelligence officer swerved off the road and plowed into a cotton field. He jerked the wheel to the left and the bed of the small truck spun around perpendicular to the original direction of travel. As the Mercedes made the turn, it slid, and the passenger side wheels caught in a rut and it rolled. The American was out of the truck in a moment. He ran over to the upside-down sedan as the two men were crawling out bruised and bloody.

      He kicked the closest in the face and he went down. He jumped over the hood and elbowed the other one on the other side. He went down. He kicked the fallen guns away and drew the .45. He hit each man in the head with the butt. Struggling, he pushed both back into the inverted car. Gasoline was leaking from the tank filler. The American took off his shemagh and let it soak in the fuel. He laid it in a line from the growing puddle to the inside of the car. Eschewing fingerprints, he kicked the AK and one pistol closer to the car making it look like they had flown out during the roll. He flicked a brass Zippo lighter with the emblem of the US Marine Corps on it and lit the end of the shemagh. As he walked back to his truck, he heard the “whoosh” as the Mercedes caught fire. A quarter of a mile down the road towards Beirut, he heard the dull explosion as the Mercedes blew. Even if witnesses in the bar stated that a tall Middle Eastern man had exchanged shots and left in a ubiquitous Toyota with pre-mudded plates. And, it was followed by the Mercedes. There would be nothing to tie him to the incident. The Mercedes had rolled and caught fire in the chase. And, two probable Hezbollah fighters who killed someone in the bar had died. Hopefully, end of story.
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        * * *

      

      Around six-thirty in the morning, an Iranian named Ismail Ascari drove a stake

      bodied truck through a five-foot concertina wire fence and a guard shack, then crashed it into the US Marine Barracks building in Beirut, Lebanon. The truck, which would now be called a VBIED, or vehicle-borne improvised explosive device, was laden with twenty-one thousand pounds of TNT. The building collapsed after literally being picked up and dropped it upon itself.

      Two hundred forty-one Americans died. Only seventy-five survived the blast. It was the largest loss of Marines in one day since Iwo Jima.

      Ten minutes later, another truck bomb, this one smaller, delivered in a pickup truck, struck the French Parachute Regiment barracks six kilometers away. Fifty-eight French paratroopers died.

      At the Marine Barracks, Marine Intelligence Captain, James Edward MacLachlan, was returning to base with collateral intelligence about what was, in fact happening, as the flatbed powered past him. He swerved his battered undercover Toyota pickup to the side and stopped it. Marine guards with unclear rules of engagement were stunned at the security breach and had not fired their weapons.

      MacLachlan’s truck was overturned by the concussion of the blast as the flatbed hit the barracks building.  He crawled out, cut and deafened. He was still undercover in a long dishdashi robe, now afire. He ripped it off and cast it aside. Below, he had on a tee-shirt and utility trousers. Shaking his head in an unsuccessful effort to restore some vestige of hearing, MacLachlan rolled behind his truck, cocked .45 moving with his eyes as he scanned for additional threats. He did not see any. He saw only destruction.

      He arose and motioned for a Marine guard to follow and one to remain at what was left of a gate, rifle at the ready.

      “If another vehicle without our guys in it fails to stop, open fire and shoot until they do stop,” he ordered the corporal in a voice he still could not hear.

      MacLachlan ran towards the building. He saw the Marine behind him stagger and fall. Shock from the concussion, he thought. MacLachlan kept going and found a way in. He saw a badly wounded Marine on the floor to his right and picked him up in a fireman’s carry. The man moaned in pain as he was lifted off the deck.

      As he laid men on the ground in an improvised triage, he saw more trucks responding, Lebanese fire crews, ambulances and who knew what else. The firemen laid a stream of water uselessly on the rubble but did not enter or help. A few officers and non-comms would arrive from outside and assist towards the end of his grueling task.

      But for what seemed to be forever, it was he who entered and re-entered hell. The burning, destroyed building was just that. He carried out many of the survivors and many of the dead. With each trip, he became more cut and bloody. His face, arms and clothes were blackened by soot. The captain knew as he went farther into the structure, becoming entombed by a cave-in became more and more probable. But, as long as he could stand and carry a Marine out, he had to continue. Marines never left a fellow Marine behind. Oooh-rah. He pushed on and found another dead Marine. He scooped him up and took him out. He laid him in group three of his loose triage. And, stumbling with exhaustion and blood loss, began to jog back into the rubble that was once a building.

      MacLachlan considered virtually everyone who was not in a Marine uniform to be a potential threat, especially a group of nationals clustered together and doing nothing. As he staggered out of the crumbled concrete, he saw them and drew his .45. He had a grievously wounded Corpsman over his shoulder.

      A news photographer had arrived and captured a shot of the bloody young Marine, handsome through the blood and grim, carrying a casualty over his shoulder, pistol at ready.

      The photo made the cover of the US’s most famous news magazine. The look on MacLachlan’s face was said to be the purest look of menace and hatred ever captured on film. It became iconic. The Corps and America had a new hero. The President and Congress moved quickly to award him the highest medal an American service member can receive. MacLachlan eschewed the medal, protesting he was doing what any Marine would do. Or any soldier, sailor or airman. He theorized if had he gotten back sooner, perhaps they could have correlated the intelligence to the barracks and heightened security. He felt he had let the Corps down.

      MacLachlan was debriefed the following day at the embassy by a senior State Department official and intelligence officers from two civilian agencies and several military ones. The thrust of the questions was source and how sure he was that Hezbollah was behind the Marine and French attacks. As he began to speak about the firefight at the bar and subsequent elimination of the two gunmen, he was stopped by the State Department official.

      “We have Lebanese Internal Security reports that two Hezbollah operatives conducted an operation whereby one individual was killed. His companion, a tall Middle Eastern male with regional clothing returned fire, killing the two shooters. He left the premises and escaped in a rusty blue Toyota pickup truck. Two individuals, also thought to be Hezbollah, pursued him and died in a fiery crash sometime later.”

      “Captain MacLachlan,” the man from State continued, “could you imagine that any remaining fingerprints or evidence that would identify the tall Middle Eastern man could be found by Lebanese police? Hypothetically, of course,” he said.

      “Hypothetically,” MacLachlan began, “there could be fingerprints on the door going into the bar, on the corner table and on the beer bottle. The bottle hypothetically broke during the firefight, but pieces may have prints. Also, the empty casings from the man’s pistol may have latents from when he loaded it. The cases themselves and the caliber would be too generic to point suspicion. There is no way the Lebanese would have a name to associate with any prints they lift. It may hamper the man should he return to Lebanon in the future, but if not, I would assume the prints to be worthless to them. If a rusted blue Toyota Hi-lux were to turn up, say, behind the barrack’s damage, it should be disposed of in such a way as to not leave the identity of its driver during a Lebanese forensic search.”

      “Captain, what do you think we should do with you?” asked the State Department official.

      “I am afraid I need to be moved out of Lebanon today, as expeditiously and covertly as possible.” The various intelligence officers around the table nodded.

      The Defense Intelligence Agency agent spoke. “We will take care of that. I assume your possessions were all destroyed in the barracks?” he asked MacLachlan.

      “I have my pistol, a personal knife and the torn, bloody clothes I am wearing right now. That’s it,” MacLachlan said. He did not need to mention the various gauze wraps around his head and both arms, band aids and large sling. They were obvious. The meeting adjourned and the captain followed the DIA man down a hall towards a ready room.

      “We’ve got some socks, jeans and a sweatshirt. Are your boots still serviceable?” the black operative asked.

      “They have a lot of dried blood. I’d like to hose them off somewhere. But they are okay.”

      “Nah, toss them. Too much HAZ-MAT. We’ll scare up some athletic shoes, or something.

      “Here’s paperwork to turn in your .45. We can send the knife in a diplomatic pouch. We will have a new maroon cover passport made for your arrival in DC, as well as military ID and some DIA ID. For a while, even after you report to a new duty station, you will belong to us. We will continue to pick your brain in DC and may call on you periodically.”

      “Got it and thanks. What’s your name?” MacLachlan asked.

      “Supervisory Special Agent Will Grafton,” the man responded, adding “No need to worry about my exact rank. It’s irrelevant.”

      “Will, I spent months developing contacts willing to talk—for a price or a favor—about Hezbollah. Though the main one was killed in that bar, there are others you can use. I will prepare a contact list for you before I get on whatever plane out of here you are able to arrange, okay?” MacLachlan said.

      “You’re a Slickmeister, man. I will gladly take it and put it to good use. What’s the real story behind the two guys in the burnt out Mercedes? Unlike the local gendarmerie, I find it hard to buy that they rolled, were not thrown clear without seatbelts on and managed to be conveniently burned to death.”

      The Marine looked at the DIA agent for a long time, deciding whether this was a trick that could lead to an inquiry about murdering two men. He let out a long breath which he did not realize he was holding. And, decided to trust SSA Will Grafton.

      “It wasn’t really like that,” MacLachlan began. “They crawled out of the Mercedes with minor injuries. The died without gunshots and were placed back into the car. It was leaking gas. Unfortunately, a gas-soaked shemagh bridged the distance between a puddle of gas and the car. Mysteriously, a lighter ignited it and the car was quickly enveloped in flames. Both men were unconscious or maybe dead from blunt force trauma, so I don’t believe they suffered. The seats and carpets caught quickly, and I left as the fire built. I heard the tank explode from maybe a quarter mile away.”

      Grafton solemnly nodded and took out a pack of Kool’s. He patted himself unsuccessfully for matches, so MacLachlan lit it with a polished brass Marine Corps Zippo. He pushed the lighter over to Grafton and said, “I don’t need this anymore, my friend.” Grafton nodded again, then his face was split with an infectious grin. He took out a switchblade and carved two small notches in it and dropped it into his pocket.

      MacLachlan stuck out his hand and shook with the agent. While Grafton worked out a military flight out that day and transportation to it, MacLachlan showered carefully, still getting some of the gauze wet. He put on the clean clothes and some socks and running shoes. He was sore as hell, but at least he smelled better. He looked in the mirror at a man who looked like he had taken on a couple of heavyweight contenders...and lost.

      The Corps did not feel he had let them down. There was no way to make a call where he was. Further, his intel did not specify target or time. But he had identified the perpetrators, and, killed four. He boarded a large USAF cargo plane that afternoon. MacLachlan did not have any luggage. His only possession outside of a few things left with his great uncle in Florida, was the Randall Bowie knife. The official reason for his departure was to receive an award and participate in Marine Corps public relations. While that was true, the overriding reason was to get MacLachlan out of Dodge as quickly as possible. The flights on cargo planes were miserable on seats designed without much thought to comfort. By the time he reached DC, he was so stiff he had to be helped off the plane and into a waiting plain vanilla government sedan.

      He was taken to and admitted at Bethesda Naval Hospital, also known as Walter Reed. MacLachlan got a full check-up and had all of his wounds examined and redressed. He received a full complement of injections. At the base exchange nearby, he replenished his military clothing and ribbons.

      Once released, MacLachlan was sent to Eight and I Marine Barracks in DC and housing was provided.

      Mack MacLachlan was promoted to major just before being awarded the Congressional Medal of Honor in the White House. Not fully recovered from the many wounds he had gotten from crawling through broken concrete, glass, and rebar, he wore an arm sling over his newly provided dress blues during the televised award.

      MacLachlan was an 0204 Human Source Intelligence Officer and was anxious to get back to what he thought was his calling—intelligence work. The Marine Corps got six months public relations out of its hero, scheduling MacLachlan for parades and on television and magazine interviews and talk shows.

      He was issued orders to report to the Pentagon. He was going to be a counter-terrorism officer, something the US military and public did not know very much about in the ‘80’s. It was something in which MacLachlan was already invested. And, he suspected the job had enough of an intelligence element to fulfill his true interest.
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      The Pentagon, Shenandoah Valley, Virginia, East & West Berlin, Český Krumlov, Czechoslovakia, Melk, Austria

      May 1985

      

      Major Mack MacLachlan reached his one-year anniversary at the Pentagon, wearing his Class A uniform of olive garrison cap, tan shirt and tie, olive trousers and spit-shined black oxfords to work.  He only wore more comfortable utilities to requalification’s at the pistol and rifle ranges and gym clothes for his physical training or PT requals. He lived at the closest BOQ or bachelor officer’s quarters.

      He directly supervised eight 0-3’s. They were Army and Marine captains, two Navy intelligence lieutenants, and an Air Force captain. They, in turn, supervised 24/7shifts of non-commissioned officers who collected and screened field intelligence reports from each branch of the Department of Defense. The object was to identify terrorist trends, threats and names. The particular emphasis of the small, but elite, Pentagon office was threats against the US mainland.

      The non-comms reported high priority collateral intelligence immediately and a consensus of all their findings each shift. The O-3 shift supervisors collated and summarized the day’s reports for submission to MacLachlan, who did the same in his verbal report to the one-star admiral who headed the function. After hours emergencies were reported to MacLachlan who passed them upwards to the admiral no matter where either were at the time. All of the officers wore the latest technology pagers and were on call all the time.

      They worked within an inner ring of the Pentagon. The flag officer, Admiral Chester Howard, held both MacLachlan’s actions at Beirut and his intelligence in high regard and was glad to have a man wearing a CMH ribbon as his number two. He saw MacLachlan as being on a fast track to become Lieutenant Colonel, despite his youth.

      MacLachlan settled in and was beginning to think about a more permanent home. His work was both interesting and important, but devoid of the action the young Marine wanted. A place of his own, far enough away from the National Capital Region to allow for forests and streams would help allay that need.

      His late grandfather left him a now run-down cracker house on Casey Key, south of Sarasota, Florida. Its land was cut by the north-south road on the Key and had dockage on the bay and beach on the Gulf. The trust had a provision allowing MacLachlan’s aged great-uncle live there until he passed or could no longer live alone.

      The set-up on Casey Key was a perfect base or home. The house was sound and only needed some basic repairs and updates. The dock was usable and there was a chickee hut on the beach where MacLachlan played his bagpipes at dusk during visits, much as he had years before to his non-Scottish grandfather’s occasional dismay.

      The cracker house survived over fifty tropical years, with its cedar stilts and siding, aluminum “tin” roof and yellow pine flooring and frame.

      For now, that gave MacLachlan a cherished childhood home to visit at will but did not answer the immediate need for a real home more stable than bachelor officer’s housing.

      He had a cabin in the woods in mind. Ideally, it would have a fresh stream that was canoeable and had trout for the catching. From pre-Marine Corps trips, he liked the area in the Shenandoah Valley of Virginia around Front Royal. MacLachlan subscribed to the local Royal Examiner and watched for land offerings. MacLachlan needed transportation. He had saved most of the money paid him by the Marine Corps and shortly after being assigned to the Pentagon wrote a check for a used 1977 Ford F-250 pickup 4x4 at a local dealer.

      A month later, he saw an ad for acreage on a fast-flowing stream near Front Royal. He had the upcoming weekend off and arranged to meet a realtor on Saturday afternoon. In the phone call, the realtor asked if he had a tall four-wheel drive since she did not.

      “I do, but I’m curious. You emphasized tall. Why?” he asked.

      “There is no bridge across Cedar Creek to the small track that leads to the property,” realtor Evelina Bilirakis said.

      “How deep is it?”

      “I’m not really sure. We’ve had some rain and it was flowing pretty fast last week.”

      MacLachlan grinned to himself. “Perfect.” he thought. “Think we could wade it if my 4x4 won’t get us across?” he asked.

      “It will be cold water, even in early summer. And, we won’t have swimsuits...”

      MacLachlan fantasized a moment, hoping Miss Bilirakis was as cute as she sounded on the phone.

      “Let’s chance it. I’ll bring some towels and pick you up in my 4x4 pickup on Saturday at noon. Your office. Okay?” he asked.

      “See you then,” Evelina Bilirakis said.

      MacLachlan told the Admiral of his plans to drive southwest of the Pentagon on Saturday. That he would carry and monitor the high-tech pager was a given. He recognized his F-250 was not a great highway vehicle. It got lousy mileage and a harsh ride with its lift package and tall off-road tires. But, pull it off the road and drive across a creek? It was in its element. And, MacLachlan was in his.

      He left Arlington early on Saturday. He would always rather be early than late to any appointment. It gave him sufficient time to conduct surveillance detection practices that had become routine. He also wanted to leave time for breakfast which he considered his favorite and most important meal. Along with running almost daily, a habit he had developed in college, he ate a medium breakfast, larger lunch, and small dinner whenever possible. Those things and good genes kept him at a lean, but muscular hundred seventy-five pounds.

      MacLachlan took I-495 to I-66 west, then left the Eisenhower Interstate System and headed south on Rt. 522 to Front Royal. He parked the big Ford in two spaces near the real estate office and went in. Evelina lived up to his hopes. Those hopes were soon drowned by a plethora of photos of a husband and three small kids everywhere in her cubicle. They left on a paved street and soon turned on a dirt track. It seemed to end at a fast-flowing stream about forty feet across. MacLachlan’s first thought was “trout,” followed immediately by “depth.”

      Evie, as she preferred to be called, reiterated that she had no clue to the depth. MacLachlan got out, found a six-foot branch and took his boots and socks off. He waded in around five feet from the end of the road and began probing with the branch. Despite the appearance, he walked halfway across and it never rose above his mid-thighs. Cedar Creek did its best, however, to topple him and float him downstream. He managed to stay upright and knew the big Ford, at three tons, would be pretty difficult to push over.

      MacLachlan turned both front hubs to lock them. He got back in the cab, pants dripping with creek water, grinned at Evie, put the truck in 4 low and crossed effortlessly. The bank on the opposite side was steeper than the entry, so the wheels slipped briefly before digging in and powering them over the hump and onto an almost invisible track. Evie said, “go to the left.” He shifted into 4 high, then after a while, back into two-wheel drive.

      The track paralleled the creek for about ten minutes. She said, “Stop here,” at a bend where there was a pool. Shortly after, the creek narrowed again and flowed on, picking up speed. A rise, perfect for a cabin, was across the track from the “swimming hole” as MacLachlan had already named it.

      “What do you think?” Evie asked after they had gotten down from the tall Ford.

      “Pretty much what I have had in mind. Tell me about the land.”

      “It borders parkland that will never be developed. It has six acres with options on several adjoining ten-acre parcels. The options are, pardon the expression, dirt cheap. I’d say buy them for ten years, then decide,” she said.

      “I guess electricity and sewage is an impossibility?” he asked.

      “Pretty much, Mack. You will have to haul in materials for a cabin, as well as have a well and septic system put in. Electricity will have to be by generator. You will have to bring in fuel for it.”

      “Any other neighbors, Evie?” he asked.

      “Not for several miles. May see a deer or bear hunter periodically. Could put up No Trespassing signs, but I don’t know how you will enforce them unless you are here,” she said.

      They talked about the price of the land and each of the options. He told her his major’s income and about the trust of which he was beneficiary and, at thirty, would be the trustee. MacLachlan included the fact he had no debt whatsoever.

      “Think I could get a loan for the parcel and options on the adjoining pieces? I would be prepared to offer fifteen percent less than asking,” he said.

      “Could you put 25% down in cash?” He nodded. “Then, yes to the loan. We have a connection with a mortgage lender. I will ask the seller about the offer amount. I should be able to get an answer to that by tonight. Are you staying over?”

      “Yes, just until midday tomorrow. I have to get back to the Pentagon.”

      “Mack, what do you do there?”

      “I just do analysis and push papers around a desk,” he replied. She did not buy that for a second. This guy was about as far from a paper pushing desk jockey as she could imagine. But she was smart enough to not press further.

      “Evie, do you want to take the paperwork back to a restaurant and sign it there? I am getting hungry from all this fresh air,” he asked.

      “Sounds good to me. I have everything we need except bank loan forms in my briefcase. The bank has Saturday hours, but will be closed by the time we get back, I’m afraid.”

      “Can they fax me the stuff?” he asked.

      “I don’t see why not...as long as you have a lot of paper in your fax machine.”

      “Not a problem,” he assured her. His business card had phone, pager and both unclassified and classified facsimile numbers on it.

      Later, all the papers were done except the mortgage forms to be faxed on Monday. MacLachlan drove over to Belle Grove, a plantation where the Battle of Cedar Creek occurred in 1864. Following a casual walk around the grounds, thinking about the battle during the War Between the States, he drove to Middletown and his room at the Wayside Inn. Part of the Inn, built in 1742, had been an early stagecoach stop along the valley road. It was added to and has been an inn continually since 1797. The area had such history...the aura gave MacLachlan a sense of continuity. He felt having property in the area would contribute to the stability he sought. Evelina called him at nine o’clock and told him her owners had accepted his offer, subject to his financing. MacLachlan had not told the realtor, but the loan, if used at all, would be a bridge. He planned to request an advance to pay for the relatively moderate sum from the trustee of his moderate trust. If the advance was approved, there would be no loan.

      He drove to Arlington, starting mid-morning on Sunday. A call to the duty captain assured him everything in the shop was all right.

      The following week was normal with lots of field reports submitted, analyzed and threats assessed. The trustee, a lawyer in Florida, had approved a trust withdrawal for the full amount of the land and the several ten-year options. Closing was set for Friday. MacLachlan cleared with the admiral for another weekend trip to Front Royal. By the following Monday, the major was a Virginia landowner. The land was remote and undeveloped. Precisely as he wanted it to be.
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        * * *

      

      At seventeen hundred hours on the following Wednesday, MacLachlan briefed Admiral Howard on the summary of field reports since the last briefing. The admiral listened carefully and asked a number of questions. MacLachlan took notes on the several that would require further scrutiny. The fifty-five-year-old admiral leaned back in his chair.

      “Mack, you know what’s wrong with all of this?” he asked. MacLachlan had no idea where his boss was going with this line of conversation.

      “I’m not sure, sir, could you elaborate?”

      “Yes. What we do here suggests there are some very real threats to the United States, even its mainland. Virtually nobody outside the intelligence community is aware of them. In 1947, a distinct line of authority was drawn between the FBI’s responsibility inside the US and the CIA’s outside. Other than the Posse Comitatus prohibition against using the military stateside in a law enforcement capacity, the military’s responsibilities are rather vague.

      To me, though attacks like bombings and kidnappings break laws, the perpetrators think of themselves more as soldiers fighting a war. They are unlike common criminals in that respect and I don’t believe law enforcement is prepared to deal with it. In war, you kill your enemies. You don’t try to capture them, protect their rights to the extent police officers do, and try them in a court of law. The Agency, working with our DOD intelligence operations, can follow terrorists to the US border and have to turn them over—by law—to the FBI. The FBI agents are federal, plainclothes cops. All they know is treating the terrorists like cops have to. I don’t believe that is adequate.

      So, there is a void in our system. This section I head is a meager attempt at filling it, but only intellectually with our analysis. It’s the next step that I feel is our point of failure.

      Surely one day we will have this all drawn out with proper lines of responsibility. But I don’t think we do now. And, it’s gonna bite us in the butt if something happens stateside first.

      All of this philosophy is leading me to the main context of what I want to say. I am going to turn tables on you. Usually, you provide me with analyzed collateral intelligence. Tonight, I am going to provide you some that was too immediate to pass through the section.

      The three-star that heads the Defense Intelligence Agency summoned me up to the DIAC at Bolling today. He had a field report that went straight to him because of its priority. I just got back from a meeting at the White House Situation Room with SecDef, and the heads of DIA, CIA and the VP.

      Bottom line: there is credible intel that an Eastern European bad actor has gotten hold of a small nuclear device, a “suitcase” bomb, if you will. He will be delivering it to a buyer, suspected to be Hezbollah, at Český Krumlov in Czechoslovakia, next week. From memory, I recited the history of Hezbollah to them and said I had an officer well-versed in the group. Because of your actions at Beirut, your name was familiar to all.

      This is sensitive, as you know. The Czechs are behind the Iron Curtain. We don’t know if the Russians are behind this or some rogue criminal organization is selling it. We cannot send a big Agency or SEAL team op in to disrupt this sale and take possession of the object. It could cause World War III. The group collectively agreed to my proposal.”

      “May I ask what you proposed, sir?” MacLachlan asked.

      “I proposed sending one operator in to surveil and perhaps disrupt the plan. If the operator can only surveil, or if he fails, a worldwide lookout would be immediately issued. The operator would act without official cover, an NOC. He would do what he has to do to disrupt or at least report on this plan in such a manner as others could disrupt it along the way,” the admiral said.

      “Sir, do we know the final destination?” MacLachlan asked.

      “We do not. I think it is safe to assume Paris, London, or New York are strong possibilities. At this point, the British Secret Intelligence Service MI-6 and the French DGSE are unaware as far as we know. We will apprise them, based on our man’s success.”

      “How can I help, sir?”

      “You are the NOC going in, assuming you accept.”

      MacLachlan was not expecting this. There were far more experienced field agents than he.

      “Sir, why me? There have to be more qualified agents,” he said.

      “We have one I can name. He’s been the DIA agent running our activities in that part of the world. A top agent from Vietnam on. But he took a through-and-through rifle round in the thigh a few months ago in a counter-narcotic op in Columbia. He’s not 100% yet. He will be the controller close by. You know Hezbollah firsthand. You even speak some of the language. You have had very personal experience with them. DOD knows about the two in the bar outside Beirut. I know about two others an hour later.”

      The latter shocked MacLachlan. The only other person who knew that for sure was the DIA man in the debriefing team, though, the others may have figured it out.

      The admiral went on. “I have seen your fitness and marksmanship reports. You are outstanding, even for a Marine. I personally know you are bright and resourceful and not one to shirk his responsibility. Your medal recognizes that.

      What do you think, Mack?” the admiral asked.

      “When do I leave, sir?”

      The admiral did not smile at the response. He expected it. He also knew this had a pretty good chance of being a suicide mission or a diplomatic disaster.

      “Tomorrow morning, son.” He handed a folder to MacLachlan. “Don’t take anything from this folder except your travel orders. Everything else is Top Secret/Sensitive Compartmented Information. Give it to the duty 03 when you walk out. Got that?”

      “Aye-aye, sir.” The admiral stood and extended his hand. “God be with you.” MacLachlan shook, did a perfectly executed about face and walked out the door, closing it behind him.

      Back at this office, MacLachlan sat, stunned but not scared. This was the type intel operation he dreamed of doing. The danger excited him. He wondered who the controller would be.

      A couple of phone calls later gave him the weather, flight plans and schedules and a trip to supply got him the proper military coats and boots. He would have to pick up area appropriate clothes there with the advice of the controller. He did not know what his legend would be. The controller would have that for him to learn...and become.
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        * * *

      

      MacLachlan flew by military airlift into Berlin. A plain sedan met him, and he was taken to the “Mission Berlin,” protected by Army military police officers instead of Marine guards in order to not look like a diplomatic facility.

      He was taken to a room. Nobody was there. A pack of Kool’s and a brass Marine Corps emblem Zippo lighter sat on the table. The address of a bierhaus was written on a scrap of paper. MacLachlan grinned. That damned Slickmeister.

      He changed into civvies and a leather bomber jacket and left his duffle and briefcase with an MP. The MP gave him directions to the beer house. It was a ten-minute walk. MacLachlan turned up his collar against the cold, blowing rain in late spring. With a light leather jacket and jeans and dark brown hair, he could have been another twenty-something German.

      Walking in the door of the German pub, he spied Grafton in the corner, back to the wall. Neither showed signs of recognition noticeable to anyone but them. He went to the bar. A barmaid with dark hair and a lot of cleavage smiled at him. He returned a superhero smile he had been working on. It seemed to work. He ordered a standard choice draft in a mug in German and walked to the corner. Grafton said, “Sit down, you damned Slickmeister,” and grinned. The game was officially afoot. MacLachlan handed him his pack of Kool’s and the lighter he had given him in Beirut with “Cigarette?”

      “Wondered if I’d get my lighter back. I’ve caught a bunch of crap over carrying a jarhead lighter. Everybody asks about the two small, parallel scratches on it. I say ‘don’t know. The jarhead must have put them there.’”

      “Did the admiral brief you on everything, Mack?” Will Grafton asked.

      “He gave me a basic summary. How’s your leg?”

      “I’ve had a lot worse, with worse care. It’s just bad enough to keep me from doing what you are going to be doing. But I can use my vast knowledge and good looks to guide you through the mire,” he said.

      “I hope so. I know your good looks will make the primary difference. Time seems to be at a premium. Where can we really talk?” MacLachlan asked scanning the room.

      “Enjoy your beer. I have a place. Your duffle should have been delivered there by now.”

      The superhero grin worked on the waitress again, something not lost on Grafton.

      “Can you teach me that?” he asked MacLachlan.

      “Hardly, Will. I stole it from you.”

      “Hmm...it did look kind of familiar,” Grafton said.

      They stopped and scanned the area behind them in storefront windows every half block or so. Counter-surveillance routines were Grafton’s life and had become a major part of MacLachlan’s also. He enjoyed the firsthand instruction from one who appeared to be a master. This was not classroom. This was Berlin. People would kill an agent of the other side here, or snatch him to trade for one of their own.

      At one point, Grafton stopped and said, “No, no. It’s behind us.” and they turned back and retraced their steps. They crossed the street at the next intersection and ducked into a doorway of a store to watch. They did not see anyone obvious following them. But in Berlin, the followers would have been senior varsity.

      Twenty minutes of such activities brought them to a townhouse whose door and door frame needed paint. The small front border was unkempt.

      Grafton quietly said “Lucy, we’re home.” and unlocked the door. They were no more than four blocks from the mission. But their circuituitous surveillance detection route, or SDR, had taken over twenty minutes to transit the distance from the bar to the safehouse.

      MacLachlan snagged his duffle at the landing and followed Grafton up steep steps to the second floor. Two other men awaited them. Grafton introduced them as “Bob” and “Joe” and said they were MP’s and provided protection. Joe offered MacLachlan a pocket Beretta .380 with two magazines and a full box of full metal jacket rounds.

      “Thanks, Joe. Do I need to sign anything?” MacLachlan asked.

      “Sign for what?” Joe responded and smiled.

      MacLachlan racked the slide. He made sure it was empty and dropped the hammer. Then, he loaded a mag and stuck it in the butt of the gun. He did not jack a round into the chamber yet. He wanted to fool with the gun a while and fieldstrip it first. He slipped it into his hip pocket. A weak caliber, but not a bad hideaway. It should do up close, anyway. Before putting it away, he noticed several digits of the serial number were conveniently scarred to avoid reading the full number. It was clean gun without being as obvious as a fully ground off serial number would be. “Not bad”, he thought.

      “Let’s get some coffee. A lot of it. And, go into the living room. These two jokers are topflight TSCM guys,” Grafton said, signaling they were technical security countermeasures experts. “They scan for bugs several times a day. This place is as clean as your granny’s pantry. We can talk openly, but I always like to check with them before getting into anything too sensitive. Bob nodded his laconic all clear and MacLachlan followed the fit black man, now with a slight limp, into the kitchen. Grafton put on a percolator and brewed a pot of coffee. The two MP’s each got a cup of black and left. The two officers each poured a cup of the same and sat down at the kitchen table.

      “So,” Grafton said and paused, collecting his thoughts.

      “My source says that a Chechen named Kadyrov, first name unknown, is delivering a small nuclear device to Český Krumlov in four to seven days. He thinks the buyer is called Ekram Khan. Though he works for Hezbollah, we think he is a Saudi,” Grafton said.

      MacLachlan interrupted. “I thought the Saudis were our friends.”

      “Some may be. A lot are not. Apparently this one is not. We think some ‘freedom fighters’ around the Middle East are Saudis with the tacit approval of various so-called pro-American princes. Those same princes would make a big deal of a trial and beheading if they were ever caught. The real allegiance is to the American dollar.

      Khan is like ‘Smith’ or ‘Brown’ is to us. My personal opinion is that it’s too damn convenient and is a cover. But, since we have no real way to do a background on him, it almost doesn’t matter what his real name is. My personal opinion is that Senator Church and his buddies greatly harmed our intelligence gathering activities less than a decade ago. How badly will be determined sometime in the future when we are attacked because we did not have enough HUMINT on the ground to forewarn the country. It’s harder and harder to do what we have to do here. If this goes ‘way south’, you and I are going to be the sacrificial lambs. Or, lamb chops.

      But, anyway,” Grafton continued, ”we have to be there first, identify both Kadyrov and Kahn, neutralize them and take possession of the device and get away. No small task, Mack.”

      “I guess not. Do we have descriptions of either? Both?” MacLachlan asked.

      “Well, kinda. Both are medium height and build, dark haired and likely will be dressed like everybody else in Český Krumlov, including you. Our information is neither speak German. Though both men are Muslims, Chechen is nothing like Arabic. We don’t have a clue what the common language will be. With a little luck maybe English.” Grafton said.

      “Yeah, right. That is unlikely. So, these two guys look like everybody else in this part of the world, we don’t know their language. How about modes of transportation?” MacLachlan asked.

      “The device is what is erroneously called a ‘suitcase bomb.’ I say erroneously because it is bigger than a suitcase. Assuming it is the smallest Russian nuke, it should be over two feet long, but maybe sixty pounds or so. It would be a heavy suitcase to lug around yet would comfortably fit in the trunk of about any car. You wouldn’t need a truck to haul it.”

      “Will, how about instability? If I find it, what do I have to do to keep from vaporizing myself and everyone near?” MacLachlan asked.

      “Shouldn’t be a problem. Remember, these same devices were made to be shot from Howitzers, launched in small tactical rockets and so forth. Probably nothing you could do would be as bad as a vodka-soaked Russian ground crewman.”

      “Probably?”

      “Well, yeah.”

      “Will, I have not been to Český Krumlov. What’s your take on the best place to set up surveillance?”

      “That’s the $64,000 question. You can’t cover every bar. It’s unlikely Kadyrov will bring it to the first meet. One idea might be the castle.”

      “Castle?”

      “Český Krumlov Castle is the main attraction in town. Communism has not done it any favors but it overlooks the town and should give a good outside perspective.”

      “What’s my legend?” MacLachlan asked about his cover identity.

      “We have complete East German papers for you. Your legend will be graduate student at the Humboldt University in West Berlin. Your major will be the same as your undergraduate and graduate actually were. You are about the right age for a doctoral candidate. As a commuting Berliner, you will be able to show your papers to move through the checkpoint to return home to East Berlin. Clearly, an American could not do that, but for some years, a German has been able to. You will drive a BMW sidecar motorcycle to Český Krumlov. The sidecar will have room for the device, a lead floor to hide your gun and allow you to carry a damn heavy camera and tripod without getting a rupture.”

      “What camera? And, about how far is it, Will?” MacLachlan asked.

      “We have a working old-fashioned Graflex Speed Graphic camera and tripod for you to take on ‘vacation’. The camera works with a special large format film. It also has a small, very powerful radio inside you can use to communicate with me. When I’m asleep or whatever, Bob or Joe will monitor our base unit here,” Grafton said. “One of the guys will show you how to use the Graflex as a camera and the radio inside. Unless it’s an emergency, you will broadcast at specific times with bursts. They’ll show you how.

      It’s about three hundred twenty-five miles. Should take you around six or seven hours, since you don’t want to be stopped for speeding.”

      “No closer way?” MacLachlan asked.

      “Not without inserting you covertly into an Iron Curtain country. This was way is plausible. You would be hiding in plain sight.”

      “Okay, assume I disrupt this transfer and take possession of the device. Where do I take it and how?” MacLachlan asked.

      “Part of the answer will be determined by how you came by getting it. Shoot out? Strong arm snatch? Something more subtle? The primary exfiltration will be along a southern route from Český Krumlov to the Danube. We will have a workboat waiting to take you to Melk in Bavaria. This packet has the legend to memorize as well as the map. It will be placed in the hidden compartment in the sidecar. When we get through talking, one of the guys will show you how to use the camera and access the hidden compartment. The gassed-up bike is in a garage in the rear. I suspect you will want to strip the Beretta and familiarize yourself with it. When you are finished, give it to one of us loaded. Include the extra magazine and box of cartridges. Bob or Joe will stash it in the compartment for you. Study the packet, Herr Dieter Maack,” Grafton looked at his watch. “It’s four p.m. now.  Study until chow. We will have a quick dinner and you should study until ten. Then, we will go over your legend until we are both confident your mastery of it is bulletproof.”

      “Not a great choice of words,” MacLachlan said.

      “I’m afraid it is the perfect choice so study well,” answered Grafton.
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        * * *

      

      Three hours and four cups of coffee later, Grafton came and got MacLachlan for dinner.

      “How’s the study going?” he asked in German.

      MacLachlan answered in German that he thought it was going okay. He actually thought several more days prep with the legend, camera and motorcycle would have been optimal. But time did not allow given how fresh the collateral intelligence was relative to the delivery date.

      Joe brought in sauerbraten with hot potato salad and sweet and sour red cabbage from a local café. They had cold Beck’s beer. The two MP’s spoke further about the camera and the BMW 90S motorcycle. Conversation about the latter was need-to-know things like gas mileage and type, top speed, and how fast it could be turned with the sidecar without dumping it. MacLachlan admitted he had never had a motorcycle and was not a big fan. He figured he would get good enough on the over three-hour trip to outrun border police with the hundred twenty mile per hour bike if he had to.

      At eight, he resumed studying the legend and directions for exfiltration. At ten, Grafton came in and interrogated him unmercifully for two hours about his cover identity. MacLachlan passed convincingly in German.

      The next morning, MacLachlan dressed in jeans, a heavier leather jacket, wool watch and old-fashioned goggles and powered up the BMW. Grafton and the two MP’s nodded at him. He nodded back and accelerated off.

      Ten minutes later, he came to a checkpoint. MacLachlan couldn’t help a few palpitations as he approached the guards and presented his papers.

      “You are a student. You should be coming to school at Humboldt, not leaving it in the morning.” the young guard challenged him in German.

      “I had beer after class. A coed invited me to her apartment. I stayed over. Wouldn’t you, sergeant?” MacLachlan lied with a non-repentant wink. The officer looked at him for a minute, then said “Don’t do it again. Without inviting me, that is. Get the hell through here.”

      “I will ask if she has a friend and catch you soon on a trip through. See you.”

      MacLachlan went through the checkpoint, leaving his new friend behind. He began to look for the route to the highway he needed to take him to the more questionable checkpoint, the Czech one hours ahead.

      He drove through the military and truck traffic in East Berlin. It seemed few citizens had private cars. After a half hour of stop and go, he found the highway he needed and accelerated onto it. He had never ridden a motorcycle. The extra stability of a sidecar gave him a little confidence. That turned to bravado as he took the bike up to 121 kilometers per hour. Most vehicles passed him. He pulled in behind a string of mixed cars and trucks. His speedometer steadied on 160 kilometers per hour. He reckoned that to be around one hundred miles per hour. Other than the additional buffeting, it felt pretty good. He held it until traffic slowed for various reasons. After three hours, he stopped for lunch and a restroom break, both much needed. He had not even had coffee before leaving. A brat, some fries, a beer and a trip to a clean but primitive head and he was on the road again. MacLachlan was starting to enjoy traveling by bike.

      By three, he approached a sign that indicated the entry and inspection point for Czechoslovakia. Now, the butterflies, added by the greasy brat, started with a vengeance.

      He hoped the checkpoint would go as smoothly as East Berlin. It did not. Several guards reviewed his papers, looked at his bike and pointed him to an inspection lane. He rode over to it and stopped. Several storm troopers approached him. Two took his papers and told him to dismount. He did and followed them into a small building. Two others began to search his motorcycle, out of his sight.

      MacLachlan answered questions about why he was trying to enter their country. He told them about his graduate research and need to study and photograph the Český Krumlov Castle. Out of nowhere came, “What is name of your elementary school?” He answered. “Parent’s name?” Again, he answered. The border guards did not have anything available to verify answers but kept throwing them at him to for responses. He hoped they would not attempt to verify his answers while he waited behind bars.

      Twenty minutes later, the other two guards came in from inspecting the motorcycle and shrugged. Five minutes later, MacLachlan was on his way to Český Krumlov. He felt like he might have aged a couple of years but chalked it up to the costs of the game he was playing.

      Because of the poor economies in the socialist countries, MacLachlan could not carry much cash while undercover. He found a hostel and checked in. The wind picked up and it started to sleet. So much for May in Germany. He hoped the Beretta was safe in the false floor of the sidecar. But the small radio hidden in the large camera was more important to him. It was his only method of communications with Grafton. He slung the heavy camera bag over his shoulder.

      Using the tripod like a walking stick, he began the walk up to the castle. He walked across the Vltava River bridge and climbed the steps up to the castle. It was not in the greatest shape but was nonetheless imposing in its former grandeur.

      MacLachlan screwed a telescopic lens on the camera and aimed it at the town below. He feigned taking photographs, though no 4x5 film was in the camera. The delay of warm weather had left some trees still without leaves. He had a fairly clear view of the town and scrutinized it closely though the four-power magnification. For the rest of the afternoon, he moved the tripod along the wall and appeared to take photographs from different angles. In reality, he was studying the streets of the town below, looking for either Khan or Kadyrov or both. Towards dusk, he packed up and walked down the steps and across the Vltava bridge. He put the camera in the sidecar and padlocked it in before covering the opening with a tonneau. MacLachlan then began to stroll along the streets of Český Krumlov, trying to look like a bored grad student and not like a spy.

      At eight, he found a café that fit his legend and its financial status. Though not classically Hungarian, he found a thicker Czech goulash served with a large chunk of freshly baked bread. He had that with Budvar, the Czech Budweiser. Following dinner, he walked the streets of the small city until they were virtually abandoned. He sat with a coffee in the window seat of another café pretending to read a newspaper until the heavyset woman who ran it ushered him out so she could close. It was restful, yet good exercise for someone who had sat on his butt for six hours on the bike. No luck spotting either target though. He was leery about walking around at midnight when only policemen were about. Muggers did not worry him a whit. If his Marine close combat skills were not enough in an altercation, the new Mikov Leverlock automatic knife should even the odds. He had found one with a cocobolo wood grip in a shop in town and spent some of his precious funds on it.

      He walked slowly back to the hostel, not seeing anyone who might be his quarries along the way. At the hostel, MacLachlan unlocked the camera from the sidecar and carried it in. Several people were already asleep in the hostel. He heard the shower running in the bathroom. He quickly opened the Graflex camera and removed the radio. It was like a powerful wireless pager. He typed in “No joy in CK. Continue AM” and it was sent in a microsecond burst. The radio buzzed twice in response. Three buzzes meant warning. Before anyone noticed, he put it back in the camera and stuck the Graflex under his covers.

      A quick shower and he rolled up in the sheet and a wool blanket. MacLachlan wore an area-appropriate sleeveless undershirt and German branded boxers. The Mikov switchblade and a small but powerful flashlight were under his pillow. Shoes and jeans were under the rack. He was ready for a fight or rapid departure if necessary. He would risk the gun at the last minute. The knife was legal but the gun represented prison time if he was caught with it. It was quite different from the James Bond films he had waited in line to see since a boy, no Aston Martin DB-5 either, he thought.

      One of the several days in the range of the transfer had passed.

      The next day, MacLachlan was up early. The other residents at the hostel were Czech hikers. They spoke German as a second or third language, but Slovak among themselves. MacLachlan took a chance. A big chance. He spoke in German to them at the communal breakfast.

      “Good morning. I am a student here doing research. I am supposed to meet a professor and cannot seem to find him. He is in his thirties, medium height and dark haired and complexion. Have any of you seen such a gentleman?” he said.

      “When I was walking here yesterday, I saw such a man. He was average looking. The only reason I remember him is because he appeared to be watching for someone,” an outdoorsy young woman reported.

      “Oh? Perhaps he was looking for me. Where did you see him?” MacLachlan asked.

      “He was at an outdoor table drinking coffee in front of the Hotel Ruze. It’s very expensive. He must be a famous professor.”

      “He is famous in his field of history. I know he has written several books on the Habsburg Dynasty. Thank you. I will check there this morning,” he said. He stopped by the BMW and opened the compartment, pocketing the small Beretta surreptitiously.

      MacLachlan had a conundrum to figure out as he walked the several blocks to the Hotel Ruze. Both men had the same general description. If he saw the one the hiker had seen, which one would he be? The man with the bomb? Or, the man selling the bomb?

      He played it by ear.

      “Hello. I am looking for my professor who is staying here. I am late and may be in trouble with him. He is Professor Kahn Kadyrov,” MacLachlan said, using both names.

      “I am sorry, we are not allowed to give out guests names,” the desk clerk said in a pompous, stuffy manner.

      MacLachlan slipped the Czech equivalent of twenty dollars on the desk and slid it over.

      “It would be so helpful if I could tap on his door and apologize to him...”

      “Two-twelve,” the clerk said as he pocketed the money and turned his back to MacLachlan.

      MacLachlan walked up the stairs, knowing elevators were tactically dangerous on any op. He saw which way the numbers were trending and walked directly to room 212. It had a peephole, so he stopped short of the door and listened. He heard the shower running. He waited for it to stop and tapped on the door. In bad German, he heard a voice. The accent sounded more Middle Eastern than Eastern European.

      “Who is it?” the voice asked.

      “It is K. The one you are waiting to meet,” MacLachlan said in German.

      As the door opened, the man said, “You are early.”

      He had an aquiline nose and sun darkened skin. His eyes were so dark they were almost black. MacLachlan thought he looked like his first impression, Middle Eastern.

      “Kadyrov,” MacLachlan said.

      The man in the towel nodded and turned to walk to the bedroom, leaving the door open. MacLachlan slipped the Beretta from his right rear pocket and held it behind his right leg. It was out of sight, but ready.

      Kahn returned in a minute with one of the hotel’s terry cloth robes on. Continuing in German, he said “I expected you to be dark.”

      “Many Chechens are blonde, though Muslim. Especially in the north,” MacLachlan continued, making it up as he went.

      “I have ordered tea. It should be here in a minute. I will call and tell them to bring another cup,” he said.

      “That would be good,” MacLachlan agreed, not really caring but playing along to see where this was going. The call was made and after a few minutes of idle talk about the town, MacLachlan heard a tap on the door.

      “Excuse me, I have to use the toilet,” he said and disappeared before the door opened.

      He flushed and ran the water as if washing his hands. As soon as he heard the door close, he reappeared.

      Kahn was pouring tea, holding the pot several feet above the cup. MacLachlan had never seen that before and watched with interest.

      “Allahu Akbar,” Kahn said passing a cup of tea to MacLachlan.

      “Inna,” MacLachlan responded for “indeed.”

      They drank the tea. MacLachlan felt it was more ceremonial than for thirst quenching but was not sure.

      “I expected you later today,” Kahn said.

      “I hit less delays than I expected and hoped we could transact our business earlier and each head home,” MacLachlan said.

      “I take it you have the device?”

      “Yes, it is near and available as soon as we are ready to make a simultaneous exchange,” the American said.

      “I have the bearer bonds. They are all endorsed and worth as much as gold.

      “May I see them?” MacLachlan asked.

      “What? You do not trust me?”

      “Of course, I do. It is Chechen tradition, that is all,” MacLachlan said, again inventing as he went. He could see immediately this ploy was raising questions with his adversary.

      “I will go get them,” Kahn said and stood up. He padded towards the bedroom. As he got in the doorway, MacLachlan silently stood behind him and saw him push his pillow aside. “Bad sign.” thought MacLachlan as he brought the Beretta up to the isosceles position.

      “Freeze, Kahn.” MacLachlan ordered.

      Ignoring the order, the Saudi bent towards the bed. MacLachlan shifted the pistol to his left hand and brought the edge of his right down in a powerfully delivered and immediately re-cocked knife edge hand chop on the back of Kahn’s neck. Kahn collapsed onto the bed fully unconscious. He dragged the man into the bathroom. Looking around, he decided the best course of action.

      The tub’s faucet was heavy duty and stood up in a goose neck about the back edge of the tub. MacLachlan drew the automatic knife and pressed the button. He used the sharp blade to make one longer and two slightly shorter strips from a king-sized pillowcase. He took the robe off the still-unconscious man. He knew from his training that naked people generally feel more vulnerable as captives. MacLachlan tied Khan’s hands behind him and tied his feet. He twisted the longer piece of pillowcase and tied Kahn’s neck to the faucet. He left enough room to breathe but only as long as the man did not struggle or try to pull loose. Last, he gagged Khan with a washcloth and tied it securely.

      Now that Khan was secured and reasonably quiet, MacLachlan had to wait for Kadyrov and the device. He was pretty sure from Khan’s reaction that the Chechen was coming to this hotel to meet him, just later than MacLachlan. In meantime, MacLachlan searched for and found a sheaf of endorsed bearer bonds. He thumbed through and closely estimated the value around ten million dollars. A nice contribution to the US Treasury.

      The phone rang in an hour.

      “There is a gentleman to see you Mr. Kahn. He’s says you are expecting him.”

      “Send him up,” MacLachlan said in a gruff version of Kahn’s voice and then faked an immediate cough to hint at a reason he might sound a bit different.

      A moment later, someone knocked on the hotel room door. MacLachlan peered through the peephole. Damn. These guys really did look alike considering how many thousand miles apart they lived.

      He opened the door, stepping aside. As soon as Kadyrov cleared the door jamb, MacLachlan gave him a left jab into the solar plexus. He went “Oof” and folded up. MacLachlan followed up with a hard-right chop on the back of the neck, like he had given to Khan. Kadyrov hit the deck hard. MacLachlan dragged Kadyrov into the bedroom and tied him to the bed spread-eagled. He pushed all four pillows under the Chechen’s shoulders to make sure his head tilted backwards. Stepping out the door, he turned the tag on the handle around to what he assumed was DO NOT DISTURB.

      Returning, he filled a stainless trash can from the bathroom and a second one from the bedroom with water from the sink. The tub would have been easier, but that faucet was blocked by prisoner number one.

      Not wanting to be unfair, MacLachlan stripped the man tied to the bed also and tossed his clothes and shoes into a corner.

      The Chechen looked at him with a dark glare of hatred. MacLachlan asked him in German where the suitcase device was at that moment. The man told him to do something MacLachlan knew was impossible. So, instead, he slapped Kadyrov across the face with a fast open hand. He could plainly see his palm print on the man’s face. Inadvertent tears ran down Kadyrov’s face and he spit at MacLachlan. This time, it was a fist against the point of his chin and Kadyrov was out. MacLachlan soaked a hand towel in one of the trash cans full of water and placed it over the Chechen’s face. As he came to, MacLachlan asked again where the device was. No answer. MacLachlan closed the door between the bedroom and the parlor.

      MacLachlan poured half a trash can of water slowly onto the hand towel over Kadyrov’s mouth. The man gagged and sputtered. MacLachlan repeated the question.

      He continued this cycle. Several times, Kadyrov passed out. MacLachlan used that time to refill his water containers.

      Twenty-three minutes into to the procedure, Kadyrov told MacLachlan the device was in the trunk of a gray Vauxhall sedan parked two blocks behind the hotel. In response to being repeatedly asked where the device was to be detonated, he responded he did not know. MacLachlan believed him.

      MacLachlan went to Khan and subjected him to the same version of water boarding Kadyrov had gotten. He had two questions for the Saudi. Were there other devices? And what were the targets? After a longer period than the Chechen took, MacLachlan found there was more than one device, but it was compartmented on a need-to-know basis. He only knew about his which was destined for London. When pressed to the breaking point, he still maintained he did not know how many devices there were or when and how others would be delivered to Hezbollah or their targets. Again, MacLachlan believed his prisoner. He also did not have any self-recriminations for his methods of interrogation. The fear and discomfort of one man, he felt, was justified in saving the lives of thousands of innocents. He considered killing both prisoners but decided against it. Probably a mistake, the little hairs on the back of his neck told him.

      MacLachlan walked over to the pile of clothes in the corner and fished Vauxhall keys out of the pants pocket he had thrown there. MacLachlan promised himself the next time he had a situation like this, he would have a couple of knock out syringes and several long wire ties to use for restraints.

      He gagged Kadyrov and checked on Khan in the bathroom. He was conscious and furious. MacLachlan pulled a Wyatt Earp and buffaloed him. He slammed the flat side of the Beretta along the edge of Khan’s jaw and knocked him unconscious.

      MacLachlan thoroughly searched the room and Khan’s luggage. He found nothing of interest.

      He made sure both men were tightly gagged. He wiped the cans he had used for his waterboarding, the teacup, the faucets and anything else he could think of he might have touched.

      MacLachlan knew he had been seen by the desk clerk and had an idea. It might or might not work. Bearer bonds buttoned into his shirt and Vauxhall keys in his jeans, he went down the rear stairs and circled the building.

      He came back in the front and walked up to the desk. The same clerk he had bribed was still on duty.

      The phone rang just before he got to the desk. MacLachlan gently tossed the Vauxhall keys on the carpet beside the desk. The clerk hung up.

      “I was here earlier to see my professor in room 212. I knocked, but there was no answer. You were on the phone when I came back down. I think I lost my car keys here. May I look around?”

      Without waiting for an answer, MacLachlan began to look around the reception area.

      “Aha.” He bent down and retrieved the Vauxhall keys.

      “Have you seen Professor Khan come down since I was here?” he asked.

      “No, I assume he is still in his room,” the clerk replied.

      “He clearly was. He wanted to see me to discuss my dissertation and I knocked on the door of room 212 and waited. There was no response and I heard a woman giggling inside the room so I came back though here and left. I figured I’d have lunch and come back later.

      Would you ring the room for me?” MacLachlan asked. The clerk did, and as MacLachlan knew would be the case, there was no answer.

      “I’m getting pretty mad with him showing such disrespect for a student. Wouldn’t you be?” MacLachlan said, getting the desired buy-in from a witness. He stomped out, mad.

      A middle-aged man was sitting in the lobby, listening. When he heard MacLachlan’s set-up about a woman giggling in Khan’s room, he smiled inwardly. He rose and walked out the door. At the end of the block, he passed a woman. She was dressed in tourist clothing and fit in perfectly the other people there to see the castle.

      The man said “Hooker set-up. Plays into our plans nicely. No witnesses, please.” He walked on. The woman ducked around a corner. No one was in sight. She donned a black wig over her dyed blonde hair. Bright red lipstick followed. She unbuttoned her blouse, leaving only the bottom several buttons fastened.

      The woman went to the hotel and entered by the rear entrance. She went up to room 212, looking like the non-existent prostitute the American hinted was in the room.

      The lock on the door took fifteen seconds with two tools from her lock picking kit. She could have done it with two hair pins but did not have the luxury of time.

      She found both men tied, one to the bed, the other in the bathtub. How thoughtful of the American. The one in the bed opened his eyes wide. She pulled her blouse apart and flashed him. His smile quickly disappeared as she withdrew a small dagger, stepped aside and slashed his carotid artery. She gave a wry smile. At least his last view had been quite nice. Nicer than he deserved. She moved to the bathroom. The Saudi did not deserve the view the Chechen received. She drove the dagger deeply into his chest. It penetrated his heart. The muscle grabbed it and she had difficulty withdrawing it. She could not leave it in case it had her fingerprints on the blade. She wiped it on the waterboarding towel and dropped the bloody towel in the floor. She searched the room and emptied both men’s wallets of credit cards, identification and cash. The, she walked out the way she had entered. Two dead men. No witnesses. Her uncle would be pleased. Around the block, she wiped off the bright lipstick, removed the wig and placed it in a trash bin and re-buttoned her blouse. She was back to being a very average looking tourist. She met her uncle at a coffee shop and smiled. He did not have to ask any questions. He knew she was the best. He had trained her himself. The man continued to munch on his bagel. He had surveilled MacLachlan and saw the device put into the motorcycle. As soon as he finished his coffee and bagel, the two agents, uncle and niece, would get in his car. He would drive and she would monitor the tracking device he had placed in the American’s motorcycle while he was in room 212.

      Circling the block, MacLachlan found the Vauxhall just where Kadyrov said it would be. Under the circumstances of their conversation, that did not surprise MacLachlan at all.

      He dug the keys out of his jeans and put on his leather gloves. He smudged the keys and unlocked the sedan. Starting, he drove it to several blocks from the hostel. He had prepaid, so he merely got his meager travel bag and started the bike. He rode it to the Vauxhall and popped the trunk. The device was there. Looking around, he did not see any traffic. He loaded it into the sidecar and snapped the tonneau over it. There was no room for the camera with the classified radio. He swung the camera bag strap over his shoulder and dropped the tripod down a hill into some bushes after wiping prints off with his gloved hand. He left the Vauxhall parked with the windows open and keys in the ignition. Anywhere else in the world, it would be stolen in minutes. He hoped that would be true in charming Český Krumlov, as he watched the town disappear in the bike’s rear-view mirror.

      He wondered what the two conspirators would tell the police who found them naked in a hotel room. Clearly, they could not have tied one another that way. Perhaps a threesome? After his set-up with the clerk, the part about a woman in the room would surely come out in the investigation. He knew neither would explain they were there to exchange bearer bonds for a nuclear device. MacLachlan did not know that neither could explain anything. Ever again.

      MacLachlan dismissed wondering about them and focused on the route to the Danube. At a park along the way, he extracted the radio long enough to have Grafton move the boat to the exfil position on the river for tonight.

      All in all, the ride to the Danube was pretty nice. But his mission was only half complete. There was at least one other nuke was out there headed for Hezbollah.
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        * * *

      

      MacLachlan reached the ordained spot on the river just after dark. He did not see any border police patrols as he carried the sixty-pound device down to the river. He kept the Beretta and the radio handy. At ten PM, the workboat arrived and idled into the bank at clutch speed. Surprisingly, Grafton was on it. He held an M-16 as the bow touched the bank. MacLachlan handed him the device which he took below. MacLachlan could see a Geiger Counter hung from his shoulder by a strap. When Grafton came back topside, MacLachlan handed him the camera, radio and his small travel bag. Grafton looked relaxed, a clear signal the device was not leaking radioactive waves.

      MacLachlan asked the captain for a hundred feet of line. He took one end of the line and secured it to a bollard on the stern. He took the rest and circled the midpart around the forks of the bike under the handlebars. MacLachlan took the rest back to the boat and wrapped the free end around the top of the same bollard. He held the loose, wrapped end as the boat eased out into the fast-moving Danube River dragging the motorcycle behind it into deep water. Once they were fifty feet from shore, MacLachlan let go the wrapped end. It went into the water. When he saw it loose and floating, he pulled it in and coiled it on deck, now freed from the bike.

      “In case some shooting starts, you better let me debrief you now,” the always practical Grafton said. He propped the rifle out of sight and leaned against the wheelhouse and began asking questions.

      A half hour later, as they were heading towards Melk in Bavaria, the debrief was finished. Grafton tuned his radio to a different frequency and sent an encrypted message to the Pentagon. He got a brief response. Grafton opened a chilled bottle of Dom Perignon.

      “Should we celebrate a mission only half finished?” MacLachlan asked his controller.

      “You may have just saved the lives of thousands of Londoners.” So, the two finished it before arriving in neutral Melk, Austria.

      As they pulled in to a dock in Melk, MacLachlan saw a van pull up. Several men dressed in civilian clothes got out. It did not take Hercule Poirot to identify them as soldiers from their fitness level, haircuts and demeanor.

      Grafton shook his head, deep in thought. “It would take a Slickmeister to snatch a nuke without killing anybody. You sure you didn’t kill someone?” he asked. MacLachlan nodded.

      Grafton unloaded and pulled the pin on the rifle, breaking it open. He slipped the rifle, now half length, into a musical instruments case. He walked across the gang plank to the shore. MacLachlan followed, carrying the device. One of the men from the van approached him, arms out, and took the sixty pounds and went back to the van. MacLachlan turned and followed Grafton to a VW Jetta. They got in and drove circuitously back to the safehouse in West Berlin. After freshening up, they walked to Mission Berlin and Grafton got on an encrypted phone to the White House Situation room and gave a full report. MacLachlan was present in case his elaboration was needed. The President was in the Situation Room and congratulated both men for a successful operation. He pressed MacLachlan whether his interrogation had revealed the number and target of other devices.

      “Regretfully, no sir. Neither man knew. I believe them. Our work is still cut out for us.”

      “I am sure the people in this room will agree with me when I say ‘keep after them’. You and Grafton have the lead. I am not worrying about agency protocol here. I am worrying about averting a massive loss of lives. Do whatever the hell you have to do to keep a terrorist nuke out of an American or any other NATO city.”

      “We will do our best, sir,” Will Grafton replied for both. He mouthed “carte blanche” to MacLachlan, who silently raised his eyebrows.

      The Director of Central Intelligence advised the two men on the red phone and those in the Situation Room of several things. First, that the President had called the Prime Minister and apprised her of the target and the mission. The DCI said he was confident the Secret Intelligence Service, AKA MI-6, would have people waiting to ‘deal with’ Khan and Kadyrov before either reached home. He reported the President had also called the prime minister of Israel and briefed him. Implicit in that call was confidence if the Brits missed the two, the Mossad would not. His last call had been to Paris. MacLachlan knew from the media the President respected France’s military and intelligence apparatus. Its government was quite another matter.

      “Okay,” the DCI said, “anything else?”

      “Is Admiral Howard present?” MacLachlan asked.

      “I’m here, Mack,” came a familiar voice.

      “Sir, is there anything coming through our section that gives us a sense of direction about where to look for the next transfer, assuming it hasn’t already happened?”

      “Not a thing. We are examining every report for the tiniest hint of that. Let me defer back to the DCI for a moment.”

      “Major,” the DCI began, “I have instructed all our intelligence agencies, military and civilian, to start spreading money around to all sources to help. I feel like this will be solved like the average urban murder. That is by putting the word out and paying sources like a detective pays snitches. I believe you two are in the best location. You can have everything you need, except manpower, there with you. We simply have to keep this low profile. I’m afraid if we bulk up your location, somebody will notice. We cannot afford to have that happen. You will know anything we know within minutes. If you need SEALS, you have them. I have moved operational numbers of both into the region but your location and your two identities are on the down low. As I suspect you know, if Hezbollah, the Chechens and maybe the Russians or their East German boys identify you, you will be in grave danger. And, I did not choose my adjective unintentionally.”

      With that, the call ended. Both men in West Berlin sat quiet for a few moments, lost in their own thoughts.

      MacLachlan spoke first.

      “Was it Occam with his razor or Sherlock Holmes who first said ‘when faced with competing assumptions, choose the simplest one’?”

      “Both, I think, in their own way,” Grafton responded.

      “So, let’s go over what we know. The source for the weapons appears to be Chechnya, at least for one. The buyer is Hezbollah. There are unknowns. One is whether the Russians are behind the supply. Another is whether it’s a Hezbollah deal centered in Lebanon or is there a strong Saudi influence.” MacLachlan said.

      “And, the last,” he added,” is whether the Chechens stole the nukes and the Russians are ticked off and on the trail trying to recover them. Maybe our guys need to be listening to them as well and reaching out to sources, especially regarding the GRU. I would think the military intelligence would be on this big time and trying to operate separately from the civilian KGB.”

      “I propose we ask the guys we just spoke with to ramp up the NSA listening posts for Hezbollah, Chechnya and GRU right away, if not already done. Let’s have someone high make a covert contact with the head of the French intelligence agency with which he has the most confidence and have them start listening. The Brits, too. Have the FBI start listening in on any Hezbollah cells in the US they have identified with what I believe they call Title III surveillance.”

      “I concur,” Grafton said. “Want to call your admiral and let him honcho it?”

      “I will. I can send him a quick message now and try to catch him in the Situation Room. Wait one.” MacLachlan took out his pager and sent the message.

      The red phone rang within a minute.

      “Howard here.”

      “Sir, thanks for getting back to us so quickly. We have a couple ideas to run past you.”

      MacLachlan outlined their requests. Admiral Howard stated that several were in process and promised to run the others past the rest of the people in the Situation Room, though noting the President had already left.

      “Hang tight. This won’t take long.”

      They waited about five minutes before the admiral came back on the secure line.

      “Done. We will advise about any findings as soon as we have them.” He broke the connection.

      MacLachlan turned to Grafton.

      “You are the operational guy. Is it unusual to have such a small contingent running such a large and crucial op?” he asked.

      “No rules about that. What we—mainly you—just did was pretty unusual. I guess they are going with what they’ve got. My experience is too many cooks spoil dinner. I am happy with it like this. If we need, we have SEALS we can use. But, I’d rather not. In ‘Nam and countries near it, I went in alone for up to two weeks and performed my missions. I liked it better working lean. Still do, Mack. Think of this as a jungle. Just no damn snakes and bugs. Man, I got real tired of both.” Grafton said.

      MacLachlan nodded.

      “I think I’m going to take a run. Think I ought to take the Beretta?” MacLachlan asked.

      “Nah. You are a big boy. You can either out run or out fight muggers. If it’s a hit team, that pipsqueak mouse gun won’t make much difference. Have a good run. Wish I could join you. Maybe in a couple of months.” Grafton said stretching the wounded leg.

      MacLachlan put on sweats, a stocking cap and running shoes and walked out the back door. He crossed the alley and looked for surveillance. Detecting none, he started off at a jog, then increased his pace to a full run. He maintained that for an hour, ending up at the front door. Still no surveillance. He had done his SDR’s throughout. Nobody on foot, bike or car he could identify. Almost a strange feeling for an American agent in Cold War Berlin. He went in. Grafton was drinking some sort of hard liquor in a small glass. MacLachlan looked at the nearby bottle. It was Té Bheag Scotch.

      “I didn’t know you were Scottish,” MacLachlan commented, grinning at his friend.

      “Just because I drink Tea Bag Scotch doesn’t mean you are going to see these fine legs peeking out of some plaid mini-skirt.”

      “You ought to try a kilt. You might like it,” MacLachlan said.

      “Yeah. I might like a lot of things. But that doesn’t mean I am going to try them,” Grafton said.

      “By the way, in Gaelic, it’s ‘chey veck’,” MacLachlan commented.

      “I’m sticking with ‘tea bag,’ thank you. How the devil can anybody get ‘chey veck’ out of that?” Grafton asked.

      MacLachlan, having no reasonable answer, simply shrugged. Grafton poured him a wee dram and MacLachlan held it up in salute. He did not bother to say Slàinte with its proper Gaelic pronunciation and prolong a useless conversation. Instead, he let the mellow Scotch slide down his throat and enjoyed it with his friend.

      Other than twice-daily contacts with the admiral, the four men in the safehouse were like firefighters at the firehouse. They cooked, exercised, maintained their equipment and waited for the bell to ring.
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        * * *

      

      The bell rang four days later.

      MacLachlan got a page instructing them to report to the secure phone at Mission Berlin and call the admiral. Thirty minutes later, they were dialing.

      The admiral answered the secure phone “yes?”

      Both men recognized him.

      “Sir, we are both present. What’s up?”

      “The NSA has picked up some chatter out of Russia. Complaints about Chechen rebels stealing two nuclear warheads. The chatter, coming out of Russian military intelligence instead of KGB, says one is missing and one appears to be on the way to the US. We assume the missing one is the one you got for us. They have no idea where it is. We reviewed and photographed it and gave it to the French. It was destined for Paris anyway and we wanted to show good faith to a NATO partner.” Grafton, who had periodically worked out of NATO in Mons, Belgium, nodded.

      “The key,” the admiral went on, “is twofold: one, there is only one other; and, two: it seems to be headed for the US. The GRU has agents trailing the Chechen with the device. The rivalry with the KGB has flared up and it has agents looking for the GRU agents. There is a lot of encrypted traffic over all of this, with our boys at the National Security Agency getting some pretty good information in bits and pieces. All of this has just popped up overnight. It should be safe to assume the Brits are listening in on the same chatter we are.”

      “Sir, this is Will. Anything we can act on yet?”

      “Yes. The Russians are thinking the Chechens are moving the device overland by truck. The route seems to be pointing towards Dar-es-Salaam in Tanzania. The estimate is they are several days out. It looks like there is a tracking device involved. Expect the Brits, Russians of various agencies and who knows who else to be there. Be there first.” The admiral hung up without further instructions.
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      Dar-Es-Salaam, Tanzania

      June 1985

      

      The travel office at the official embassy booked MacLachlan and Grafton two different commercial flights to the Julius Nyerere International Airport. Grafton arrived earlier, picked up a rental Toyota Corolla and a room in each of two hotels several blocks apart. He also reached out to his agency and found there was an agent in the area. His name was William Crocker, a second generation American whose parents migrated from Africa. He spoke fluent Swahili, the official language of Tanzania. Many locals also spoke English, some Bantu or a combination of the three.

      When MacLachlan arrived at the airport four hours later, a hired driver held a sign for Dieter Maack. He was taken to his hotel. He saw Grafton and another, younger black man sitting in the café as he went to his room. Five minutes later, he joined them.

      “Mack, this is William Crocker. He’s our guy in Tanzania,” Grafton said in a low tone, having already done his surveillance detection procedures in the randomly selected mid-class hotel.

      “Hi, William. I’m Mack MacLachlan. Glad to meet you.” They shook. The young agent was still in the military. He knew about MacLachlan’s CMH and rank and showed polite deference to one no older than he.

      “We can expect GRU, KGB, and maybe Israeli activity. We can also anticipate the British will be here as observers. French presence is unknown at this point. Our intel is that the GRU knows the buyer and is tracking him. They have apparently also put a tracker on the device’s crate and know where that is. I have already talked with our leadership today and they are good with letting the device go back to Russia. They want us to hopefully capture, or option two, neutralize, the Hezbollah guy. More on him later,” Grafton said.

      “Mack, interesting news from the brass about Český Krumlov. They wanted me to assure them—which I did—that you did not kill the two guys in the hotel. Because both were found bound as you left them and stabbed to death.”

      “You’re kidding.” MacLachlan exclaimed. “I would have killed both, but knew I was seen by at least the desk clerk, maybe others. What do the police think?”

      “The information I received is that a female posing as a prostitute or maybe a real prostitute, is the primary suspect. Both men were robbed of all ID and money. The cops have no idea who she is. They are aware of a German student asking about Khan but have no real interest in him. Nor, do they have his identity, other than he may have been on a motorcycle. Not sure how they know that. Good luck to them finding the bike in forty feet of cold, dark Danube water, huh?” Grafton asked rhetorically.

      MacLachlan grinned at the part about the bike but was concerned about missing apparent tails that came in and cleaned up after him. He should have seen or felt someone was there. Mistakes in the intelligence world can be fatal. He knew he had to be more careful, paranoid, perhaps. He said nothing. He was pretty sure the savvy Grafton knew exactly what he was thinking.

      “Our plan will be to surveil the GRU agents, identify the buyer and take him. We will have to duel with two sets of Russians to get him. Our information is he has several bodyguards, probably not very professional. Our source is one of the GRU agents. We have promised him the world. And, may give it to him,” Grafton said.

      Crocker spoke.

      “The source, codenamed ‘Tatra’ after a car, called me today. He has setup a drop under a bus stop bench at this location.” He gave folded sheets to both men.

      “He will leave word about the buyer’s name and location there today around five. I will pick it up,” he said.

      “William has a souped-up taxi we will use for the snatch. I will coordinate from my hotel room. Memorize it and destroy these sheets along with the drop location,” Grafton said.

      “William,” MacLachlan asked, “the Russians have lots of tactical nuclear warheads. And, over the years, lots have been ‘lost’ one way or the others. What is the Kremlin’s impetus in getting this one?”

      “I have gathered from Tatra it’s two-fold. Certainly, it’s a matter of embarrassment to have tangos use one of their warheads on a NATO capital. But more important is they think our president is the butt-kicking cowboy he played in movies. They don’t want him thinking they were behind a nuclear explosion in the US or a close friend. They appreciate the proximity of his thumb to a red button that would unleash more than they could respond to,” Crocker said.

      “They are certainly right about that,” MacLachlan said, Grafton nodding his agreement.

      “Mack, you and William will grab the guy. If we get away, it’s a rendition. If the field gets too crowded, we know what ship the device is on and will just watch the Russians take possession and take the damn thing home. William has a bag for you in under the table. Just take it to your room. It has a small radio for comms and some armaments. I will call you on the room phone with some banal conversation. It is a signal to monitor the encrypted radio for traffic,” Grafton said.

      Steven Rotenberg arrived on Grafton’s flight. He did not know the DIA agent but had a fairly good idea he was some sort of American agent. Too aware of his surroundings. Stopping periodically to peer at reflections in shop windows in the airport. Neither man had checked luggage. Rotenberg went to a different rental car counter. He rented the most innocuous car in their fleet. He was not James Bond. But he was much, much better at his craft.

      Yaffa Segal, Rotenberg’s niece, arrived on MacLachlan’s flight. Both uncle and niece knew him by sight. Yaffa had already decided the American agent was handsome and likely to check out women his age in specific and pretty ones of all ages in general. Ever the professional, Yaffa got rid of any vestiges of makeup, tied a babushka scarf on her head, donned large sunglasses and hoped he would not notice her level of fitness in jeans and jacket. To further divert attention, she hunched and tried to be as mousey as a lovely woman could be. It worked. He stepped aside like a gentleman once to let her by, looking only at her hands for a threat, as she moved ahead.

      Unlike her uncle, Yaffa selected the fastest and most powerful small SUV Hertz offered. It was an Audi. She caught up with MacLachlan at the pickup point and followed him in heavy traffic to his hotel. She was aware of and avoided his tradecraft. Yaffa stood in line two back from the tall American and heard his room number as the clerk gave him the key card. She asked for the same floor once he had gone to the elevator and her turn at the desk arrived. Her room was four doors down the hall from his. She knew it was risky, but it may be the only way she could take advantage of America’s superior satellite and other monitoring of intel chatter worldwide.

      Once in the room, she showered and dressed in a mini dress, and high heels. She soaked her hair and brushed it back, leaving it wet. Yaffa applied full war paint and looked in the mirror. Hot. She blew a kiss at herself and went to the café. He was there with two other men. She took a table and smiled at their obvious appreciation of the brief time she had spent preparing to get their attention. Yaffa ordered a rare hamburger and a large glass of red wine. She thoroughly enjoyed her meal.

      Two sets of other government employees arrived at Dar-es-Salaam that afternoon, one tracking the other.  A team of five Russian GRU agents arrived, having tracked both the device by truck and train and the man by the same modes. They were followed by eight similar looking countrymen representing the more influential intelligence agency called Komitet Gosudarstvennoy Bezopasnosti or KGB.

      The British Government Communications Headquarters, based in a building called the “doughnut” in Cheltenham, had heard enough traffic in its Russian surveillance to field an MI-6 team to Dar-es-Salaam to “monitor and report.” They were aware of the tactical nuclear warhead the Americans had snatched and given to the French and the existence of a second one. Chatter notwithstanding, the Brits were not taking any chances London was not the target whether primary or second tier.

      After a light lunch at the hotel’s café, the three American agents separated. Crocker left in his taxi; Grafton walked the blocks back to his hotel to limber his wounded leg. It had stiffened on the flight from Berlin. MacLachlan sat longer and had another coffee, admiring the beautiful young woman who looked up from her table and smiled at him periodically. He did not have time for a meet and greet. The drop was to be made in a couple hours and the phone and radio traffic would commence shortly thereafter. Finally, he picked up the bag. It weighed at least thirty pounds. MacLachlan left money on the table to cover their check and walked towards the door into the hotel.

      He said “Hello,” and gave his best superhero grin yet to the woman in the thin cotton mini dress. She nodded and smiled. MacLachlan figured her superhero grin beat his by a Texas mile.

      In his room, he opened the bag and spread the contents out on the bed. The radio was a very small government-only Motorola. It had an extra battery, belt clip and ear wig set with a mic at second button down level. The channel was marked with a bit of what appeared to be white fingernail polish. Maybe type correction fluid. The largest thing was an AK-47 with a very short barrel. It was probably seven inches instead of the usual 16.3 inches. The wire butt stock was folded, making for a very handy rifle with a lot of firepower. Three full magazines were included. There was a Kevlar vest, thin tactical gloves and ballistic shooting glasses. Lastly, a commercial blue steel Colt Government Model 1911 .45 automatic with four seven shot magazines and a box of 230 grain hollow points. “Nice,” he thought. Again, several of the serial numbers on the Colt were obliterated. The AK did not have any serial numbers, having been finely crafted in a tent in Marrakesh.

      MacLachlan field stripped the Kalashnikov and the Colt. Both were clean and had an appropriate amount of lube. He loaded both and filled the pistol mags. He had jeans on and put all four mags in front pockets. He clipped the Mikov automatic knife into his weak hand front pocket. It was too warm to wear a jacket. He pulled his shirttail out and put the .45 in his waistband. He turned several times in front of the bathroom mirror. The big gun did not print. It was in Condition One. Chambered round, hammer back, safety on. Ready for action. The intel said the device and its buyer would arrive in Dar-es-Salaam in a day or two. But it could be anytime. MacLachlan knew he had to be ready to roll with a moment’s notice.

      It happened less than an hour later.

      He heard a tone on the radio and acknowledged. Crocker said “It’s going down. I’ll meet you out front in five mikes. Full equipment.” MacLachlan keyed twice in rapid succession to acknowledge. He took off his loose sport shirt. After putting the Kevlar vest on, he reached for the radio parts

      He clipped the radio on the left side and ran the mic and ear wig up his shirt. MacLachlan clipped the mic out of sight near where the topmost unbuttoned button was. He fed the ear wig up behind the left side of his collar before placing it in his left ear. Grabbing the bag with the AK and spare ammo, he walked briskly to the exit and down the steps. As he came out of the hotel, he heard a screeching of tires as an SUV powered by at speed. He was pretty sure it was the pretty girl across from him at lunch. She disappeared in thick traffic, driving like a trained pro.

      Within minutes, the old taxi showed up and he hopped in the front. Special Agent William Crocker accelerated into traffic and seemed to be running faster than the SUV had.

      “Just heard from the source, Tatra. The ship got in early. The Russians are excited. They expect to get a twofer. One, get the device back. Two, kill or capture a big wig with Hezbollah who is the buyer. He was identified as one Abdel Hariri. I personally think it’s a cover name. But the guy apparently is a known entity to the Russian because of having killed so many of them in Afghanistan. They want him badly. Will talked to the brass. They want us to capture him and subject him to rendition or, alternatively, kill him. The Prez doesn’t like it when the Evil Empire wins. He would be a goldmine of Hezbollah intel if we had a chance to talk with him for a few months.”

      “So, the plan is charge in like the cavalry and snatch or shoot him?” MacLachlan asked.

      “Yep. He will be in one of two black Mercedes. That fact suggests his power and importance. The Russians think he might have a total of three bodyguards, and they are probably mujahidin’s in suits. Not trained security men. They should not be a problem.”

      MacLachlan was not so sure. At Quantico Marine officer training he had been taught how to plan ops. Reacting by charging in like the Seventh Cavalry at the Little Big Horn might lead to the same result as Custer met.

      “Do we know who will get there first? A shoot out with the Russians would constitute an international incident and end our careers, if we survived it,” MacLachlan said.

      “Unknown.”

      “Remember the good-looking girl sitting across from us at lunch?” MacLachlan asked.

      “The blonde in the flowered mini dress, medium red lipstick and same color high heels? Nope, don’t remember her,” Crocker grinned.

      “She may be competition. She just squealed out of the hotel parking lot a minute ahead of you. Drove like a professional. Going same direction we are.”

      “Maybe part of the Russian contingent,” Crocker hypothesized.

      “Maybe,” MacLachlan said. “Or, maybe Brit, or French, or Israeli. Or, a local undercover,” he said.

      “I’d have thought we would have caught her by now,” he added. Apparently, she was an even better driver than he had originally thought.

      As they neared the port, Crocker slowed down. His AK was on the seat between them. It was short. Identical to MacLachlan’s. MacLachlan pulled the operating handle and chambered a round. He placed the rifle, muzzle to the floor between his knees.

      Crocker slowly made his way along a road between containers to the docks. There was a number of ships docked. They saw tugs nudging one into dock. They could not see the stern, hence the name, but saw several cars and SUVs waiting for the hawsers to be tied. None were double black Mercedes, so Crocker pulled into a good surveillance point between two large parked and unoccupied trucks. They waited.

      With obvious contact with someone aboard ship, the two S-Class Mercedes sped in and aimed towards the dock. One slid parallel to the dock. The second one stopped perpendicular to it.

      “Okay, William, these guys are a lot more professional that Tatra predicted.” MacLachlan said.

      Three men bailed out of the first Mercedes. Immediately, they were dropped by a fusillade of shots from the various cars already at the dock.

      “Crap. The damn Russians are overacting.”

      The rear Mercedes, ostensibly with Hariri in it, blasted backwards at top speed. The driver hit the handbrake and spun the wheel, executing an expert 180 degree turn and accelerated away.

      Crocker floored the pedal and aimed the old taxi with the new three hundred horsepower engine at a diagonal course to hit the luxury car as it escaped.

      MacLachlan snapped his seatbelt closed and held the AK-47 up left-handed so the muzzle pointed away from Crocker’s face.

      Crocker aimed perfectly hit the speeding Mercedes just behind the driver side rear tire at fifty miles per hour. The Mercedes spun in a full circle and stalled. MacLachlan, stunned, still bailed out and aimed the rifle from behind the car. He knew better than to lay over the hood like on television. That guaranteed return ricochets right into one’s face.

      Crocker cranked his own stalled vehicle while the Mercedes driver did his. MacLachlan did not know whether the Mercedes had armored glass. Either way, his controlled pair of 7.62x39 shots into the driver’s window sent a pink haze from the driver. Dazed bodyguards rolled out. MacLachlan killed the one on the driver side. The two on the other side commenced firing some sort of unidentified submachine guns.

      MacLachlan immediately squatted behind a front tire, guarded by it and the engine block against pistol caliber submachine gun bullets. He leaned around the crunched front bumper and fired a full auto burst under the Mercedes. He heard screams as his bullets hit feet and ankles on the other side. Men fell, writhing. He saw a tall man in a white dishdasha or kandoora. He also wore a red and white checkered keffiyeh.

      It had to be Hariri. MacLachlan flipped the selector switch on the Kalashnikov back to one shot per trigger pull. He took careful aim, disregarding a flurry of shots coming at him from one bodyguard and the Russians.

      He had a good sight picture and pressed the trigger as something hammered his shoulder. He saw Hariri fall as he fell to the dirty pavement of the port himself.

      Off in what seemed a cloudy distance, he heard a car start. Then, another.

      “C’mon, Mack. Get in the back of the car.” The distant voice sounded like Crocker. He complied in a daze, but on his own power.

      Eyes beginning to focus, Mack saw a man with a shoulder-fired rocket aim from behind the wrecked Mercedes. With a “whoosh” it fired, and the center Russian car lifted ten feet off the ground. It landed and exploded, throwing other cars and men through the air.

      The rocket-wielding bodyguard dropped the launcher, helped the wounded Hariri into the Mercedes and it began to move away.

      MacLachlan’s right, upper chest was throbbing from where the bullet hit his Kevlar vest instead of killing him instantly. He slammed another magazine into the AK as Crocker started off, the car clearly in trouble from the steam from the engine and the rattling and bumping as it rolled forward.

      He said, “Stop a minute, William.” When the badly wrecked car stopped, he stepped out and fired a full thirty round magazine at the fleeing Mercedes. There was no return fire from the Russians this time. MacLachlan’s first volley laid a straight line of holes across the middle of both facing doors of the black car. His second volley hit the wheels, tires and pavement below, ricocheting up. The car careened, wobbling from side to side as it slowed. A flatbed truck port truck approached. The one unhurt bodyguard stepped out and fired through the driver’s windshield. The truck came to rest against the Mercedes front bumper. The Mercedes driver slid out the passenger side and staggered.

      MacLachlan’s volley had wounded him and possibly Hariri again. The bodyguard helped both into the flatbed. He pushed the dead driver onto the tarmac. MacLachlan laid down a full magazine of shots from the AK, trying to cripple the truck and hit the Hezbollah operatives. It did not work this time. He tossed the rifle back into the taxi’s front seat and ran towards them, .45 in his right hand and a seven-round magazine at the ready in his left. The flatbed started off. Not fast. But much faster than MacLachlan could run. He stopped, dropped the extra mag in his pocket and assumed a two-handed isosceles position. He fired one carefully aimed .45 ACP shot each second with no avail at the truck pulling well out of range.

      As he stood in the open, helpless, MacLachlan saw the blue Audi SUV accelerate from behind some containers. The truck stopped again. One man exited and aimed a rocket at the approaching SUV.

      “No.” MacLachlan yelled. He slammed the second mag home in the .45 and elevated the muzzle, trying to judge Tennessee elevation for the extreme pistol distance.

      The two passengers were escaping from the SUV. MacLachlan fired at the rocket wielder. Nothing. He lowered and fired again. Nothing. Another shot and the man toppled as he fired the rocket. The truck sped off, leaving him staining the pavement. The SUV reprised the action of the Russian vehicle, rising before it blew. The concussion knocked the running man from the SUV to the ground. The female, still in the flowery mini dress, waved at MacLachlan, then concentrated on getting to her associate and helping him limp off between some containers. The next thing MacLachlan saw was a woman in a mini dress blowing in the wind. She was driving a lift truck towards the port entrance. A man was on the seat beside her.

      MacLachlan could not see her smile, but he saw the wave again and returned it. Turning to Crocker, the two put their weapons except for pistols into the bag and walked away from the taxi. From ten feet, Crocker tossed an incendiary grenade into the open window. He said “Walk fast. Real fast. No, run like hell.”

      Both men took off and were safely out of range before the car blew.

      “Wonder if we should do anything about the device on the boat?” Crocker said.

      Sirens were loud now as Tanzanian police and fire authorities drew close to their location.

      The two Americans drew between some containers as the horde of vehicles raced by, one stopping at the blown SUV, one at the Mercedes, one at the hulk of the taxi and the rest at the dock carnage.

      “My guess is that this will become a diplomatic thing, with the Russian Embassy taking the lead on removing the stolen device,” MacLachlan said.

      Sometimes, logic can be dead wrong.
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      While the excitement was occurring at dockside, Hezbollah operatives were moving the device’s case, complete with their tracker, and unknown to them, GRU’s tracker.

      They offloaded it on the water side of the ship to a small boat, thence to a larger one which left the port. It went to a predetermined site and pulled up to another dock. A box truck waited there. It was loaded onto the truck and the three shipboard operatives joined two more as a second vehicle started and the car and truck left Dar-es-Salaam.

      Plan B was in effect.

      Later that day, the Americans on the ground and in DC considered their actions may have achieved the purposes of preventing Hezbollah from moving the device further, killing Hezbollah operatives, and putting Hariri out of action. They assumed the Russian diplomats would pull out all stops to recover the device from the ship and take possession of it. Perhaps, surviving GRU or KGB agents already had.

      Probably no participants except the mysterious female and her male associate knew that the second shooters were Americans. Nonetheless, Grafton ordered Crocker to take a long sabbatical elsewhere until things cooled down. He obtained transportation for MacLachlan back to DC, where he would join him for a serious debriefing at the Situation Room. All told, the players were happy. For now. Except for ten dead men and their families. Men surely to be reported to those families as being killed in a training incident somewhere else.

      MacLachlan turned in his arms, radio, and protective equipment to Crocker.

      “You know, Mack. You seem to have an affinity for this .45. It’s an off-the-books piece. Do you want me to send it to you by courier bag?”

      “That would be great. Thank you. It’s the 1970 version with some improvements including a better trigger pull. I really appreciate it, William,” MacLachlan said.

      Knowing they would likely work together soon, the two shook hands and parted.

      MacLachlan’s flight out of Tanzania was late, so he packed and went down to the café for dinner. He saw the lovely female was there. Her older associate was not. He went to the desk and obtained a piece of paper and pen. Knowing she was some sort of government operative, MacLachlan was not sure of the tradecraft protocol. But, he did exactly what he feared was the wrong thing. He palmed the note and surreptitiously touched the edge of her table, leaving it, while being led to his.

      As he was seated, she read “May I buy you dinner in view of your unfortunate vehicle day today? Mack.”

      She caught his eye and smiled. Again, her superhero smile was better than his. He’d better work on it, he thought. She nodded and he got up and walked over.

      Proffering out his hand, he said “Mack MacLachlan.” She motioned for him to sit across from her.

      She offered her hand.

      “Yaffa Segal,” she said. Both were convinced the other had given a cover name. Both were wrong.

      “How is your friend? Was he injured seriously in the accident? I saw he was limping a bit.”

      “He’s a bit stiff now but not a serious injury. Thanks to you. You seem to be just the person to help out at an injury accident. You must have done it before.”

      “Thank you. Perhaps. I move around a lot, so I encounter a number of types of situations, as I suspect you do,” MacLachlan said.

      “Quite. Are you here in Dar-es-Salaam long?” she asked.

      “No. Unfortunately, I am flying out to DC tonight. I wish I could stay longer.”

      “Same here,” she responded. He wondered if she meant she was flying out too, or wished he was staying longer.

      “Where are you based, if I am allowed to ask?” he ventured.

      “Tel Aviv,” she answered truthfully. “Are you headquartered in DC?”

      “Yes. I am in the military.”

      “Oh? Which branch?” she asked.

      “The Marine Corps. Out of the Pentagon.”

      “Ah. You don’t seem like a desk bound bureaucrat.”

      He smiled.

      “Sometimes, I get lucky and enjoy some physical activity.”

      “Like today?” she asked.

      “Seldom as active as today. But, sometimes.”

      “Your pistol shooting bought us enough time to keep us alive. To hit a man and drop him with a 1911 from over ninety meters. As I was running, I watched you shoot for range, then drop the shot right down into his chest. Very impressive. Almost unheard of,” she said. He smiled.

      “I just do threat assessments.”

      “’Do’ is a broad word, Mr. MacLachlan.”

      “I guess it can cover a lot of territory. It’s Major, but please call me Mack.”

      “And, I am Yaffa.”

      “A pretty name. What does it mean in Hebrew?” he asked.

      She blushed prettily. Something she almost never did.

      “Um...It means ‘lovely.’”

      “Lovely does not begin to describe you, Yaffa. You are far beyond just lovely,” he said, meaning every word. He locked his green eyes into her green eyes.

      She took his hand in hers.

      “Thank you, Mack. That is so sweet.

      “I think I will not ask you what you do for a living, Yaffa.”

      “I think you already know,” she said.

      “Yes, I think I do. I’m glad we are on the same side.”

      “Your President Reagan seems to be very pro-Israel,” she said.

      “Most good Americans are. You are the only democracy in your part of the world. All your neighbors want to kill you. Americans always respect determination and bravery.”

      “Yes. They are admirable traits,” she said.

      They ordered dinner and MacLachlan asked her to pick her favorite wine. She chose a Tzora white to go with their seafood entrée. The hotel had it. MacLachlan, largely a red wine aficionado, liked the Tzora. At this point, he realized he would have liked dishwater had Yaffa Segal chosen it.

      After dinner, he said he had to pack. She said she needed to check on her associate. They took the elevator to the same floor.

      The situation warranted a long kiss and embrace.

      “I wish, Mack,” she said.

      “Me, too. We will meet again,” patting her card in his pocket.

      “I am quite sure of that,” she said. “And, next time, we will spend more time together.” She hugged him tightly.

      “Yes,” He kissed her again and she disappeared into her room.

      He walked to his and packed. He regretted going. He knew he was going to have to report dinner with a suspected foreign agent, even one on the US’s side. Perhaps, he could arrange to convince his leadership she might be an asset. Just perhaps.
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        * * *

      

      MacLachlan flew the first of several legs that night. He got into Dulles late the next day, deciding Tanzania is one of those places ‘you can’t get to from here’. But it was where he met Yaffa Segal. That made it very special.

      He called Grafton’s office phone on his card. Crocker answered.

      “Special Agent Crocker.”

      “William, it’s Mack. Where’s the Head Slickmeister?”

      “Winging his way towards you. He gets in early tomorrow morning. He said to tell you about a meeting. Both of you at White House Situation Room. Eleven a.m. tomorrow.”

      “Hey, William? You did really well at the cluster at the port. I’d partner with you on an op anytime, my friend.”

      “Thanks, Mack. That means a lot from a guy who can mow down a tango from a hundred yards with a pistol,” Crocker said, using the phonetic letter for terrorist in military fashion.

      “Even a Texas country boy gets lucky sometimes. Be safe out there. I’m sure I’ll see you soon. What’s next on your agenda, if you can say on this line?” MacLachlan asked.

      “I’m going to go to the hospital and see a Russian friend in person. Or, Dr. Gabone will. By the way, this line sends encrypted. Unless your home phone is bugged, we’re okay talking. By the way, our friend is bringing you the ‘present.’ No courier bag required.”

      “Thanks for that, William. Good luck today. Will you let me know how your friend is?”

      “I will. I’ll leave a voicemail in a couple of hours. Maybe in time for you to check before your meeting downtown,” Crocker said.

      “Roger and out.”

      “Yup.” The connection was closed.

      Crocker had already donned his handball friend’s white lab coat with the “Dr. Gabone” name tag, a pocket full of pens and a stethoscope to hang around his neck authoritatively. Gabone did not have visiting privileges at the hospital where Tatra was recovering. Crocker figured he could bluff his way in as a privately hired physician. He hoped no GRU goons were guarding Tatra. He would find out in less than half an hour.

      He drove to the hospital in a new rental car. The credit card was real, the backup information was all cover material.

      He parked in the doctor’s area and put a handwritten sign on the dash identifying himself and stating this was a rental, hence no parking sticker.

      Crocker walked in, inquired about the Russian’s room in Swahili, using the real name of his source, and walked down the hall to it.

      There was a big guy in a suit outside. GRU for sure.

      Using a local accent, he told the man he needed to check the patient. As he walked in, the guard followed. Crocker turned and waved his index finger side to side, indicating “no.” He closed the door in the man’s face and stood there for a few seconds making sure it did not open. The door was solid wood. A low conversation should be impossible to hear from outside. In a louder voice, he greeted the GRU agent in the bed by name and introduced himself as Dr. Gabone.

      “Tatra, I am Volchitsa,” Crocker said softly, using his own code name, which meant ‘wolf’.

      Tatra looked at the doctor with surprise. Focused and recognized him.

      “How are you, my friend?”

      “I am fine. I should not even be here. I just have some scrapes and a strained wrist form falling wrong when the rocket hit. I think I am here so Tanzanian authorities can secure me for questioning for fear my Embassy will spirit me away,” the Russian said.

      “When will you move me to America?” he asked.

      “First things first. Where is the device? Did your diplomats freeze the ship and demand it?”

      “Ha. The damned Lebanese are smarter than any of us gave credit. They had a team on the ship and offloaded the device to a small boat during all of the shooting and explosions. They still have not found the tracker we planted. It is on the highway heading west now. I am to be moved out today and will resume as the number two agent following. America?”

      “It is imperative that you maintain your position and keep us apprised of the location of the device until we can get it and neutralize the Hezbollah team. Then, we will move you to America in a nice house and under Witness Protection. We will show our appreciation for all you have done. I promise you that.” Crocker said.

      There was a knock at the door and Crocker opened it. It was a legitimate physician from the hospital and two nurses. The GRU agent was behind them.

      “I have examined the patient. As far as I am concerned, he is ready to be released,” Crocker said with confidence and authority. I will tell the people who hired me that,” he added in Swahili.

      The hospital threesome nodded, and Crocker walked past them, nodded at the GRU guard and left.

      He called MacLachlan. No need for a voice recording. The Marine answered on the first ring.

      “Glad I got you. An onboard team of tangos removed the device to a small boat during the shooting. The Russians searched and, of course, got nothing. The tracker is still good. The device is on a highway heading west. The famous Dr. Gabone told the intern to release Tatra today. I am sure my friend’s name is well enough known to carry some weight. Either way, Tatra is well enough to leave. We are back in the game.”

      “Stay on it, William. I will make sure everyone up to the President is aware of your good work. Gotta go. Leave Will or me everything you can,” MacLachlan said. He hung up and finished tying the tie on his class A uniform.

      He boarded the DC Metro Blue Line at the Pentagon and exited at Farragut West. It was just a short walk to the White House. He showed both his Department of Defense National Capital Region badge and his Marine Corps ID. Being expected, he was escorted into the waiting area outside the Situation Room, offered coffee, which he declined, and seated.

      Shortly Grafton came in. MacLachlan expected him to be rumpled and tired from the long series of flights that ended only about an hour before.  He was neither. Grafton had a crisp suit, starched white shirt and conservative tie. He did not have his characteristic grin, however.

      “I’m guessing from your expression you spoke with Crocker?” MacLachlan asked.

      Grafton nodded.

      “I’m also guessing just after our briefing here; we will be back on planes across the puddle. The where part is unknown. We will be giving these guys information that is so fresh they don’t already have it,” the DIA agent said.

      They were called in. The main briefing room was full, and the President sat at the end of the table. He smiled and nodded to the two men as his National Security Advisor directed them to chairs side by side and near the President.

      The Advisor started the meeting.

      “Gentlemen, we have a quick and dirty picture of what happened in Dar-es-Salaam. Why don’t you fill us in with the details?

      Grafton began. When they got to the shooting at the port, he deferred to MacLachlan. The Marine reported in a matter of fact manner and played down his role. He reported how well Agent Crocker of the DIA had handled himself and told about stopping the second black Mercedes with Hariri in it and of assisting the Mossad agents with cover fire. As was proper, he addressed all but direct questions from someone else to the President. It was like testifying in court. Always answer the judge. As he talked about the Israelis, he detected a small nod and almost hidden smile of approval from his favorite President ever. Right up there with Teddy Roosevelt.

      “Mr. President, and gentlemen,” Grafton began. “We have news that is less than an hour old. This is the first time it has been shared. Special Agent Crocker debriefed the Russian source in the hospital less than an hour ago. An onboard team from Hezbollah offloaded the device during the firefight and it was taken to another destination by small boat. There, it was put on a truck and is westbound in Tanzania right now. The Russian tracker is still operating. We expect updates as frequently as our source gets them.”

      “Who knows the participation of American agents in this matter?” the President asked.

      “I believe only the Mossad, sir,” MacLachlan answered. Grafton nodded.

      “Well, they won’t be sharing. I will make a phone call in my little breakout office here to assure that. You men, including the one who was not here, did another great job and on the spur of the moment. Now, Admiral Howard concurring, it sounds like you better get back on a plane eastbound.” Howard agreed, as expected.

      “Here is our detailed report, gentlemen. I printed ten copies once I got here, not knowing the number in attendance. Please note it is classified at the very highest levels when handling or transporting it,” Grafton said. The two were dismissed.

      Outside, Grafton said, “Read and shred before leaving here,” to MacLachlan. “You’ll like the gunfight stuff, Wild Bill. So, will the guy at the end of the table,” Grafton grinned.

      “After you read about your gunfighting prowess, we have a problem.”

      “I was there, I don’t need to read this now. What’s the problem?” MacLachlan asked.

      “There is a big ocean between Africa and us. We have no idea what port they are heading to: Luanda; Libreville; Accra; Monrovia; or Dakar for several possibilities. Or, they could turn south and go to Cape Town. It’s like we have it narrowed down to Boston around to Houston. Where do we go and wait?” Grafton asked.

      “The middle?” MacLachlan queried.

      “That would probably be Libreville. Sucky airport connections.”

      “Will, how do you know all this stuff?” MacLachlan asked.

      “I’ve run Africa for five years for DIA.”

      “Oh. That explains it.”

      “Damn army and DIA seem to think I like jungles, deserts and anywhere else hot. Only place I’ve been that isn’t is SHAPE in Belgium and maybe somewhere in the USSR one time. Can’t remember,” he grinned the famous and charismatic grin.

      “SHAPE is NATO, right?” MacLachlan asked.

      “Yep. Supreme Headquarters Allied Powers Europe. Operational command HQ for NATO. Only pleasant weather and good food place they’ve sent me,” Grafton commented.

      “I’m figuring you are around twenty years since Vietnam. You could retire.”

      “And, do what? This is my thing. I’ll wait it out until the right stateside desk job comes along,” Grafton admitted.

      “So, are we committed to Libreville, wherever that is?” MacLachlan asked.

      “Not yet. I’m still thinking. There’s a good deli around the corner. Let’s eat and ponder some. Anywhere near here will be loaded with spies. Let’s eat without discussing anything sensitive and take a walk after. I know a couple places that are hard to do audio surveillance without a truck full of listening gear.”

      After lunch, they went to the steps of the Jefferson Monument and sat halfway down. After discussing all the options, they decided to have Crocker and another agent follow the lead set by Tatra and would propose an alternative to the group they just left. The alternative was to have the two of them moved to a navy destroyer positioned to intercept the ship with the device. They would lead a boarding party aboard and confiscate the device. Any Hezbollah operatives would be taken into custody for rendition...if they did not resist and die. Getting to a destroyer in mid-ocean might take skipping from ship to ship by helo several times, but it was doable. MacLachlan paged the admiral. The response was to return to the situation room as soon as possible.
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        * * *

      

      “How did you get the .45 into the White House,” MacLachlan asked Grafton. He squeezed the envelope Grafton handed him earlier.  He could tell from the weight and hard shape inside it was his .45.

      “I’m a Supervisory Special Agent of a federal agency. They know me.”

      “Here.” MacLachlan handed it back. “I’m just a jarhead from the Pentagon. You take it back in again, okay?”

      At the reception area outside the Situation Room, the admiral met them and ushered them to a breakout room to hear their plan before the larger group did.

      “I think that is a logical approach. You have my support. It’s hard to predict how this group will respond to things, but you guys seem to be in pretty good favor. Mack, the President brought up something about you the rest of us had not thought about,” Admiral Howard said.

      With more than a little trepidation and curiosity, MacLachlan asked what it was.

      “He noted that you are an active duty military officer going armed into foreign countries and engaging in gunfights. He wondered if such a situation could constitute an act of war.”

      MacLachlan saw Grafton considering, then frown. They now knew one another well enough to know Grafton thought it might be plausible.

      “I have a solution. I ran it past the Secretary of Defense and the DNI in the hall. Both said to do it, if you concurred.”

      MacLachlan nodded for him to proceed, not having a clue where the conversation was going.

      “I propose to change your status from Active Duty to Reserve Officer. A promotion to Lt. Colonel comes with it. As a civilian, the DNI will insure you are cleared as a security contractor with all US civilian and military intelligence agencies. You will keep your clearances, subject to normal five-year recertifications. I am thinking that, in view of your being a lead on the boarding party you will need arrest powers. As an intelligence agent, SSA Grafton does not have them. I can make a call to the Marshals Service and have you deputized as a Special Deputy US Marshal with badge and warrant of authority. I had to do it once before and it worked well in the trial that followed.”

      “Sir, this is all more important than me. But I do have a housekeeping question. How will I get paid?” MacLachlan asked.

      “Ha-ha. Not to worry. The DIA just hired you at a monthly stipend equal to a colonel’s pay. It will go through the end of the year and can be extended if this mess is not resolved by then. Keep your pager to me. Think of Grafton here as your direct report and me as the next step up. How does that all sound?”

      “Fine, sir. I will start thinking of gigs for the coming year.”

      “I suspect you will have so many, you can cherry pick,” the admiral promised.

      “I sure hope so,” MacLachlan thought, but said nothing.

      “That badge will allow you to carry a weapon anywhere,” Grafton noted. “Something most intel officers cannot do stateside. It might prove real handy.”

      They walked into the Situation Room and were shortly joined by the same group as before, including the President.

      Admiral Howard presented the alternative plan and said he would take care of the Navy transportation end and the boarding party. He told the President about MacLachlan’s promotion and change in status to civilian. He also mentioned the deputation. The President’s face lit up.

      “I will take care of that myself,” he said. “Stay after, Colonel MacLachlan. I will have the badge and ID sent over and swear you in. I believe I have the authority.” The room laughed quietly and the President beamed.

      Two hours later, there was an agreed-upon plan, and a new Special Deputy US Marshal leaving the White House with his friend and direct report from the DIA.

      MacLachlan had an 8x10 color photo of the swearing in to put with the similar one of the CMH presentation in a drawer at home. Wherever home was. With luck, he might have some time under this contract to finish the cabin on Cedar Creek. But that would be a getaway, not really home. Ultimately, Casey Key in Florida would be his home. Perhaps sooner than later, as a recent letter from his great uncle said he was likely nursing home bound before the end of the year. As the only kin other than MacLachlan’s parents on the ranch in Texas, he would be the one to facilitate the move and prepare to take over his grandfather’s home. If he could get through this mission alive, maybe the switch to reserve status and being a contractor would give him some breathing room.

      Since nobody said otherwise, MacLachlan decided to try to stay in his Bachelor Officer’s Quarters, or BOQ, until the end of the month. He chuckled to himself. Lt. Colonel in his twenties. Unheard of, he thought.

      He walked over to a police supply shop and purchased a round badge holder with both a belt clip and a chain lanyard for suspending it around one’s neck. He added two belt clip magazine holders. Since they also sold firearms and ammunition, he picked up several boxes of 230 grain hollow points in .45 ACP. MacLachlan’s last stop was at an upscale department store to buy three work suits, a blue blazer, both grey and tan slacks, five Oxford cloth button-down dress shirts, loafers and five conservative ties. He would get some Brooks Brothers suits later. He needed some travel suits now.

      His pager buzzed. He had a message from Grafton to meet him at Washington National Airport and bring a week’s clothes and gear. MacLachlan knew this was related to deploying on a naval vessel. He included Marine fatigues, cap and boots. At the airport, he met Grafton. Grafton gave him a one-way ticket to Norfolk and said he was on the same flight. They separated. This was MacLachlan’s first time flying armed. He showed his badge and credentials at the counter. The Continental agent called for an airport police officer, showed her the ID and she walked MacLachlan through to the gate. It was instructive for him. He learned if he was travelling undercover or even just low-key, he should check his gun with a bag and avoid the notice of an escort. MacLachlan suspected if this terrorism thing heated up, such travel would become more difficult.

      He carried the loaded .45, holster and magazines and badge in his briefcase so he could sit with his coat off. The flight to Norfolk was less than an hour.

      Grafton and MacLachlan met at baggage claim. A Navy non-com in uniform stood with a sign for Grafton/MacLachlan. They showed him ID and the three left immediately.

      They were welcomed aboard a carrier getting ready to leave port. The Executive Officer gave them a route and connections via helicopters to various ships. The final one would be the destroyer intercepting the freighter with the device aboard. None of the interim crews were briefed. The destroyer captain and his immediate staff had. They knew they were intercepting a US-bound foreign ship with a nuclear device. This was an act of war and the captain had a great deal of discretion, based on intel provided by MacLachlan’s boarding party.

      It took less than a day, hopping from ship to helo to ship to reach the appointed destroyer. MacLachlan and Grafton met with the captain, his senior staff and the Marine officer who commanded the destroyer’s Marine Expeditionary Unit. He would provide the boarding party members and a captain to back up MacLachlan’s leadership.

      MacLachlan was recognized as both a Lt. Colonel in the Marine Reserves and Deputy US Marshal with full arrest powers. It had been made clear to the destroyer leadership Grafton and MacLachlan had been sent by the President and National Security Staff.

      The ship was a Kidd Class guided missile destroyer, five hundred sixty-three feet in length and capable of almost forty miles per hour.

      The interception was planned for 0900 the following day in international waters one hundred miles off Cuba.

      Grafton and MacLachlan ate in the officer’s mess and turned in early. MacLachlan secured web gear from the Marine captain for his .45. He planned to wear tan slacks with his combat boots, a tan shirt and blue windbreaker and ball cap with no indicia. He would suspend the Deputy US Marshal’s badge around his neck in plain sight. From the Situation Room, he was told to start off playing hardball. The two intelligence officers and the destroyer’s captain knew they had authority to sink the freighter if it was deemed absolutely necessary to keep the device off the US mainland.
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        * * *

      

      Both intelligence officers were up for breakfast by 0630. MacLachlan met the boarding party for a quick physical training or PT session before returning to shower and dress for the op. He and Grafton reviewed their strategy with the ship’s Executive Officer, or XO, and the MEU commander and captain assigned to the boarding party. The XO advised satellite surveillance showed the freighter was ten miles out. At current cruise, they should be within sight soon. This was the most serious set of decisions any of them had, or ever would face. To arrest a foreign crew in international waters and put a navy crew about to bring the ship in...or to sink a four hundred foot freighter at sea in the worst case scenario had immediate international repercussions.

      The MEU boarding team leader assembled his men in partial battle gear with rifles and life jackets over their vests.

      As they stood waiting by the several diesel-powered rigid hull inflatables still on their davits, the klaxon blew. “Battle Stations. Battle Stations. Missiles detected, possibly incoming. Battle Stations.”

      The Marine captain ushered them to a position behind a bulkhead. They could see sailors in helmets and life jackets manning cannons and preparing to reload launchers if necessary. They saw two flashes and several seconds later, heard two “thumps.”

      The XO’s radio squawked. “The target freighter has just been hit by two missiles. They have to have been launched by a submarine. It is too far away to determine nationality by signature.

      “You can bet it’s Russian,” Grafton said. “I need to get to a secure line to the White House Situation Room now.”

      He and MacLachlan rushed behind the XO, who was heading back to the bridge to assist the captain. At the secure communications room, Grafton gave a written instruction to the watch and said, “Get these folks on the line, please.”

      Seconds later he was reporting what had just happened. MacLachlan hurried back in from the bridge and reported the destroyer was steaming full speed to effect a rescue operations. This was reinforced by the next announcement over the loudspeaker. Battle stations was still in effect until the captain was comfortable no threats existed.

      “I’m going to the main deck to supervise the rescue efforts. We will have Corpsmen and a triage set up where we bring survivors aboard. I take it there might be certain people you would like segregated to interview?”

      “Yes, sir,” Grafton said. “It will be tough to pick them out by appearance, so we might need to do some brief interviews of all who are able to talk to narrow potential Hezbollah extremists down a bit.”

      “We’d like the boarding party to be with us in case some bad guys act up,” MacLachlan added. The XO spoke briefly into his radio.

      “You’ve got them,” he said as they followed him down the steps, known as “ladder wells” to the deck where the most action was going to happen.

      The Marine captain with the boarding party was already on deck when the three men arrived. MacLachlan took him aside and explained who they were looking for as to ethnicity and language.

      “Captain, I see your Marines have zip ties, or flexi-cuffs. Do you have more? The standard five or ten per man may not be sufficient,” MacLachlan said. The captain sent a lance corporal off to obtain more from the armory.

      They could feel the big ship slowing. The freighter was burning. When they were a mile away, they heard a rending of steel and the ship broke in half. The bow and stern halves both had men aboard. The men slid off as the two halves reared into the air and sank quickly into the deep water. Most of the survivors in the water were treading water without life jackets.

      Every small boat on the destroyer was launched. Radiation detection was deployed in case tactical nuclear missiles were used, but that did not appear to be the case.

      Navy rescue boats quickly approached men signaling in the water. They were pulled aboard until the small boat was filled to capacity. It then returned, off-loaded onto the destroyer and sped back to the scene for more survivors.

      One survivor was screaming in German. MacLachlan understood him and directed a Marine to take him aside and he would help with a written signed statement in German and translated. The man was remonstrating about seeing two rockets coming towards them from the opposite side from the Navy vessel. MacLachlan knew that an eyewitness account would be helpful for the expected partisan Congressmen and conspiracy theorists who would claim the Navy sunk the freighter. He asked the captain to have his men seek out eyewitnesses and take exact reports for the inquiry that was sure to follow.

      The captain of the freighter did not believe in going down with his ship. He also saw the rockets coming from the opposite direction of the navy ship and stated it clearly. He also claimed he was unaware of why a submarine would sink his ship. When asked about the device, he pled total ignorance. Neither MacLachlan nor Grafton were sure about that. They knew he was aware delivering a nuclear device to be set off in the US was an act of war, of terrorism and a criminal act. All were punishable in ways he did not want to experience. The two intelligence officers knew the best the FBI had would question him until convinced they had the truth. Or, he would find himself renditioned off to an unofficial prison outside the US for intensive questioning until it was decided to let him go. MacLachlan and Grafton took a quiet moment to speculate about that during the hubbub of the rescue efforts. They agreed who took custody of the captain at the dock would quietly determine whether rendition would be involved.

      After a long day, the captain of the freighter reckoned he had lost ten men, had another five unaccounted for, and the rest were in varying conditions being treated or fed by the United States Navy. All ambulatory survivors, including the freighter’s officers, were sequestered in a gym under Marine guard. Several were in the ship’s infirmary, where several Marine guards stood by.  Two men were in the brig and had been preliminarily questioned by Grafton and MacLachlan, who were “good cop” and “bad cop” respectively. These were surely Hezbollah. After an hour of intense verbal-only questioning, one admitted to being Hezbollah and said the device was stored with freight and had gone down with the ship.

      The destroyer’s captain sent the exact position where the freighter sank to his command. He was directed to return to Norfolk, Virginia. The captain advised the two intelligence officers he was sure deep-sea submersibles would be deployed to attempt to find the nuclear device or establish it had been destroyed. He said, based on mission, he would be reporting that the freighter was sunk by an unknown submarine firing two missiles. While, based on the mission, he would think the submarine was likely Russian, it was far enough away that positive identification was not possible. He noted reports such as the one he was going to write were based on facts, not hypothesis. That sort of thing would come out in an investigatory commission, if held, he added.

      The two intelligence operatives waited in line to make their secure report to Admiral Howard. They advised they were headed to Norfolk, not Mayport, Florida, which was another likely destination, and would dock mid-morning tomorrow.
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      Norfolk, Shenandoah Valley, Virginia, Afghanistan

      June 1985

      

      The destroyer docked at Norfolk. Grafton and MacLachlan were first ashore. They escorted the two Hezbollah terrorists. The answer as to whom would pick them up was quickly answered. Four hard men in a dark Suburban took custody. They were not FBI, which was also there to question the captain and the first mate of the freighter and those of his crew not being transferred to Norfolk General Hospital. The Bureau would have agents standing by there to interview all crewmen as their conditions permitted.

      Grafton, more familiar with transfers like they had with the terrorists, handled the identification and pass off to the men in dark sunglasses. MacLachlan stood by and observed, learning. The exchange took less than three minutes and the Suburban was gone. A US Marshal’s bus for the crew was strategically positioned to block the exchange from media. The media was cordoned by Shore Patrol officers.

      The two intelligence officers speculated whether they would have to appear before a commission on the sinking of the freighter and decided probably not. They were right.

      “Looks like our job is done for a while,” Grafton observed.

      “If it’s okay with you, I have to get busy on a place to live on a rural creek near Front Royal. So, I’d like to head that way.”

      “Keep your pager handy for the admiral and me. Until this is over, it looks like he’s my boss, too,” Grafton responded. “Is there any telephone coverage available to put on your acreage?” he asked.

      “No, it’s miles from landline phone wires. Even those new brick-like cell phones would not work there.”

      “There is a satellite phone system, but it’s heavy and may be too expensive for your use. I’ll check into it, but I think it may not fly,” Grafton said.

      “At the very least, Will, I will head back to civilization and call you daily to check in. For emergencies, just use the pager.

      “Sounds like a plan, Mack. I guess we didn’t have to threaten to have our Navy sink that ship. The Russians, I suspect, did it for us.”

      “Probably just as well,” MacLachlan said. “This time we pretty much know where the device is and it’s out of everybody’s reach. Maybe even ours. Even if we get a deep-water submersible down, there is no guarantee they will find it. Relative to half a ship, it is pretty small. And, we don’t know the condition of the wreckage down there. Is it possible to enter and search it? My vote would be to mine it, get back on the dive ship, back off and blow the wreckage.”

      Grafton nodded thoughtfully.

      “Let’s see if we can scare up a military hop to Northern Virginia,” he said.

      Securing the arrangements took longer than the two-hundred-mile flight. They arrived at Bolling Air Force Base by lunchtime. Grafton went over to the DIA Headquarters and MacLachlan hitched a ride to his quarters, packed and headed the F-250 southwest towards Front Royal, still a bit uneasy over not having a real job after December 31st.

      He checked into the Wayside Inn and ran for an hour before showering for dinner. It was one of the few places he knew where quail was on the menu. His grandfather had called Bob White quail, ‘Marse Robert’, and given it the same respect as the historical figure of the same appellation. Though it the South, he told his young shadow, quail are just called ‘birds’. If one had a ‘bird gun’ it was a shotgun for hunting quail. Young Mack never quite figured out what the other avian beasts were, if only quail were birds. When he asked his grandfather, the learned man replied, “Don’t worry about it, Sonny. The other ones don’t count anyway.” Later in life, he learned that birdwatchers, duck hunters and many other would differ with his grandfather. But, even as an adult, he would stick by the old man.

      After dinner, he went back to his room and called his answering machine at the BOQ. He had a message from the trust officer who handled his grandfather’s trust. The man, John Bonney, said it was urgent and left his home number. MacLachlan called it.

      A woman answered and MacLachlan identified himself. She said she would get her husband, who was out in the yard.

      A moment later, John Bonney answered.

      “Mack? How are you?”

      “Fine, sir. And, you?”

      “I’m okay, but I am afraid I have some bad news. Your great uncle Willard passed away this morning. He had called the rescue squad. They took him to Sarasota Memorial, and he died there of heart failure an hour later. I am very sorry for your loss.”

      “Thank you. Can you guide me with steps I need to take?”

      “There really are none. I have his will. He left his personal possessions to you. I suspect they are minimal. He wished to be cremated and buried back in Texas at the family plot. I understand there is ample space to put him without purchasing more. I had him moved to a mortuary and authorized cremation as trustee. I can send his remains to Texas or you can take them if you plan on going to the funeral.”

      “As you know, Mr. Bonney, my great uncle and I were not close. He was about as different from my grandfather as two brothers could be. I will take him to Texas and have my mother begin to plan his funeral. He was her uncle, though, again, not close at all. Is there insurance or something to cover the costs?” MacLachlan asked.

      “No insurance. But there is a provision in the section of your grandfather’s trust that cared for your great uncle. Have your mother plan whatever she wants and call me for a check. No need to go to Florida to pick up ashes. I will express them to the ranch.”

      There are some things that change about the trust. They all affect you. First, the provision about the trustee. Your grandfather provided that the bank be trustee until you turned thirty or until you were twenty-five and your uncle passed. He did not want you to have to take care of his somewhat errant brother. The second option has been satisfied and you are now trustee. I will have checks for the trust printed and send them and a copy of the trust to you wherever you want. We are still the investment arm, as long as you wish and I am here to guide or advise you whenever you wish. We can continue with paying bills for the property in Florida and whatever items like that you need handled.”

      “Mr. Bonney, what is the balance of the trust?” MacLachlan asked.

      “Well, let me do some addition quickly. You see, your great uncle’s car portion moves over to you after his final expenses are paid.”

      The trust officer estimated final expenses and added the two portions. The amount astounded MacLachlan.

      “But how about my mother?” he asked.

      “She and your father got the deed to the ranch your grandfather established and which they have been running since you were a boy. I suspect its value equals or exceeds your trust inheritance.”

      “My grandfather was quite a man,” MacLachlan said, filling up and trying to hide it with a cough.

      “That he was. I was proud to count him a friend first and client second,” Bonney said.

      “I will probably be at the ranch for a week starting tomorrow. Can you get the trust package and checks there in that time?”

      “Yes, Mack. Or maybe I should call you Major,” Bonney said.

      “Mack is fine, sir. But, it’s Colonel now, just for informational purposes.

      “Congratulations. That is wonderful at such a young age. What command comes with it?”

      “It is. No command comes with it. I have been switched to reserve officer and will work as a contractor for the government. Exciting, but a bit daunting as to how it will work out and where my next dollar will come from. But I guess this conversation allays those concerns.”

      “It should. Plus, I am confident you will succeed contracting for the government. I have watched you develop since you were a boy. Your folks and particularly my friend did a darn good job rearing you right. You are the only person I ever met with a Congressional Medal of Honor.”

      “Thank you, sir. The medal should have gone to the ones who were murdered. I have done everything I could to make their killers pay. And, I will continue to. Terrorism is the methodology of cowards. Soldiers fight soldiers. Terrorists fight innocents. They deserve no quarter,” MacLachlan said.

      “I agree, Colonel. And, I know your grandfather would have also. Well, I am going to head in to do some work at home. I am sorry for your loss and stand ready to help however you need.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Bonney. Have a good evening.” MacLachlan hung up.

      To say he and his great uncle were not close was an understatement. MacLachlan had been raised to believe everyone who could should be a net positive during his time on earth. Great Uncle Willard was a net negative lifelong. A drinker and gambler, he was always in trouble and getting bailed out by his hardworking brother. His lack of mobility in old age was at least partially due to the application of a baseball bat to his joints by collectors for his bookie years before. Even as a ninety-year-old, he still bet the horses, dogs and anything else he could, though his funds were restricted by the trustee of the trust. He was irascible, foul-mouthed and generally a pain. It saddened MacLachlan that he and his mother were the last people left associated with his grandfather. He would do the right thing by his great uncle, but not weep at his funeral.

      He called his mother and gave her the news about her uncle. She was more interested in her son’s rare visit. She agreed to plan a simple graveside service. Nobody in Texas was still alive who know her uncle other than her. He had left for Vegas and Atlantic City when she was a teenager and only returned to ask her father for money until Big Jim moved to Florida. After that, she was unsure what their relationship was.

      His grandfather had hired a handsome, tall Texas cowboy named Alexander MacLachlan. He had stood by the rancher during some rough times with rustlers. Shooting was involved. MacLachlan quickly proved his worth and became foreman. As was inevitable, he fell in love with the rancher’s daughter and they wed with the rancher’s blessing. Then, they gave him what he wanted most of all. A little grandson to shadow every step, to learn, and to be a little version of Big Jim Walters.

      The little boy had his mother’s looks, his father’s lean rider’s physique and his maternal grandfather’s height.

      His maternal grandparents vacationed in Florida before he was born. Big Jim and his wife loved it. He was wealthy enough by forty-five to turn the ranch over to his son-in-law and daughter and retire. Big Jim bought land stretching from the bay to the Gulf on then rural and inexpensive Casey Key. Casey Key was a barrier island south of Sarasota in West Central Florida. He built a cedar “cracker house” on it and spent the rest of his days adoring his wife and being the moon and stars to the little boy who followed his every step, summers and holidays.

      The boy, named James for his grandfather and Edward for his father, was a high school rodeo star, but went back East for college. Then, into the Marine Corps as an officer. And, now, it looked like he was embarking on the next phase of his life.
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        * * *

      

      After leaving word for the admiral and Grafton about where he was going, MacLachlan bought tickets on an early morning flight to El Paso, connecting through Dallas.

      Both parents were in the truck at the airport. He felt like a prodigal son. The truck cab provided as much privacy as anywhere, so he told his parents as much as he could about his activities. MacLachlan used terms like a “bit of a firefight” to describe the bar and the port incidents. His father, having stood shoulder to shoulder with Big Jim in several gunfights with modern day rustlers, knew what he was leaving out. His mother was impassive. He was not sure about her thoughts.

      “Okay, boys. Enough of this shoot ‘em up stuff. Mack, have you met any interesting young women?” Cindy MacLachlan asked.

      “I did meet one, mom. I have to tread gently though, because she is a foreign intelligence officer. She is cultured, beautiful and dangerous as can be.”

      “But, son, is she blonde and lovely like your mom?” Ed MacLachlan asked.

      “She is blonde. I’d say she is almost as lovely, but not quite,” he replied.

      “There you have proof, Ed. The benefits of raising a boy right. He knows what to say and says it with conviction.” she said.

      Ed MacLachlan just shook his head, then asked:

      “Did you bring the medal son. I feel awful we couldn’t come see you get it. But it was roundup and shots and branding time.”

      “I know, dad. I did. I really did not have anywhere to leave it. It looks like I will call a yet-to-be built cabin in Virginia and grandpa’s house in Florida home. Then, I can have a safe to put it in,” he replied.

      “That means you have three homes,” his mother reminded him.

      They arrived at the ranch and he went to his room to unpack his carry-on with the medal, the .45, the badge and a few clothes. He had jeans, boots, a Stetson and shirts there. He put on Western attire, which was in Marine parlance “uniform of the day” at the ranch and walked out to find his father checking horses.

      “Son, you soft pedaled with your mom. I’m glad. But for my ears only, have you had to kill anybody?” Ed asked.

      “Yessir. I have.”

      “How many?”

      “Mebbe eleven. Hard to tell at one firefight. People were falling and there were several different entities shooting at the same time.”

      “That’s a lot, son. Do you need to talk with Reverend Martin about it?”

      “I don’t think so. Everybody I shot was shooting at me. It was justified. I have not lost any sleep.”

      “There’s a danger, son. A danger you may evolve to be someone different than who we raised.”

      “It’s already happening, dad. I am dealing with people who want to harm America. Large numbers of Americans. These are not people we can deal with using our legal system. They are fighting a war and trying to bring it here. A small group of us have to kill them first, dad. We have to question them and get answers any way we need to. They don’t follow rules. If we are going to win against them, we can’t either.”

      Ed MacLachlan knew his son was right. But he saw a hard edge that was not there before. It scared him.

      Picking up on his father’s expression, MacLachlan continued.

      “Dad, let me draw an analogy, based on a term I’m starting to hear. Think of our citizens as sheep. Clustered in different herds around the country. Think of the terrorists of all stripes as wolves. A small group of us are the sheepdogs. We protect the flocks. We do it however we can. But there are two key things. We are dedicated to doing it and we are the good guys. Like every conflict in history, it comes down to good versus evil.”

      The father considered that, patted his son on the shoulder and they walked into the ranch house for dinner. As almost always on a cattle ranch, it was beef. Really good beef.

      After dinner, MacLachlan said he could use some shooting practice. His father went for a couple of lever action rifles and his revolver. MacLachlan got his .45.

      They walked to their old makeshift range a hundred yards behind the main barn.

      MacLachlan picked up a fifty-five-gallon drum lid along the way. His father carried a variety of cans for targets.

      MacLachlan walked about a hundred yards out from their shooting point while his father set up cans. He propped the lid up against a large rock.

      Once back at the firing line, they shot at the cans, using rifles for the farthest ones.

      Remembering the port, when Yaffa’s life was at stake, MacLachlan aimed a bit above the top edge of the hundred-yard lid. Holding in his usual isosceles position, he fired five rounds with the .45. The lid rang like a gong each time.

      “Damn, boy. That’s a hundred yards. When would you ever have to do that in your duties?”

      “Last week, dad,” he answered.

      “How did that work for you?”

      “Better than it did for the terrorist I was shooting at. And, it helped out that girl I was telling you and mom about.”

      “She was there? In a gunfight?”

      MacLachlan nodded once, not answering further.

      “She must be something,” Ed MacLachlan said.

      “Yessir. She is.”

      The next day, MacLachlan did the run into town to check the post office box for the ranch. Nothing from the trust officer Bonney. The following day, UPS delivered packages from a mortuary and a trust bank in Florida. Willard Walters arrived in time for his burial.

      The graveside services were brief. Reverend Martin had known Willard for years and was aware of his shortcomings. He kept the service short and more about hope and the hereafter than the man being buried.

      The minister had a commitment after the service. Due to the deceased’s age and how long he had been gone from Texas, only the three MacLachlan’s returned to the ranch afterwards.

      “Sad to be buried without anybody but three family members present,” Cindy MacLachlan commented. Both husband and son nodded their agreement but did not comment.

      MacLachlan retired early. He wanted to study the trust document and see what his rights and authorities were. There being no other beneficiaries should he die, except for his parents, there was virtually no liability to him. He knew now that he could build a modest cabin on Cedar Creek and repair the house on Casey Key. There was already a husband and wife team who did yardwork, minor repairs and cleaning. He would retain them. A phone call should to the man should tell what further repairs should be performed.

      For the next five days, MacLachlan rode, enjoyed his folks and visited places he enjoyed as a teen. One was a drive-in restaurant. It still had the best chocolate shakes anywhere.

      “Dad, there are some bears around where the cabin is going. You know that short barrel .30-30 carbine you got me when I was twelve? It’s youth model, but a really handy truck size.”

      “It’s in the rack, son. Take it back with you if you need it. Lord knows, we have plenty more if the Martians attack the ranch.”

      They got it and an airport-certified hard carry case for it. MacLachlan took it with him when he left for the trip to Florida the following day.
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        * * *

      

      The rifle and his luggage made it through Dallas and on to Tampa. MacLachlan rented a compact sedan for the trip down past Sarasota to Casey Key.

      Seeing his grandparent’s home, the site of so many wonderful experiences shot a pang through him. While Chuck and Gloria Meadows always took good care of the house and property, first for his grandparents as they aged, and then Willard, it just did not look the same. Willard was so immobile even before being wheelchair bound and having a visiting nurse every day, it just was not lived in. He entered the alarm—his birthday since installed—and went in. It had a musty smell, though it was clean and neat.

      MacLachlan called the Meadows and got Gloria on the phone.

      “Hi, Gloria. It’s Mack MacLachlan. How are you?”

      “Mack. I’m fine. Where are you?”

      “At Casey Key. I’m just back from Texas and Willard’s funeral. Are you and Chuck up for still maintaining the place? I’d sure like it.”

      “We were wondering and hoping for that, Mack. That place has been a couple days a week on our schedule for the past thirty-five years.”

      “Well, let’s plan on another thirty-five, Gloria,” he said.

      “We’ll try, son, but that would make me ninety-seven and Chuck, oh, about a hundred and one.”

      He laughed, “So, what’s your point?”

      She shared the laughter, “Oh, nothing. Just sayin’.”

      “What are y’all’s days now?” he asked.

      “I clean on Thursdays and the following Monday. Chuck does the mowing and trimming as needed. Same for repairs.”

      “And, you still get paid monthly by the bank trust department?” he asked.

      “We do. That works, though every two weeks would sure help.”

      “We’ll change it to that immediately, Gloria,” he said. “I will be here for a while. It will be great seeing both of you.”

      “You, too. We think of you as the nephew we never had. See you later this week.”

      MacLachlan went to the master bedroom. Luckily, Willard moved in before his brother passed away and took the second of three bedrooms. He stayed there after Big Jim died.

      The bed was a double. MacLachlan wondered how his grandparents were able to sleep in such a small bed, especially since his grandfather was “Big Jim” for a reason. He was six foot three and two hundred forty pounds of muscle. He was intimidating to everyone except family, especially not to his only grandson.

      Since the bed was not antique, he would have Chuck help him move it to the room Willard used and purchase a king bed replacement. Since the house was built before air conditioning, it had excellent cross ventilation. MacLachlan opened the windows without alarm contacts to air it out and turned on the ceiling fans.

      MacLachlan unlocked the garage. His grandfather’s pride and joy was there. It was a perfect condition 1964 Jaguar XKE, made when Mack was a toddler. It only had eight thousand miles on it. He was aware of the car’s shortcomings, from riding with his grandfather and later driving it with him as passenger. It was sexy and fast. But it could not be taken farther than a reasonable tow from a good Jaguar mechanic with immediate access to lots of parts. MacLachlan determined he would get it running this week. At least enough to drive to a mechanic for a full checkup. He loved the classic aspect, but wondered what performance V8, transmission and electrical system could be installed to improve dependability. In the meantime, he would look for an inexpensive Florida car to replace the rental.

      The replacement car was in the drive before the week ended. He bought a black Jeep Wrangler hardtop. It was simple. The only option was the hardtop. Otherwise, it was a stick, and a six cylinder instead of the standard four. He might add larger tires and better off-road lighting later, but for now, stock was good enough.

      By Friday, the house was cleaned, yard mowed, and refrigerator stocked. MacLachlan left the house in gym shorts, running shoes, Ray Ban Aviators, and a Marine eight-point utility cover or cap. He crossed the road separating his property and went down to the beach. He turned left and began running. Halfway into his planned run, he reversed and headed back. An hour from the beginning, he crossed the road again, showered under the outside shower by the garage and went in for lunch.

      He wondered if Grafton was in DC or back in Berlin. MacLachlan blipped him on the pager and Grafton called a few minutes later.

      “Slickmeister.” came his friend’s greeting.

      “Hi, Will. Which side of the pond are you on?”

      “I’m not in DC,” was the response, signaling he was somewhere he did not want to disclose on an open phone line.

      “Anything going on you can share?”

      “Eerily quiet, Mack. Think our competitors are regrouping. Probably looking for a new product line. I’ll let you know when we get a hint. Are you building that cabin or still in Texas?”

      “I am in Florida. Had to do some things relative to the house down here. I will probably stay until you call me and say otherwise, okay?” MacLachlan said.

      “Not going to build the cabin on the creek?”

      “I have to do some planning. A dual-wheel flatbed can cross the ford. But I don’t want a lot of heavy traffic to mess up the trail in. I’m thinking the best plan will be to find a kit cabin and have a construction company bring it in and run the wiring and pipes. For now, the only option is generator and a windmill,” he said.

      “Don’t go falling off any ladders or anything. Might need you with little notice.”

      “Roger that. I will do my best to stay in fighting shape. I just ran for an hour.”

      “Good, Mack. I suspect we will be seeing each other soon. Stay safe.”

      “I’m on an island in Florida. All I have to fear is hummingbird-sized mosquitos. You be safe, my friend.”
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        * * *

      

      Abdel Hariri still had his left arm in a cast from where the American shot him. A fragment from the shots when the Mercedes stopped during the getaway had been removed from his side. That ached, too. May Allah curse the tall American. He was worse than the Russians Hariri fought in Afghanistan.

      He was back in that mountainous country, meeting in a safe house in the Nangahar Province. The village was twenty miles from Jalalabad.

      Hariri met with the tall young sheik from Saudi Arabia and two senior leaders from his Hezbollah. The sheik, a title of respect more than royalty, was an engineer by education. So was Hariri.

      After the requisite religious affirmations and tea, the four men got down to business.

      “Brother Hariri, you have done everything possible to deliver a nuclear device to both Paris and an undetermined location in America. It seems too many people are sensitive to the movement of stolen Russian nuclear warheads, including the Russians. I have an idea to share for your consideration,” the six-foot five bearded man said.

      “I look forward to your idea,” Hariri said.

      “It is an attack that does not require taking any device into America, only you and the knowledge we can insure you have. I propose you bring down the power grid in a large part of the southeastern United States. They will panic. There will be darkness, crime, no alarm protection for banks, no traffic lights, airport landing controls, food will spoil. And, the government will fail its people,” the man known as the Sheik said.

      Abdel Hariri thought for a moment. It was brilliant. I would cause widespread crime; the citizens would blame the government for not helping them.

      He spoke, “There are many benefits to this idea. I suspect the power companies have minimal security. And, for us, since there will be no immediate radio or television to identify us, we will have time to escape to the Middle East to thank Allah and celebrate.”

      “Do you like this idea?” the tall Saudi asked the two Lebanese. Both nodded vigorously.

      The leader withdrew a thick envelope from his briefcase and handed it to Hariri.

      “This has one hundred thousand dollars to finance the mission. If you need more money, it can be delivered to you by hawala. It has false credentials for you to use in Florida. If we had more time, I would recommend you supplement your engineering education with university courses on power transmission. The package contains detailed diagrams and commentary on main grid controls and the different SCADA or Supervisory Control and Data Acquisition systems. Your target will be in Miami. Simply constructed explosive devices will be sufficient. It is basically enter, plant device and get out,” he said. “The last bit of information is the name and contact for a Hezbollah deep cover agent who is on the weekend cleaning staff at the facility. He will be your contact there and will let you in and take you to the main SCADAs.”

      “Thank you, Sheik. I will leave immediately and make plans from my base. I have a bombmaker in America who is better than I. He is devout and I trust him. I used him in Africa a number of times and once in Palestine. How will I stay in touch with you?” Hariri asked.

      “Because I move around so much, I am trying this satellite telephone.” He took it out of his bag and sat it on the table next to the Browning automatic already there.

      “I will give you the number to memorize. Then, chew and swallow the small bit of paper it is written upon. The other way is surer but takes longer. Call the number on this fake business card. It is always monitored. Identify yourself and say you have an urgent message for the Sheik. It will be delivered to me in person, no matter where I am. But know this: it may take days.”

      “I will go now. I bid you Allah’s protection. I will communicate a schedule when I have one. It may take longer than usual. I have to heal where that Marine shot me twice. And, I will move carefully. I do not wish a third failure.”

      The tall man with the dark beard nodded gravely and raised his hand as a cleric would. The two Hezbollah leaders nodded and said nothing.

      Hariri got in the ubiquitous Toyota Hi-Lux truck. His driver already had the engine running. There were two guards standing in back. Both held AK’s. They leaned against a rack. Once the truck flew along the rocky road, they would sling the rifles and hold on for their very lives.

      His driver was scary looking but an excellent driver. Both characteristics had held Hariri in good stead over the years. He protected the man from operations. He was too valuable in Lebanon, Saudi Arabia, Pakistan and Afghanistan to risk a bullet elsewhere. As his driver and guards had in Dar-es-Salaam. Damn that MacLachlan’s eyes. His intelligence identified the Marine from Czechoslovakia. Luckily Hariri delegated that operation to the man using the name Khan and had chosen to be the control.

      It was all he could do to get out alive. More than Kahn and the Chechen were able to do. He was unsure whether MacLachlan killed both men or an alleged woman had. A prostitute. A typical uncovered Western woman with no religion and no morals. MacLachlan would pay. Hariri pledged that to Allah. The woman who had killed Khan and the Chechen? He would like to have her raped by all of his men then stoned. But, unlike the Marine, he had to identify and isolate her first.

      The objective that overrode all was taking down the power grid. As he bounced along towards Jalalabad, he ticked off the impacts of the grid going down. He did not yet know how many people in populous Florida were within that grid but knew it would be a lot. Traffic signals, police and fire radios, alarms, hospital equipment, manufacturing equipment, air conditioning, gasoline pumps, elevators, electric buses and trains, street lamps, house power, air traffic control. He tired of enumerating; the list was so long. And, so impactful. Americans in Florida would panic. Some would move onto the streets. A portion would be mad that the government let this happen and was unable to help them, others greedy and ransack unprotected stores.

      He smiled under his long, black beard. A beard that would be long gone before he sat foot on American soil. He would be dressed as a Westerner. He might even take a drink. Allah would understand it was because of the part he had to play to do His will.

      It would be a long week of travel. He laid back on the torn seat and dozed off.
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      Casey Key, Florida, Tel Aviv, Israel, Countryside

      June 1985

      

      MacLachlan drove the Jag to a mechanic Chuck recommended. It was running rough and smoking. More and more he was thinking about selling it as a classic and not fooling with the horrendous maintenance. Even his grandfather had said, “Sonny boy, it’s just an expensive, beautiful pain in the butt.”  He figured his grandfather would understand. But he would get it running as well as possible, store it properly and decide over time. He had the truck in Northern Virginia and the Jeep in Florida, so he had transportation.

      He doubted either would impress young ladies, but he did not seem to have a young lady anyway. There was one thousands of miles away he thought a lot about though.

      Perhaps a letter to her would be in order.

      He wrote one in his ugly, but readable longhand. In it, he said he missed her and wished they had more time to get to know one another when in Africa. He was careful not to be too specific about locations. He told her about taking over the property in Florida and sent her a couple of photos of the Gulf of Mexico beach he owned, the cracker house and the new Jeep. He threw in a photo of the Jag for fun.

      He put on shorts, tucked the .45 under a fishing shirt, donned a tan ball cap and headed out in the Jeep. He mailed the letter and parked at a waterfront oyster bar restaurant and had a crab cake sandwich and Bud Lite for an early dinner.

      He figured he may have as much as a month, or as little as a week, before being called into action. Since he had not had any real vacation since joining the Marines, this was going to be it. Between his colonel’s pay through the end of the year and the trust, he was okay for money. Actually, more than okay.

      MacLachlan had looked in his grandfather’s tackle corner of the garage. The rods and reels were old. At the very least, they needed to be reconditioned and restrung. The easiest and probably least expensive thing to do now was simply to pick up a new spinning rod, have line put on it and buy a few lures and spoons. While his grandfather always liked to take the boy to old bait shops with their characters and smells, MacLachlan stopped at a fishing gear store on Rt. 41, the Tamiami Trail.

      He spoke at some length with a guide who supplemented by clerking in the store. He left with a brass and black Penn Reel on a medium action saltwater rod. He also bought a recommended selection of eight lure and gold spoons and some fishing pliers.

      The next morning, he took another run. After, he went down to the bay side dock and looked at the skiff hanging from davits. He put grease he found in the garage on the gears of the manual davits, lowered the skiff sufficiently to screw the drain plug in and hand cranked it down until it floated on its own.

      MacLachlan looked at the engine. It was a Johnson 25 from the sixties. He doubted it had been started for fifteen years. He unscrewed the clamps from the transom and lifted the engine onto the dock. It had dried grease at the steering point and surface rust on steel parts and pitting on aluminum ones. He carried it up the hill and put it in the back of the Jeep. He traded it at a dealer and purchased a newly introduced gray Yamaha 25. It was lighter and required a fraction of the oil compared to the old one.

      He clamped the engine on the boat. The next trip out was to the county tax collector’s office to get a current year sticker. He had to take a document showing he was trustee of the estate and the new owner. MacLachlan obtained a new title in his name and the requisite annual registration sticker to put on the bow of the old sixteen-foot fiberglass skiff. He also got a fishing license.

      Sticker applied, he put a life jacket, a bucket, an anchor with line and a paddle in the skiff and pulled the rope on the Yamaha.

      The engine started on the first pull. He let it run for fifteen minutes, idling at varying speeds at the dock. The tell-tail seemed to be pumping cooling water well.

      MacLachlan loosed the lines and nudged the gear lever into forward. He began to idle out into the bay in the first boat he had ever driven. He was six years old at the time and his grandfather had sat beaming on the middle seat. MacLachlan considered his grandfather would always be sitting there beaming in his heart.

      No boat traffic was coming from either direction, so he opened the throttle. The boat rose and settled on top of the water, planning easily. MacLachlan was in the break-in stage with the new engine, so he varied the speed for the first half hour. During the second half hour, he tried bursts of full throttle, pleased at how fast the old open skiff was with the new engine.

      He sped across the water, slowed to explore creeks coming into the bay and watch ospreys and other marsh birds. MacLachlan watched the shadows of snook and redfish speeding by below the surface, He realized how important all of this was to him and how much he had missed it. He made a compact with himself to never let his new contract work take preference over living. And, to him, living was on the water and in the mountains.

      He thought of Scotsman John Muir. Friend of Teddy Roosevelt. A lifelong outdoorsman who said “And into the forest I go. To lose my mind and find my soul.”

      MacLachlan smiled. He took a deep breath and smelled and felt the salt water, the mangrove trees and heard the call of a hunting osprey. He had not been this relaxed in a long time.

      He fished the next several days, continuing to break the new engine in. A snook with its side racing stripe provided dinner. The next meal was a mess of small, sautéed mangrove snappers. He was supplementing the fish with fresh vegetables and salads. He ran the beach four days a week, toughening to the point of running barefooted in the sand.

      Over the weekend, he drove the Jeep the several hundred miles north to the Ocala National Forest and hiked all day. He preferred mountains and Eastern woodlands more than tropical flora and fauna but sauntered with a walking stick. He usually hiked with one to test steam depths before forging forward, to keep venomous reptiles at bay, and if necessary, use as a weapon.

      He stopped in Tampa on the way back for an informal Cuban dinner at a café.

      MacLachlan believed he was in the best physical condition he had ever been in, including Marine Officer Candidate School at Quantico, Virginia.

      He spent half a day at the Selby Library in Sarasota researching self-defense. In Marine training, elements of krav maga were used. His close combat instructor said it was probably the best single method. It did not have the sport rules of karate and other martial arts. “The street and the battlefield only have one rule: win.” he said. MacLachlan found krav maga was developed by a Slovakian Jew, Imi Lichtenfeld. He migrated to Palestine and became an Israeli once the country was formed. He became a close combat instructor for the Israeli Defense Force and refined krav maga over the years.

      MacLachlan determined the best way to learn the method was to go to its home. Israel. Yaffa Segal was based there, too. MacLachlan thought that was rather providential. He wrote a note to the school Lichtenfeld founded and wired it that day. He heard back in a day and checked with a travel agent.

      His next call was to Grafton.

      “Yeah, Mack. I not only have heard of krav maga, I had a couple days training in it. It is serious stuff, better for folks like us than the sport stuff. I suspect you will be closer to where we’ll need you when the dirty stuff hits the fan,” Grafton said.

      “Anything happening we know about on that?” MacLachlan asked.

      “Not a thing. Nada. We have every electronic and real ear we have listening for some hint. Hariri has gone to earth. We don’t have a clue where he is or if your bullets caused him to bleed out during the escape from the port. So, if you can get a ticket for Tel Aviv, go. Just stay in touch, Mack.”

      MacLachlan called the travel agent back and sent confirmation a wire to the Krav Maga school. The following day, he heard from Yaffa, who had gotten both of his letters at the same time. She said she wanted to see him badly but could not guarantee being in Israel consistently during his stay. She hinted she could instruct him in krav maga also, having instructed for the IDF and ‘other organizations’.

      He made sure Chuck and Gloria were aware he would be gone for an indeterminant period of time. It was a part of being a traveling homeowner to which he had to become accustomed.

      MacLachlan believed in blending in. He took a small duffle with toiletries, socks and underwear and a windbreaker. He planned on buying basic local clothes and needs. With any luck, since he detested clothes shopping, a certain blonde might tag along and enhance the experience.

      The flight took fourteen hours in the air, not including one connection in New York. MacLachlan devoured several paperbacks and a travel guide for Israel.

      He arrived at Ben-Gurion Airport tired but anxious to see Yaffa, the Holy Land, and start the several weeks of krav maga training.

      MacLachlan walked through the airport scanning everyone behind the Aviators. He had let his Marine haircut grow out to a businessman’s length, but his build and confident stride screamed “cop” or “military.” There was little he could or would do about that for now.

      “Mack.” cried an excited female voice. Then, Yaffa had both arms around his neck and the most beautiful woman in a city known for beautiful women began to hug and kiss him.

      Once she came up for air, he asked, “”How did you know what flight I’d be on?” She just rolled her eyes like it was the silliest question she had ever heard.

      She took his duffle hand, respectfully leaving his strong hand free, though he had no weapon to present in the face of danger. He chuckled to himself. If he needed one, she would probably pass him her backup. And, he bet it was not a Browning .25.

      “I have a car and will take you to your apartment hotel in the Jaffa area. You or your travel agent did your homework well. You are near the beach, the port, and in the historical district. Are you hungry?”

      “I could eat something. What do you recommend?” he asked.

      “Seafood and vegetables. Fruit for dessert. I will send you home healthy, Major. Though you look pretty good now. I will perhaps take a closer look later.’

      “It’s colonel, kinda. Long story for later, okay Yaffa?” She gave him a dazzling smile and pulled her Volvo turbo into a parking place in front of a seafood restaurant.

      He got the door for her and they walked hand-in-hand to the door.

      “I feel naked, being unarmed,” he observed.

      “Not to worry. I have an extra.” He knew it.

      “The problem here is not so much one you can handle with a gun. It is more about rockets and idiots who blow themselves up right in front of you. We have very little crime, actually. Just terrorists,” she said.

      He let her order, but he specified Tzora white wine. She smiled and said nothing but was clearly glad he had remembered.

      They ate and he told her his schedule for the krav maga training. He also mentioned that he needed to get clothes and shoes today. Yaffa promised to help him with that and approved his idea of fitting in with local wear.

      “I have another idea to run past you when we are in a more secure spot,” he said.

      The meal was excellent and followed with fruit and cheese as they finished off the wine.

      “Did that satisfy you, Mack?” she asked.

      He locked eyes with her. “Almost. But, not quite.”

      “Well, for now, let’s get you some clothes and gear.” He wondered about ‘gear’,” the embattled country having some of the most restrictive weapons laws around.

      She helped him pick out running shoes, which she called trainers, some cotton slacks in tan, gray and navy and short sleeve shirts. The shirts were mainly white. He picked up a tan baseball cap.

      “The car is clean. We can talk openly. Mack, you said you were now a colonel and suggested there were more changes you had to share. This is a safe time if you want.”

      “The government shifted me from an active duty major to a reserve lieutenant colonel. I am now a security contractor, cleared with the Department of Defense agencies and the civilian intelligence agencies for ‘special jobs’,” he told her.

      “So, you have become what is called ‘plausibly deniable’/” she asked.

      “Yes. I wanted to pick your mind about actions I should take in preparation for this new career. For example, should I have a cache of money identification and weapons in key locations?”

      “You should for sure. What color passport do you have?” she asked.

      “A maroon government one, not a blue civilian one,” he said. They were in her car driving to the hotel.

      “You should go to the US Embassy and request a blue one. I do not know how long it may take. Much of the time, you will want to appear as a tourist. I will take you somewhere to get another passport or two. It will take some cash. At first blush, knowing what part of the world most of the future threats to America will come from, I would think lock boxes here in Tel Aviv, Paris, London to start. Maybe add some others as you see the need. Can you still send things by courier pouch?”

      “I believe I can arrange that,” he responded.

      “Good. We should get you things here, where I can help, and have your embassy send them to your Paris, and London Embassies while you are still here. Then, you should stop at those cities on the way home and set up your caches,” Yaffa suggested.

      “Mack, for now, can you get your hands on twenty thousand dollars in cash?”

      “I think so.”

      “That way you can have a safe deposit box with several passports, a gun, holster and ammunition, a knife and maybe four thousand in cash and one thousand in local currency in each city. I would recommend a nine-millimeter pistol of a brand the police or military carry in the respective country,” she said.

      “I will make a call and have my banker transfer the money here. Where, do you think?”

      “Try Bank Leumi first. I know it has some branches in America. A wire transfer to a new checking account. Then, you can write a check for cash in pounds sterling, francs and shekels.”

      “And, the guns, Yaffa?” She just looked and smiled. “Give me a thousand dollars in shekels. I will take care of them. Very quickly. I have sources.”

      “Of course, you do. I bet they will not have traceable serial numbers. What would I do without you?” he asked.

      “You would be a miserable, but very sexy schmuck, I am sure. You seem to have gotten along pretty well in life up to this point in life without me, but the rest of your days will surely be blessed since I am here.”

      He did not doubt that for one minute.

      They arrived at his hotel.

      “Will you come up?” he asked.

      “I will come up when the time is right. After a romantic dinner perhaps,” she said.

      “Do you have dinner plans tonight?”

      “No, but I have a number of things to put in place for you, that may take precedence over more...carnal...needs. I also need to decide whether to introduce you to my boss.”

      “Your boss?” he said.

      “Yes. He is also my uncle by marriage. His wife is my mother’s sister.”

      “Hmm. How does that work?”

      “It would not work with anyone else but him. He has taught me everything I know. He is the best. Maybe in the world. I want you to meet him for your future endeavors, not as my uncle. So, do not get worried. This is not the ‘meet the family’ thing,” she said.

      “I was not worried.”

      “Are you still in your twenties?” she asked.

      “Yes, but barely.”

      “Your demeanor is more mature. That may just be because you have lived on the edge of danger. I read about Beirut and your medal. I also know you have killed at least ten men, probably more.”

      “You seem to know a lot.”

      “It is important in my business and my life.”

      “I understand about your business. Why your life?”

      “Because, my dear James Edward MacLachlan, I do not just hop into bed with someone I have just begun to know. Bye,” and she pushed him toward the passenger door with a light shove and a smile. He got out and fumbled with his bags. And, his thoughts. The drive wheels of the Volvo squealed, and the red-orange car sped away.
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        * * *

      

      MacLachlan checked in and carried his duffle and the several shopping bags up to his room. He always tried to stay on the third floor. It was generally too far up for robbers, yet a close enough run downstairs in an emergency. It gave him the extra incentive to use the stairs instead of the elevator.

      He was a neat hotel guest. He was a Marine. He hung his new slacks and unpinned the new shirts to have cleaned and pressed by the hotel. Toiletries placed neatly in the bathroom and a powerful small flashlight on the bedside table, he set out to check the room subtly for surveillance. He closed the curtains to make it as dark as possible and searched for pinholes of light. Taking a small screwdriver secreted in his toiletries case, he removed the plates on electric plugs. He unscrewed and lamp bulbs. He unscrewed and looked behind air conditioning grills. The room appeared clean.

      MacLachlan smiled. There was a long blonde hair on his shoulder. He took it off and carefully saved it to put towards the bottom of the door jamb when he left the room next time. He would put up the Privacy door hang tag and control when housekeeping came to his room.  If the hair was not there upon his return, he would know someone had entered the room in his absence. He looked at the bottom of the door. Good. There was a bit of space. He would get a small rubber door stop as a wedge for when he was in the room. Not a bad thing to carry on all his travels, he thought.

      The room also had a safe in the closet. It could stay there as far as MacLachlan was concerned. He did not trust it as far as he could throw it.

      Satisfied, he showered and went to bed. He had slept on the plane, but fitfully. The next thing on his schedule was the krav maga class after lunch tomorrow.

      The next morning, he had breakfast of nova salmon and cream cheese on bagels, chopped tomato and cucumber salad and rich coffee. Wearing running clothes, he walked around the old district for an hour to let breakfast settle, then ran along the waterfront for a half hour. He went back to the hotel and showered. His uniform of the day would be sweats for the krav maga camp, as it was called. A week of intense training at the home of the method of self-protection.

      MacLachlan knew from the research and the materials the school sent him the instructors had known creator Imi Lichtenfeld, also known as Imi Sde-Or. Some of their fathers and uncles trained under him when he was the lead close combat instructor for the most elite units of the Israeli Defense Force.

      Much of his first day was classroom discussions on the philosophy of krav maga and learning basic positions and strikes. He liked what he was learning, to fluidly incorporate an aggressive attack into a defensive maneuver and to disable quickly by dislocating a shoulder or a similar attack and leave. MacLachlan agreed with the targets: eyes; throat; testicles. As a Marine, he felt comfortable with the no-rules, street fighting aspects. By the end of his first day, he was sore and bruised in places different from his other regimens. But he had made great strides.

      MacLachlan’s hotel room phone rang about six.

      “How was krav maga?” Yaffa asked.

      “Great. I am beginning to get the hang of it already. There are elements familiar to me from the Marines. I also took karate as a kid. There is little there. Rules, bowing and so forth. Great sport, not as great on the street. I suspect I will be going as I did earlier this year, into harm’s way unarmed. I suspect this camp will be a worthwhile endeavor.”

      “Mack, you have a relatively short time here in Israel. We need to maximize it personally and professionally. I mentioned my uncle. Would you like to join the two of us at his house for dinner tonight? I will give you a ride back to your hotel and update you on some of the things I promised to arrange yesterday.”

      “I would be honored, Yaffa. If you give me his address, I will take a taxi over.”

      She did, adding “I will send a taxi with the address for you at seven and give you his name at the door. It’s better that way.”

      “The driver will recognize you and call you Mr. Mack, okay?” she said.

      “Okay. I will see you shortly after.”

      He cleaned up and put on gray slacks and the new blue blazer over an open-neck white shirt. His loafers were polished, albeit not to a Marine Corps spit shine level.

      Just before seven, MacLachlan went downstairs and watched the street from within the hotel. A taxi pulled up. MacLachlan stepped outside. The driver said “Mr. Mack?” through the open passenger window.

      “Yes.” He got into the rear seat. The driver was taciturn and very fit looking.

      MacLachlan positioned himself to have a good view out of the passenger side rear view mirror. After about six blocks, he noticed a non-descript Volkswagen that had been behind them the whole way.

      “Driver? Indulge me and take the next two right turns. I want to see if a car behind us follows,” MacLachlan said.

      The driver grinned broadly.

      “Not to worry. I will have fun busting my friend Ari’s chops about following too closely,” he said.

      “In that case, disregard my request and give Ari my regards,” MacLachlan said.

      “Just don’t tell Steven, okay?”

      “Steven is whose home we are going to?” MacLachlan asked for confirmation.

      “Yes.”

      “Don’t worry. Ari’s driving will stay between you and me.”

      The driver nodded.

      Fifteen minutes later, the driver pulled into the drop off circle of a five story, plain apartment building.

      “Here we are.”

      “What is the fare?” MacLachlan asked.

      “On the house.”

      “Thanks, then,” he said as he exited.

      “Ring the buzzer for apartment four sixteen.” MacLachlan nodded and went in.

      He rang the buzzer for the apartment.

      “Don’t you look nice in your new sports coat,” Yaffa responded. MacLachlan mentally kicked himself for not looking for the camera as he walked in.

      “Thanks.”

      He heard a “click” as what he determined to be a heavier than usual apartment house entry unlocked.

      Entering, he went to the elevator and chose the button for the fourth floor. The door opened and a petite blonde grabbed him and pulled him off the elevator smiling.

      She whispered “There’s a camera on the elevator, but none in the hall.

      With that, she drew him near and gave him a long and passionate kiss.

      Taking his hand, she walked him down the corridor to the apartment and in the ajar door.

      “Mack, this is my uncle, Steven Rotenberg and my aunt, Miriam Segal Rotenberg. Mack MacLachlan.”

      Hands were shaken all around. Rotenberg was probably in his late forties. He was a medium height man with thinning hair and appeared to be very fit. His wife was a short, plump woman with blonde hair and an engaging smile. MacLachlan guessed she was the actual aunt from her maiden name and Rotenberg was the uncle by marriage. Unless, Yaffa had been, or was married, since her surname was Segal.

      Yaffa did not hold his hand as they followed the Rotenberg’s into a den, where wine, fruits and cheeses were set out on several platters. While the building itself was plain, the furnishings in the apartment suggested a fairly senior government official. MacLachlan kept his mouth shut and his eyes open.

      “So, Mack,” Rotenberg began. “You have risen from major to lieutenant colonel since Český Krumlov.” MacLachlan tried his best to keep a straight look on his face and not show surprise at the mention of the Czech city.

      “Do not worry. My apartment, my whole life, is swept daily. We can talk here. I promise to let you know when I switch from your government title to you as a contractor. It is rather convenient, you see. There are things I can share with a foreign government intelligence employee that I cannot with a contractor. So, in our dealings, you must keep both hats handy.”

      “Indeed, sir,” MacLachlan responded politely but without commitment.

      Miriam suggested each fill a plate with fruit and cheese while she prepared to plate dinner.

      They did.

      “I have to thank you for buying my niece and me time in Dar-es-Salaam by shooting that idiot with the rocket launcher.”

      “It was my honor, Steven. I only wish I had not had to fire once for range before I hit him. It may have saved your car.”

      “Not to worry. It was a rental.”

      “That was a pretty dramatic escape with your commandeered vehicle,” MacLachlan observed.

      “When in dire straits, improvise.” Yaffa said.

      “Tell me about yourself, Mack. Your childhood and so forth,” Rotenberg said.

      “I was born in Texas and grew up on a ranch. I was a rodeo contestant in high school. Most of my summers were spent with my grandparents in Florida. It had been his ranch, but my maternal grandfather was successful buying and selling ranch land retired to Florida in his forties, leaving the ranch for his daughter and top hand, who is my father.”

      “You rode and competed in rodeo in Texas. What did you do in Florida?” Rotenberg asked, his niece clearly listening closely.

      “I fished, swam and hunted. I spent every minute I could on the water. I inherited the house in Florida and it’s my official home now.”

      “You have moved away from DC and the Pentagon?”

      “Not totally. I bought some wooded acreage in the Valley of Virginia. It’s on a whitewater stream and protected by natural forest land adjacent. I will build a simple cabin there and alternate my time between Florida, Northern Virginia and wherever the job takes me.”

      “No wife, present or past?”

      “I think I was married to the Marine Corps, Steven. My wife is in the future. Maybe,” MacLachlan said.

      “What do you think of Israel?” Rotenberg asked.

      “I am spiritual, but not the churchgoer my mother wanted me to be. But it is the Holy Land. All Christians and Jews should protect it. It’s also America’s one friend in the Middle East. I believe I will find it to be beautiful, but after one day, that’s only speculation.”

      “You said one friend. Your government has always had ties to Saudi Arabia,” Rotenberg said.

      “My suspicion is it’s a ‘friendship’ based on oil and money. I do not trust the Saudis to act on anyone’s behalf but their own,” MacLachlan said.

      He was clearly being questioned. What he was not sure about was the reason. As the plain talking uncle of a beautiful niece? Or, was it official? Was he being assessed whether he was a threat to Israel? Or being solicited by Mossad? Or something else, with elements of each? He would let this play out, being careful. Very careful.

      Steven Rotenberg got out his pipe without considering time and began to tamp tobacco into the bowl. Miriam walked in and told him to put it away and come to dinner. Obediently, he set it aside and got up. MacLachlan and Yaffa followed him into the dining room. From behind, MacLachlan squeezed her hand.

      The meal was excellent. They had fish and salad and malabi, a delicious rosewater pudding with cocoanut for dessert.

      After, the Rotenberg’s, Yaffa, and MacLachlan sat in a small study and drank coffee. The questions appeared to be over for now.

      “Miriam and Steven, thank you for the hospitality and wonderful meal. I have a week of krav maga training. Today was only the first day. I fear I should get back to the hotel early and get some rest.”

      “We enjoyed having you here. Perhaps we will meet again, either for a meal or out in the world somewhere,” Rotenberg said.

      “The meal would be wonderful, and a chance meeting would not surprise me at all,” MacLachlan said.

      “Instead of a taxi, Mack, I will drop you at your hotel,” Yaffa offered.

      “That would be great. Thank you.”

      Hands shaken, hugs from aunt and uncle for Yaffa, and they got in the Volvo and left.

      “What did you think?” she asked.

      “You mean about having an agent driving the taxi and your uncle’s questioning? Or your aunt’s wonderful cooking?” he responded.

      “I guess all of the above. You picked out the driver, huh?”

      “Unless he is Mossad or an IDF spec ops guy moonlighting as a taxi driver, yes.” He said.

      “My uncle by marriage and supervisor at work has been in the business so long, his conversation sounds more like an interrogation. You seemed to sail through pretty comfortably though.”

      “I kind of expected being checked out. Stepping away from personal relationships for a moment, it could be useful for your agency and my new career to be friends and help one another sometimes, like in Dar-es-Salaam. But do know this, Yaffa, I will not spy for another country, friend or not. That is an absolute, okay?”

      “Message understood. I will make sure my uncle understands also. I really don’t think that was his objective. I believe ‘trusted friends’ was more what he had in mind,” Yaffa said.

      “That was what I hoped for also, Yaffa. Let’s go with that and see how it works. Back to the personal for a moment. Will you come in for another coffee or a drink?”

      “Is that a prelude to ‘will you spend the night?’” she asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Then, that is my answer too,” she said. Eschewing valet parking always, she self-parked at the hotel and they went into the café for expresso.

      Half an hour later, they walked up the stairs to his room. No time was wasted and the two went straight to bed.

      “You know, Mack, I thought about us doing that when I first saw you and your associates at lunch,” she said as she rested her head on his shoulder and ran her fingers down the washboard ripples of his stomach absent-mindedly.

      “I did, too, Yaffa. And, about every day since.”

      “About? There was a day you didn’t think about it??

      “Okay. No, there was not. I just did not want to appear too needy.”

      “How could you not need me?” she asked seriously.

      “You are quite confident, aren’t you?”

      “Well...yes.” she said emphatically.

      “You have every right to be, dear Yaffa,” he said, lifting her for a long kiss.

      They had a light breakfast just after dawn and MacLachlan walked Yaffa to the Volvo. They circled it, then she motioned for him to follow her back to the entrance. She hit a remote starter and let it run several minutes before giving him a quick kiss, saying “Love ya.” and leaving.

      He looked at the scarred old stainless Rolex Oyster Perpetual Datejust. It was a piece of his grandfather he kept with him twenty-four seven. He had enough time for a quick nap before getting ready for his class. Four hours sleep last night was not quite enough.
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        * * *

      

      MacLachlan walked into the school on time. It was an intense session. If he had seen any of his instructors on the street or in a store or restaurant, he would not have considered many of them dangerous. A couple looked like him, short-haired hard bodies with a military or cop look, but most of the staff looked like they could be the guy next door. But at this point any of them could put him flat on his back with very little effort. There was a lesson in that. One he would add to his tradecraft. You can never, never tell a book by its cover. Mom was right.

      Because of his natural and Marine Corps level of fitness, his training was accelerated quickly into combatives. Today and he would find, for the rest of his time there, he would practice blocks followed immediately by punches, head butts, elbow blows, kicks and the short series of moves to dislocate a shoulder and disable an attacker sufficiently to escape from him. The training was based on practical logic, not some mysterious algorithm. It was reiterated that just because one disabled an adversary, there was no guarantee he would not rebound, or draw a weapon or have an accomplice appear. Expect the unexpected. Attack aggressively and leave the field of battle. Do not use one’s knowledge to punish the adversary, but only to neutralize his ability to harm you or someone with you.

      During a quick lunch break, MacLachlan slipped over to a Bank Leumi branch. He gave them a check to open an account and a safe deposit box. He used trust officer Bonney as a reference. With the difference in time, he had already prepped Bonney to wire twenty-one thousand to the bank once he provided an account number. The bank wired Bonney instead and the funds were scheduled for tomorrow.

      Fit or not, MacLachlan was sore and tired when the last of his training iterations for the day was complete.

      He took a bus back to his hotel and, tired or not, sprinted up the three flights of stairs. It was the Marine Corps way. And, he would follow that way as long as he possibly could. Beyond that, his tradecraft gave him an implicit distrust of elevators. They could be controlled, rigged with explosives, and be a deathtrap when the door opened to waiting gunmen.

      MacLachlan cleaned up and laid down for a minute. The minute turned into an hour, which was interrupted by the telephone by the bed ringing.

      “Yes?”

      “It’s me,” Yaffa said.

      “The very special me?” he asked.

      “The most special ever me. Can you take the afternoon off from your training tomorrow to go somewhere with me?”

      “I believe so. What’s up?”

      “Oh, I just need your help in some shopping.”

      He was sure the shopping was for him. She had promised help in getting several pistols, ammunition and holsters. She would also need his photo for fake passports.

      “Do you want to pick me up at the school?” he asked.

      “No. I am known there. Walk left out of the entrance to the school. Turn right at the second block and halfway down is a very nice café. I will be there at one o’clock, okay?”

      “Are you available tonight?” he asked. She told him she had a work assignment.

      “Roger that,” he said. “See you at the café at one tomorrow, then.”

      MacLachlan walked down to the lobby and ate a light dinner at the hotel. He liked the Israeli way of eating and thought it was healthier than hamburgers, hot dogs and pizzas by quite a margin. As much as he enjoyed fast foods, he decided to take them out of his diet to the greatest extent possible and eat sit down meals of seafood and vegetables as much as possible.

      After dinner, he took a forty-five-minute walk around the neighborhood. There was virtually no old architecture in the area. Everything was built in the late forties or the fifties.

      He apprised the lead instructor of his schedule the next morning. He worked harder to make up for the time he was going to lose from just before lunch. He showered at the gym and strode out dressed like any other Israeli. Five minutes and two turns later, he walked past a red-orange Volvo parked at the curb and into a café.

      Yaffa was already sipping an ice water with lemon. One awaited him and he drank after kissing her cold wet lips.

      “This is exciting. It’s almost like having an affair, sneaking around in public.”

      “If you say so. I never had anyone I had to hide somebody else from,” He said.

      “Well, if you must know, neither have I. But this is just like in the movies.”

      He just smiled at her and she returned a dazzling smile.

      “We only have about thirty minutes to eat. Our appointment is in an hour, but we need to stop by your hotel and pick up a tie and your blue blazer. You can keep the jeans and trainers on. You also need to pick up fifteen thousand in US dollars from Bank Leumi.”

      That confirmed MacLachlan’s thought that today he was going to have photos taken for his new multinational passports.

      “I hope the funds are there already. I just requested the wire transfer yesterday,” he said.

      After lunch and a quick run to the hotel to get the jacket and tie on, they went to Bank Leumi.

      The funds were en route. The manager agreed to advance fifteen thousand US dollars in view of the confirmation from the Florida bank. That should cover the passports, cash for the safe deposits and the three pistols and their related ammo and holsters.

      In the car on the way to the meeting, MacLachlan asked about the passports.

      “For the nine thousand dollars, you will be getting three copies each of Israeli, French and German passports. A set for each planned safe deposit box. It is a bargain, I assure you,” she said.

      To MacLachlan, it was the price of a really good used car. But probably a necessity that would be difficult to replicate in the future without Yaffa’s connections.

      They went to the Shuk Karmel Bazaar. They walked around like tourists. Yaffa stopped at a display of earrings and MacLachlan bargained the seller down by fifty percent and handed them to her. She was delighted and tucked them in her bag. She took his hand and led him through a maze of stands selling a wide variety of items.

      They came to a stand with some photo frames and an old man seated behind the table. He kissed Yaffa lightly on both cheeks and ushered them behind the curtain to an area that was akin to a dressing room in other booths. A single lens reflex camera was on a tripod. There was a flood lamp on another stand and a screen behind a four-legged stool. It was a miniature photo studio, MacLachlan realized.

      “I will take three sets of photographs and use different backgrounds,” the old man said in English tinged with what MacLachlan thought was a Brooklyn accent.

      He used a buff background for the Israeli, light lavender on for the Canadian, and a mottled blue gray for the German one.

      Yaffa nodded to MacLachlan and he handed the man an envelope with nine thousand in cash. The man opened the thick envelope and counted the money.

      “What names do you want on each?” he asked.

      “Joel Mencken for the Israeli,” Yaffa suggested.

      “How about Dieter Maack for the German?” MacLachlan asked. “It is a name I am familiar with,” he said. He continued, “I thought the third one was going to be French?”

      “Canadian is one of the handiest to have for quiet activities,” the old man said. “Better than French.” MacLachlan looked at Yaffa who nodded.

      The old man got out a book and looked through several pages.

      “I will make you Paul Dusay, of Montreal,” he said. “You can speak English or French at your choice.

      “Oui, Monsieur, merci, qui serait parfait,” MacLachlan responded, thanking the man and indicating that would be perfect. His French surprised Yaffa. Their files showed him speaking English, Spanish and German only. She looked at him with raised eyebrows. He just grinned back.

      “You can pick up the nine passports the day after tomorrow from my photography studio. You know where it is. This booth will be empty later today. I assure you; they will fool even the Immigration officers of the countries that ‘issued’ them,” the man said to Yaffa.

      “Thank you, my friend,” Yaffa said. MacLachlan noticed that, while she obviously knew the man, neither had used names. He suspected canvas walls were the reason.

      They walked around the bazaar a bit more for cover, then left.

      “I will bring you the passports in exchange for dinner in two nights, okay?” Yaffa asked.

      “That would be fine,” he said, adding “but you know I’d buy you dinner every night I possibly could.”

      She flashed perfect white teeth and continued,

      “You should use the Canadian one to open a credit card account in London or any bank in Paris, and the Israeli one for a different bank in Israel, perhaps Bank Hapoalum here.”

      “I guess the German passport is like my orphan one,” MacLachlan said.

      “True, but you have personal knowledge of Germany and speak the language. It may be a useful cover there, or about anywhere. Where did you learn to speak French?” she asked.

      “In high school. For some reason, I kept the fluency. Languages have never been a problem for me.”

      “Except that you speak them with a Texas drawl,” she said, smiling but speaking the truth.

      “There is that, I guess,” he responded.

      “We are going to pick up the car and take a little drive out into the countryside. We will see a few places of religious importance along the way. I’ll tell you what I can as we pass. We can afford an extra few minutes if you particularly want to check one out a bit closer,” she said. They headed north out of Tel Aviv.

      Later, she said “We are in Armageddon Valley. That is Mount Tabor. You may know it as Transfiguration Mount. After Jesus came back from the dead, he took some disciples up the mountain. They saw him transform and talk with Moses and Elijah there.”

      The MacLachlan felt the very aura of the place. He knew climbing to the top would be a fantastic experience, but they did not have sufficient time today. Yaffa was on a mission. He suspected it was related to the pistols.

      It was. They arrived at a small village and she pulled into a restaurant. It reminded him of the bar in the Beqaa Valley where he had his first gunfight but better maintained and, hopefully, cleaner.

      The sat at a small table and the server addressed them in Hebrew. Yaffa ordered.

      After five minutes, the server brought a plate with warm pita bread and two dishes. One had hummus, mashed chickpeas and the other had baba ghanoush, which was a spread made of eggplant. A pitcher of not very cold orange juice and two glasses accompanied it. MacLachlan liked the food from this part of the world a lot. Except for lamb, which he avoided whenever possible.

      They ate and spoke in low terms, not discussing anything of tactical importance. He noticed the older restauranteur watching them when he thought they did not see. His idea about tradecraft was good. His skills at it sucked, MacLachlan thought.

      Yaffa very subtly watched the two men. She smiled and MacLachlan caught it. “She knows exactly what I am thinking. All the time,” he thought to himself as he returned her smile.

      When they had finished and the bill was presented, Yaffa explained the amount and MacLachlan placed it on the table with a twelve percent tip added.

      Once the tip was picked up, the man behind the bar nodded to Yaffa and she rose. MacLachlan followed her lead as she followed the man into a back room through an exterior door and into a small building. MacLachlan noticed modern security locks well beyond expectations for the building and the area.

      He motioned for them to sit at a scarred top wooden table that had two chairs.

      Once they were seated, he placed a small gym bag on the table between them. He nodded for Yaffa to open it. She in turn, nodded to MacLachlan.

      He removed three pistols. He picked each up and pulled the slide back and locked it open. He was very familiar with the Browning Hi-Power and field stripped it and reassembled it. The second was a CZ-75. Very popular in Israel and indeed, most of the world, though hard to get in the US since it was made in a Combloc country. He quickly figured out how to strip it. Reassembled, he placed it back on the table. The next one was a classic he heard about but had not seen. It was a Sig 210. Though replaced some years ago by the Swiss army, the 210 may have been the most accurate—and expensive military pistol issued in modern times. MacLachlan did not attempt field stripping. Rather, checking again that it was empty, he aimed at the ceiling and pressed the trigger. It was perfect. The best trigger feel he had ever experienced. The ergonomics were also. He sat it back on the table. He had the same expression as one who had just finished a gourmet meal. So much for being a stoic spy.

      All three guns were military surplus, used but in mechanically fine condition. Bores were good. The bag also contained three boxes of German GECO hollow points in 9mm and inside the waistband holsters. MacLachlan asked Yaffa in French about the serial numbers. She asked the man in Hebrew, then explained in French they all had original military serial numbers and had been surplussed. Anyone could have gotten them. There was no trail. MacLachlan nodded.

      He handed the man an envelope with three thousand US dollars. The man counted it and put it in a gun safe in the corner.

      Yaffa stood and nodded once at the man, so MacLachlan followed her suit. They left after putting the objects in the gym bag into a locked safe in the trunk of her Volvo.

      “Let’s go home, Ricky,” she said in a pretty good imitation of Lucille Ball.

      During the ride back, MacLachlan said “I usually try to put a couple hundred rounds through a semiautomatic to make sure it works well and, particularly, that there are no magazine problems. Any place we can do that?”

      “I assure you there is no need for that. He is under contract to provide certain people fully functioning, tested firearms. I promise you they have been function tested with a variety of cartridges. Further, each is arsenal refinished by the military of the countries that carried, then surplussed them. That would be enough on its own.”

      “Okay, thanks. Good enough for you is good enough for me,” he said.

      He looked at his watch.

      “Four o’clock here. That means three in Berlin,” he said. “How far are we from the hotel or somewhere else I can make a quick call?”

      “An hour,” Yaffa said.

      They pulled into the hotel at four fifty-five. Knowing Grafton would not leave early, except for a meeting, he motioned the agent to follow him up to his room. He dialed a number.

      “Yes?”

      “Slickmeister, I need a little favor,” MacLachlan said.

      “I’m listening. Just remember, we’re in the clear.”

      “I am aware of that. I need a small pouch sent from our place here to London and one to Paris. Think you could arrange that?”

      “Aw, man. I thought it was going to be something big and you’d owe me. That is easy. I will have one of my guys meet you at your place. Give me an hour,” Grafton said.

      “Thanks. Later.” They both hung up without further conversation.

      “Yaffa, I’d like to package these, so the objects won’t be identifiable. The shapes are pretty much a giveaway,” MacLachlan said.

      “There’s an office supply store around the corner to the left. It’s in the next block. Why don’t you pick up a couple medium mailer boxes? I will count out the three packs of money and get out a little surprise I got for you in the meantime. Get three opaque envelopes that will hold the money and some tough sealing tape.”

      MacLachlan bent over and kissed her and left for the store. He was back in fifteen minutes with the supplies. She had three piles of one thousand US dollars each and three wicked-looking folding knives sitting on top of each pile.

      He looked down and smiled. Picking one up, he flicked the blade open and tested the edge and the point.

      “You really know the way to a man’s heart,” he said.

      “I do, but you have not seen proof of that...yet.”

      “You mean our time together,” and looked towards the bed, “was not it?” he asked.

      “You have not had my cooking. The food would make you want me to be with you forever. That’s why I have not cooked for a man. It’s too dangerous.”

      “We could pick up groceries and we could then go to your place,” he suggested.

      “Too fast. All in good time,” she said.

      They packaged three pistols, ammunition, holsters, knives and cash in the three boxes. The Israel box would go to Bank Hapoalum, the other two to US Embassies in Paris and London.

      MacLachlan put the mailer boxes in the gym bag. He left Yaffa in the room while he went down to meet the DIA agent. There was no need for him to see the Israeli. Grafton knew about her. That was enough.

      He sat at a café table near the open entrance to the hotel. With any luck, he could hear the agent asking for him. He could not chance picking an American-looking man or woman and introducing himself.

      An older guy walked by. He could have been from anywhere. He went to the desk. MacLachlan could not hear his conversation with the clerk. The man turned and walked out and straight to MacLachlan.

      “Mack?” MacLachlan nodded. “Will sent me,” he said using a name both knew, but which had not been used on any phone call from his room, in case his phone was being monitored.

      He gave the man the duffle bag. “Two packages are inside. Labels have where they should go and that I will pick them up in a few days. Thanks for the help. Coffee?”

      “Thanks, but I have to get back to the office. Maybe next time.” The agent left without introduction.

      MacLachlan went to the room and was persuaded to take the young woman there to dinner. He agreed it was a brilliant idea.

      The next day he locked the box with his alternate identities and weapons and money in his locker at the krav maga school. He skipped lunch and walked to the nearby headquarters office of Bank Hapoalum. He opened a small balance checking account and rented a safe deposit box. Items secured, he went back to the school and went through more evolutions.

      This afternoon focused on ground fighting. MacLachlan learned to apply what he had learned standing to fighting after he had been knocked or deliberately gone to ground to avoid shots or other dangers. Implicit in the training was the real-life realization on the street where one would quite likely be knocked or pushed to the ground. Most thugs would not expect the victim to continue to fight effectively there. Krav maga guaranteed them a real surprise.

      He went back to the hotel after the class. He knew Yaffa was on some sort of surveillance op tonight and he was on his own. MacLachlan took a run to loosen up a bit. He skipped dinner and turned in early. The next day would stress punches, head butts, elbow blows, kicks and knees. On Friday, he completed the training in Tel Aviv. The Director gave him a letter outlining what he had been taught and his current proficiency level, which was amazingly high for only a week. MacLachlan suspected, unlike most people who voluntarily took close combat training, he would stay in practice through use, not on a mat somewhere wearing boxing gloves.

      It portended to be his and Yaffa’s last night for a while. He gave her the opportunity to show off her cooking prowess and she demurred. So, he took her to dinner in the finest restaurant he could find in the city.

      The next morning, after very few hours of sleep, she drove him to Ben Gurion Airport.

      Both were quiet, wondering about what to say at the parting. Was it temporary or permanent?

      “Mack, this has been a wonderful week,” she began ten miles into the trip.

      “Steven is one of the top intelligence operatives in the world. I think—no, I know—one day both you and I will eclipse his skills. I know you love your country. You chose to be a Marine. That says a lot. I don’t know whether it was for adventure or patriotism or a combination. For me, it is a lifetime commitment. Israel and my uncle have put a lot into training me. Everyone around us in the region and many throughout the world want us to disappear. To die. Every Israeli has to defend against that. And, I will. Until my last breath, if that’s what it takes. I am a sabra. I was born here. I have an obligation and I will meet it,” she said, finishing.

      “I understand and appreciate you saying it. I pretty much knew we were not headed for a vine covered cottage with a picket fence. Yaffa, you are right about my reasons for doing this. I don’t know any more than you do what the percentage breakdown between adventure and patriotism are. I’d like to think it skews heavily towards patriotism. But you know something? A lot is pure anger. Anger I developed one day at a Marine barracks in Beirut and has never diminished. Maybe one day it will. I’ll let you know.

      This was a wonderful week for me, too. We will have others. Many, I hope. I suspect we will work together soon and often. I will have your back. If you ever get in a tight spot and there is time for me to get there, call. I will be there.”

      She had tear streaks on her cheeks as they pulled into the airport.

      “Now, get out, before I start crying like a baby, dammit,’ she said.

      He leaned over and kissed her tenderly. The tears started and she pushed him towards the door. He took the hand pushing him and squeezed it softly as he slipped out and retrieved his carry-on bag.

      MacLachlan walked towards the security section without looking back.

      The woman in the red orange Volvo silently mouthed “I love you,” then smoked the tires as she pulled away from the curb. MacLachlan heard the tortured rubber and smiled, walking on.
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      Paris, London, Casey Key, Florida

      June 1985

      

      MacLachlan had booked a flight to Paris with a one-day layover, a boat trip to London, this time with a two-day layover and a flight to Miami. He had not been to Paris, except on a stopover at Charles De Gaulle Airport, so he figured the quickest way to see things was a hop-on, hop-off bus. His first stop required a bit of walking but took him to the US Embassy. He retrieved his courier package and walked to the next stop and waited. When he saw the brightly colored double decker, more suggestive of London than Paris, he got on and rode to the area of Credit Suisse. He went in and opened an account and secured a safe deposit box. He put the courier package’s pistol, holster, ammunition, knife, three passports and one thousand US dollars in and departed. At the bank, he stated his address in Florida was temporary and obtained duly signed change of address forms to complete and return later. He used the business name Highland Services, LLC for the accounts.

      He rode past the Louvre, the Eiffel Tower and stopped for a quick meal on the Champs-Èlysées. MacLachlan had hoped to see beautiful French girls in short black dresses promenading by. Instead, he saw mainly tourists from all over. A look at the Paris phone directory gave him the number of a Melia hotel close to the airport. He took a taxi there and settled in for the night. Early the next morning, he flew to Gatwick, London. Checking with a travel guidebook he bought at the airport, he selected a hotel in the Paddington Station area of London. One call and he had a room. A brief ride on the “Tube” subway took him to Paddington. Another three blocks delivered him to his hotel. He took a taxi to the US Embassy, picked up the last courier package and went straight to the Royal Bank of Scotland’s largest London branch. As in Paris, he opened an account and a safe deposit box. He used the same business name and obtained a change of address form just as he had done at Credit Suisse.

      With directions from the banker, he hopped a bus that took him to Harrod’s Department Store. He wanted to pick up a couple of Cuban cigars to enjoy there, since they were embargoed in the US.

      MacLachlan walked in and asked a concierge the way to the tobacco humidor. As he walked towards it, a rush of hot air, dust and some broken glass preceded the sound of an explosion. It was a sound he remembered poignantly from Beirut.

      He was knocked to the ground, but his immediate impression was that he was not seriously hurt. Though his hearing was a bit impaired, it was not nearly as bad as Beirut.

      As he got to his feet, he saw a medium sized, dark-haired man running towards him and the door. A uniformed security guard was limping after him as fast as he could, yelling “Stop. It’s one of the bombers.”

      MacLachlan threw himself on the man as he ran past. They both staggered against a counter. The man drew a wicked looking blade and MacLachlan grabbed the man’s knife hand wrist with his left hand and pushed to the outside. At the same time, he moved in and struck the man in the face with the heel of his right hand. As the man’s head recoiled, MacLachlan kneed him in the groin. He doubled over and a hammer fist to the back of his head finished the man’s resistance. He crumpled to the floor, unconscious. As the injured guard arrived, MacLachlan kicked the knife away from the prone man. The guard stumbled.

      MacLachlan saw he had a wound in his groin bleeding badly. Femoral artery.

      MacLachlan unfastened and pulled the belt off the attacker, who was now regaining consciousness. He hit him on the side of his jaw with as hard a blow as he could. Punch soft, chop hard was violated and MacLachlan felt the pain go all the way up to his shoulder. But the man was down for the count.

      Flexing his painful right hand, he wrapped the belt around the guard’s upper leg. He called for a dress clerk to hand him a wooden clothes hanger. MacLachlan broke the wooden hanger rod off and used it as a lever to tighten the makeshift tourniquet. He tucked the end of the rod under the belt to hold it. The blood flow had stopped. The guard was starting to lose consciousness. Marine Corps style, MacLachlan drew a large, obvious T for tourniquet on the man’s forehead for medical personnel to see.

      As this was happening, London fire, rescue and police were responding.

      MacLachlan saw a pair of uniformed constables running in. He beckoned them over.

      “This store security man needs immediate medical care. He identified the prisoner here as one of the bombers. The senior of the two constables spoke into his radio and asked MacLachlan to stay there for questioning.

      “I’d like to clean some of the blood off my hands,” he told the officer who told him to just stand there until a detective could speak with him.

      The prisoner was waking up again. A kick from the constable took care of that. MacLachlan, not the softest souled person alive, still grimaced.

      Hearing the part about cleaning the blood, one of the young female employees walked over with a bottle of makeup remover and a box of tissues. A few minutes later, MacLachlan was more sanitary.

      A detective inspector identified himself and took MacLachlan’s particulars. He told him he would have to come to New Scotland Yard and give a statement. MacLachlan knew the drill and agreed. He saw the employees from the immediate area rounded up and ushered to the door along with him. He left shortly thereafter with a pair of constables in a marked car, perhaps a Rover. He was not sure.

      Two hours of questioning and a succession of detective inspectors, detective chief inspectors and a detective superintendent later, MacLachlan was coffee’d out.

      One last man walked in. He was a powerful looking man in his early fifties. He was going bald. His suit was obviously more Saville Row than department store.

      He sat down across from MacLachlan.

      “A hot drink?” he asked.

      “No thanks, I have had several coffees. I’m fine,” MacLachlan responded.

      “My name is Walter Harvey-Smith. I have a few more questions and then we will point you to the Tube station and proper stop for your hotel, all right?”

      MacLachlan nodded.

      “Thank you for stopping the man. He is a sought-after Irish Provisional Army criminal. A Provo, as it were. He and an associate, who was blown up, brought in the bomb. Luckily, unlike the attack here in 1983, no one died this time. It was rather a botched attempt as the bomb went off in an inventory room while the dead bomber was trying to activate it. The man you stopped was standing guard outside and down the corridor. But we expect to obtain lots of information from him about his prior history and his associates in Belfast.

      MacLachlan nodded but said nothing.

      “Were you conducting surveillance on these two, Colonel?”

      MacLachlan was surprised to hear his rank used as he had not had any reason to mention it.

      “No, not at all. I came in to buy a Cuban cigar. Something we cannot buy in the US.”

      “There is no tie-in to the people you...interacted with... in Dar-es-Salaam?” Harvey- Smith asked.

      “None, whatsoever,” MacLachlan said, neither confirming nor denying being in Tanzania.

      “You seem aware we had people in Tanzania, Colonel.”

      Deciding to stick with being vague and noncommittal, MacLachlan said

      “No matter where in the world one may be, it is prudent to keep one’s eyes open for friends and enemies both.”

      “Indeed.”

      “Why are you in London?”

      “I have a few days before I need to be back home, so I thought I’d play tourist. I did the same in Paris yesterday.”

      “Do you work for the Israelis?” Harvey-Smith asked.

      “No, I do not. Until very recently, I was a Lieutenant Colonel in the US Marine Corps, stationed at the Pentagon. I just moved to reserve officer status and am heading home to develop a career to pay my bills.”

      “And, what will that career be, Colonel? Mercenary, perhaps?”

      “Hardly. A consultant of some sort probably. Maybe a teacher. I really don’t know for sure yet.”

      “And why, Colonel, would one of the most highly decorated Marines alive, one who may be the youngest colonel in the Corps’ history, give all of that up?”

      “Maybe to leverage a career on those facts. Or, maybe because I am tired of constant travel and violence,” MacLachlan said.

      “I might buy the former. Certainly not the latter. You appear to relish the violence and be a magnet for it, Colonel.”

      “I think you give me more credit than I am due, Mr. Harvey-Smith, if that really is your name,” he said.

      “In fact, it is my name. I am not actually from this building. I am with a group you may well see in the future. Like you did perhaps in Dar-es-Salaam. I will be interested to see how your ‘leveraged career’ evolves. Here is my card. Call if we can help one another. And, on behalf of the chaps here at the Yard, thanks for capturing the Irishman.”

      “You are welcome. How is the security guard?” MacLachlan asked.

      “Oh, yes. Him. Alive thanks to you. Should recover nicely. Showed good grit. A former corporal in the army. May talk to him about a slot on my team.”

      MacLachlan glanced at Harvey-Smith’s card for the first time. It read Walter Harvey-Smith. Her Majesty’s Secret Intelligence Service. A phone number was given. No rank. No address. MI-5 to James Bond fans.

      “Perhaps we will meet again, Mr. Harvey-Smith,” MacLachlan said pleasantly.

      “It wouldn’t surprise me a bit.” The British spy arose and left the room, without shaking hands or saying anything further.

      Ten minutes later, a constable came in with a note having which train to take for his hotel and led him out. On the way, his wallet, passport and pocket litter were returned. MacLachlan was glad this incident occurred after he had deposited the contents of the courier bag at the Royal Bank of Scotland. The pistol and different name passports would have been difficult to explain in handgun-free Great Britain. He left New Scotland Yard and walked to the Parliament Square Tube Station and headed back to Paddington and a pint of ale and some pub food. He would go to Stratford on Avon and Oxford tomorrow, playing the tourist one more day. Then, Florida for who knew how long.
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        * * *

      

      The flight into Miami was long and cramped. Maybe one day he would be able to fly first class and stretch his long legs out a bit. He just hoped he would have enough consulting work to fly at all. While, with no mortgage, he could live on the trust, it would be a modest life. But, an appreciated cushion for sure, he admitted.

      MacLachlan drove northwest towards Casey Key. Alligator Alley lived up to its name. It may be part of the Eisenhower Interstate System one day, but it was a lonely, desolate drive now. He saw a long branch across the lane and slowed down. No need. It slithered away before he got there. He thought he saw one of the rare Florida panthers in the distance but was not sure. He was sure about the alligators at a boat ramp where he stopped to look around. Where was his .45 when he needed it?

      The house and grounds were in good shape, as he expected. MacLachlan unlocked a cabinet and withdrew the .45 and checked it. He stuck it in the bedside table for now.

      He did not have fresh food, so he went out for dinner.

      The next day, he took the virtually useless rear seat out of the Jeep and bolted a steel box with a hasp and high security padlock in its place. That would be his trunk...and weapons locker. He found an old Winchester Model 12 pump shotgun at a local gun store. They had an onsite gunsmith who he paid an extra thirty dollars to shorten the barrel to 18 ½ inches. It was just over the federal minimum. With a couple five shot packs of 00 buckshot and slugs, he had heavy protection that fit in the new Jeep vault and for little expenditure. MacLachlan added a first aid kit, axe and sheath knife, short surplus army shovel and wool blanket. Stopping off as the Publix Supermarket, he bought several day’s groceries. He did not dare to buy a week or two worth, since the Hariri shoe might drop any time, prompting him to be away for a while.

      Building on the land on Cedar Creek was a project he pushed into the future. He waited, fished, swam in the Gulf and ran the beaches, and waited some more. He likened his life to that of a firefighter. Rest, exercise, maintain equipment most of the time and high stress danger the rest. But he knew this: it beat the devil out of sitting at a desk all day.

      The following day, he drove the Jag to a dealer in Sarasota and had it appraised. The amount was not as high as he wished but was like found money to him without hitting the depleting trust or his faster depleting savings account. He told the used car manager he would consider the offer and get back to him.

      MacLachlan added another fifteen miles on Route 41 to the new Jeep’s odometer and stopped at a phone booth in Ruskin. He checked the Rolex and took a chance.

      “Yes?” a familiar voice answered.

      “Hey, it’s me. I am at a random phone booth twenty or thirty miles from home. It’s the best I could do,” he said to Will Grafton.

      “Not perfect, but reasonable for a careful talk. The navy submersible found a bit of the device we were chasing. Enough to prove it is out of play,” Grafton said.

      “Good news. Anything on the injured guy from Dar-es-Salaam?” MacLachlan asked.

      “An unconfirmed sighting in Pakistan. But he was moving. Maybe Afghanistan?”

      “Maybe. There are still some mujahedeen’s there whose real mission is unknown. Do you think they have given up on the type product we competed with them on?”

      “I do. Can’t be sure, but I’ve got a strong gut feeling they will look for another WMD,” Grafton opined, referring to weapons of mass destruction.

      “What do you think it could be?” MacLachlan asked.

      “Could be anything. WWI mustard gas. Sarin. Some sort of plague. A lot of explosives in a busy place. I just don’t know. But it will be something. And, we have to stop it. I was at a meeting the other day where you and I met with all the big boys. The biggest boy said we have to stop these people no matter how. Kinda like that fictional 00 status Bond has. But I think we have his go-ahead to take out any threats that present themselves. No worry about waiting for self-defense. Search and destroy.”

      “So, he’ll back us up?” MacLachlan asked.

      “I believe he will. He is a man of integrity. The rest of the politicos in the room? I wouldn’t trust any of them for a minute.”

      “Even the admiral?” MacLachlan wondered aloud.

      “Even him, if it might impair his next star,” Grafton said.

      “I’m beginning to think bullets are not our most dangerous threats, Will.”

      “Welcome to the intelligence world. This is the crap they don’t go into in movies. But it is what we have to live with. The mission is worth it. The day you question that is the day to bail immediately,” he said.

      MacLachlan gave that serious thought. He continued those thoughts as a daily regimen.

      “Hit me on the pager. I will keep it close 24/7,” he said.

      “Will do. Out.” and Grafton hung up. The entire conversation lasted a minute and a half. Long enough to trace, if traces were set up for the phone booth. That would be a thousand to one against chance. Or, better. Good tradecraft is built on reasonable threat assessments, MacLachlan knew.  He got back in the Jeep and turned south again, thinking about Yaffa Segal. He wondered when he would see her next. At home, he wrote her a brief and sanitized letter. He wished there was an immediate and encrypted way to communicate at will. But, no such luck.

      MacLachlan felt like life was on hold. He hesitated to get started on any project around the Florida place or in Virginia as long as they did not know where Hariri was. While there was not definitive proof he was behind the warhead in Czechoslovakia, both Grafton and MacLachlan felt he was. He was the man they had to get. Like the old cop said about a shooting in the ‘hood, “the right one may not have been shot, but he sure wasn’t the wrong one”.

      Big Jim also had a probably more quotable line. “When at an impasse, go fishing”. So, he got his gear and walked down to the skiff. Without time to get live bait, he did what he did half the time anyway. He decided to use Mirrolures, jigs, and spoons.

      He put the drain plug in the skiff and cranked the two winches down alternately until it was floating. Unhooked and gear aboard, he pulled the starter handle and the Yamaha fired up. MacLachlan untied his temporary dock line and idled away from the dock. He entered the main channel of the Gulf Intracoastal Waterway and accelerated up to about thirty miles per hour. It felt faster in the sixteen-foot skiff, driven at the rear by motor tiller. After a mile or two, he spotted an inlet leading into the mangroves. He reduced speed and entered, going down to an idle. He idled for several hundred yards then cut the engine and drifted.

      As he came to a stop, he cast a bucktail jig and worked it jerkily back to the boat. He did that repeatedly for five minutes before on his last cast, the water exploded sixty feet away. He knew it had to be a snook with that hit. The reel screamed as the fish ran and took line. He turned the fish a little and was able to recover line. This went on for a while before he got the fish beside the boat. It was a large snook.

      MacLachlan knew it was a keeper and would be a good dinner. But he carefully unhooked it and gently moved it through the water at the boat to flow oxygen-laden water through its gills. When the fish wiggled trying to get away, he released his hold. The snook swam away at full speed back towards the mangroves. Seated or not, MacLachlan snapped a Marine salute at the snook.

      He fished a bit longer but knew that would be the height of any outing. Motor restarted, he headed home. If the boat had navigation lights; he would have docked at a waterfront restaurant. But he hooked the overhead davit lines and cranked it up. Fastening flushing ‘ear muffs’, he turned on the dockside hose, started the engine and ran fresh water through the cooling system until the engine had heated it to hot. He turned off the engine and hose, put the gear away at a dockside shed and walked back up to the house.

      He had a gourmet dinner. Cheese sandwich and a Coke. Settling into a big leather chair, he read a novel until eleven and turned in.

      At four in the morning, his home phone rang. That could not bode well, he thought.

      “Yes?”

      “It’s me,” Grafton said. “Pack for a tropical resort and get your butt to Miami ASAP.

      Go to the American counter. There is a ticket waiting for you. Leaves mid-morning. Call me from a phone booth and I’ll fill you in. Bye.”

      Grafton hung up without any further words.

      Tropical resort? Mediterranean? Caribbean? Well, it did not matter. MacLachlan got up, showered and got out his carry-on bag and maroon passport. They had not requested it back and he still did not have the civilian one. He left the US Marshal’s identification and the .45. He packed toiletries in a dopp bag, swimsuit, shorts and a couple of polo shirts and carefully folded a Cuban guayabera shirt. He put one on with his label-free Tel Aviv blazer and khakis, a pair of loafers and left a note for Chuck and Gloria that he would be gone a few days. MacLachlan started the Jeep at four-thirty and took I-75 to the Alligator Alley to Ft. Lauderdale then down to Miami.

      He hit rush hour traffic at Ft. Lauderdale and did not park at Miami International until eight-thirty. Rushing to the counter, he found the American flight would not begin loading for Guadeloupe’s Ponte-à-Pitre Airport until ten, giving him plenty of time to get through security and to the gate. From Guadeloupe, he would connect to Lamentin Airport in Fort-de-France, Martinique. He had an open return to Miami.

      “Interesting,” he thought as he dialed Grafton from the gate a little later.

      “I’m at the gate. Thanks for the great vacation, Dad,” he said when Grafton answered the phone.

      “You are welcome, my son,” Grafton said sounding more like a priest than a father.

      “When you get there, rent a car and go to Hotel Bakoua Les Trois Inlets. You have an open reservation there. Our friend left the mountains and is heading there by way of France. The French are sending an Interpol agent after him. He knows you will be our person on scene and are familiar—somewhat, ha-ha—with the guy he’s following.  I don’t have his name, but he has yours. Sorry about that. Be real careful, Mack. The French government still has relationships, both governmental and business with Colonel al-Gaddafi. He’s as crooked as he is crazy. I don’t trust the French. Only with France, its home, does an Interpol agent act like an international agent. As you know, the rest are agents of their country’s National Central Bureau and use Interpol just for law enforcement and criminal intelligence liaison only. The rest of the world does not go about flashing Interpol badges and claim to be anything. Their credentials are the ones issued by their respective departments of justice, or whoever issues them in that country.

      “I hate for you to walk into something this vague. So, be careful with this damn guy, okay?

      “The rest of the story is our boy and his Interpol follower get into Guadeloupe, then Martinique on Saturday. That gives you several days to get the lay of the land,” Grafton said.

      “Why on earth a resort-only island like Martinique?” MacLachlan asked.

      “The only thing Interpol can figure is the guy he is going to meet there to negotiate whatever the weapon is insisted on Martinique. Doesn’t make sense to us either. We don’t think the weapon is there. We think only the deal will be consummated there and the weapon delivered somewhere else, probably in this hemisphere. Beyond that, who knows? If you get a chance to get the contact first, do so. And, squeeze the hell out of him. If not, but you get a chance to take out H, and get away....do it. But we can’t give you much cover. Okay. We can’t give you any cover.”

      “Well,” MacLachlan began, “if one has to make lemonade out of a whole bag of lemons, which is what this sounds like, the place is not a bad choice. I’ve heard the beaches are great.

      “Yeah, Mack. The beaches in Vietnam were great, too. Shame I didn’t see them. You are on your own. None of the alphabet agency boys are there, as far as I know. I’m not sure whose side the French are on. They have a lot of trade and all their petroleum coming from al-Gaddafi’s region. They liked us giving them the device you picked up, but their politics are convoluted as hell.”

      “I don’t mind working alone. Beats our different agencies tripping all over one another. But, Will, just get me as much intel as you can. If no such agency,” he said using the nickname of one which shared those initials, “is listening in on transmissions, get them to share, okay?”

      “You got it. Fly safely and I will talk to you once you get in. Take your pager so I can beep you if something interesting comes up.”

      “I have it. I’ll with you talk later.” Both men hung up and MacLachlan stood by the pay phone for a minute. This whole op was screwed up. If his very experienced boss and friend Will did not like it, he shouldn’t either.

      He went to a shop and picked up some candy bars, chewing gum, a couple fishing magazines and three paperback Westerns. He studied the people in the waiting area around the gate. From clothes and actions, most looked like tourists going to Club Med or somewhere. The rest seemed to be locals returning home with bags of diapers and hard-to-get items instead of carry-ons. The flight was going to be full and he did not look forward to it. Arriving, even under less than salubrious operations planning, however, excited him. It had every earmark of an adventure. Maybe Yaffa was right about him. He knew he would outgrow that. Perhaps. He was the fittest, most tanned tourist on the flight. So, it was likely he was the only person flying from Miami to the French Antilles. But he was not absolutely sure.

      The fight was two magazines and almost a thick paperback long. Four hours.

      MacLachlan knew he was walking into the op unarmed and did not like it. As he went through Immigration at Guadeloupe, he realized he could have carried a rocket launcher through. He watched the other side for pre-boarding security. It was about as lax. He would stop at a store before Hariri arrived and at least get a knife.

      He went to the Martinique gate and sat down. He had over an hour but was neither hungry nor thirsty. The breakdown of the passengers was in similar proportions to Miami. Tourists and locals. No hardmen. But then, Rotenberg did not appear to be a hardman. Yet, Yaffa said he was deadly.

      An hour later, he boarded. Forty-five minutes later, he arrived at Lamentin, rented a car and followed directions to the Hotel Bakoua Les Trois Inlets. He liked it.

      MacLachlan hung his blazer, guayabera shirts, and one pair of long pants and set his dopp kit in on the sink counter in the bathroom. He put on swimsuit trunks and a polo shirt and padded on bare feet to the beach.

      He had never been to the French Caribbean before and did not realize most young women only wore half a bikini. He was glad for his Aviator sunglasses. MacLachlan saw some of the most beautiful women he had ever seen. Politics notwithstanding, his view about the French was changing rapidly. Where were these women when he was sitting on the Champs- Èlysées so recently?

      As he pondered, he spotted one who stood out from the rest walking down the beach. Dreamily, he tried to focus into the bright sun to see her better. She was coming his way.

      “Hi. Bet you didn’t expect to see me this soon, did you?” Yaffa Segal asked.

      MacLachlan was speechless and had no way to hide it as she began to laugh at him.

      “What... what are you doing here?” he managed to get out.

      “Probably same thing you are, I guess,” Yaffa said.

      “We need to go somewhere secure and talk.”

      “Let me go back to my chaise and get my top and towel,” she said.

      “Do you have to?”

      “Not really. Let’s go into the water. I doubt if anyone has waterproof listening gear,” Yaffa said.

      He walked hand-in-hand with her into the warm turquoise waters of the Caribbean. She embraced him for a long time.

      “This is what I have dreamed about us doing on the beach in front of my home in Florida,” he said.

      “Maybe one day. For us, I think we take it when we can get it, dear Mack.”

      “Umm. So, what can you share?” he asked.

      “No. You first.”

      “Okay. Hariri is on the way here in two days. He is to meet an unknown person who will negotiate the sale of a WMD, located somewhere else. An Interpol agent is on the plane following him. I do not know his name. He is to contact me shortly after landing.”

      “That’s it?” she asked.

      He nodded.

      “Not very much, I’d say.”

      “I’d say the same,” MacLachlan whispered in her wet ear.

      “Squeeze me later. We need to focus now,” the experienced spy said.

      “Okay. Focused. Your turn.”

      “I actually don’t know much more than you. I know what you said, plus the name of the Interpol agent. It’s Leroux Benoit. I know the WMD is plans, not an actual weapon. So, he could have it here,” Yaffa said.

      “Then, why meet here?”

      “I think probably the contact is just squeezing Hariri for a nice vacation.”

      “But, does that make sense among serious terrorists? Especially Muslims who don’t drink, hate non-Muslim women and all,” MacLachlan said.

      “Maybe it has to do with there being a new Islamic Center here,” Yaffa offered.

      “That makes more sense. We should find out who the Imam is in the mosque that has to be associated with it. He might be some sort of terror coordinator for this region or something.”

      “It’s late to try to find that out now. Let’s put it uppermost on tomorrow’s agenda.”

      “Do you have backup, Yaffa?” MacLachlan asked.

      “No. Not this time. We did not have enough intel to plan. So, Steven sent me to observe and maybe adapt and act.”

      “Did you know I was going to be here?”

      “Logically, yes. Who was in Florida who knew Hariri by sight? Plus, you used your real name on the flights,” she smiled.

      “Yeah. I should have gotten a fourth set of passports.”

      “Wire me the money when you get back. I think I can arrange that,” Yaffa offered.

      “Deal.”

      “If we can get the Imam’s name, we should both get our analysts working on him. Steven has people working on the name of the contact here. If he gets it, maybe we can interview him first. I understand you are a very effective interviewer.”

      “It’s odd to hold an almost naked woman I love and ask this, but since you obviously know about the impromptu waterboarding, did you finish the two in the hotel after I left them?”

      “I am not sure about something. Do you know if we have a fifth amendment in the Israeli Constitution?” she asked.

      “I guess, given your question, I have my answer.”

      “How do you feel about it, dear Mack?”

      “Business is business. I should have done it myself instead of leaving it for you.”

      “Probably,” she whispered. “Can we change the subject?”

      “Yes, it’s about time to,” he said.

      She gave him a long kiss.

      “Better subject,” he mumbled.

      After half an hour, she said “We’d better go ashore before we shrivel up.” Then added, “Okay most of us shrivel up,” and gave him a smile that was positively evil.

      They went to dinner in the hotel’s restaurant several hours later.

      “You know. I need to advise my control that you are here, and we are working together,” MacLachlan said.

      “Me, too. Steven likes you a lot. I am not so sure he would like us being in this location trying to keep our minds on the job at hand, but I think he would appreciate that I now have backup.”

      “Me, too. Any weapons?”

      “My hands. I picked up a knife earlier, too.”

      “Hell, we could have brought anything we wanted in here,” MacLachlan said.

      “Not really. These French are devious. Sometimes they search everybody. You never know.”

      “Okay. I planned on getting a knife this afternoon, but something came up.”

      “Yes. Well, we can get you one tomorrow,” she said.

      They awoke almost refreshed after several hours of sleep. After a shower and breakfast, they took MacLachlan’s rental car, a Daihatsu with bright yellow headlamps, to the store where Yaffa bought a souvenir dagger. She waited in the green subcompact while MacLachlan went in and bought its duplicate.

      They circled the Islamic Center and adjourning mosque. There was a Catholic Church nearby and they stopped there.

      They introduced themselves as Mr. and Mrs. Dusay from Montreal, using the name on a passport that was across the Atlantic at the time.

      “Father, this is an impromptu visit. I am a journalist from Canada. I am on vacation here. But, at home, I am writing a series of articles on how Islam is invading Canada and its horrible Sharia law. Now, I come to paradise and see a big center and mosque.

      “I will not use your name, but what do you think of this? Who is the Imam? Is he modern or very orthodox in his sermons?” MacLachlan asked.

      It was clear the priest had an opinion and wanted to share it. As he spoke, MacLachlan wrote on a hotel notepad with a hotel pen. His beautiful blonde wife nodded her head with each point the priest made as a participative listener.

      They learned the Imam’s name. His country of birth. That he was scarily (in the priest’s opinion) orthodox, the approximate number of members and that he was offended by the loudspeaker calling for prayers.

      MacLachlan put his hand on the priest’s shoulder and thanked him sincerely. That emotion was not a lie. This information may save the lives of Catholics and those of many other religions. They made a generous contribution to the church and left.

      “You are pretty good, MacLachlan,” Yaffa said.

      “Believing in what I am doing helps. We have to get to phones, and you call Steven and I have to call Will.”

      He sped the little car along as fast as its minimal horsepower would allow. At the hotel, they separated for now and went to make the calls. He got Grafton on the line right away.

      “That could be why they are meeting in Martinique. It did not make sense. But, if the cleric there is a terror leader, it makes perfect sense. Or if he’s the money man. I will call the Director of Central Intelligence and have all the analysts in every damn agency that uses alphabet letters for its name cracking on this as soon as I hang up.

      “Plus, I will let the admiral know what we are doing in case he wants to clue in the big guy. Let you know as soon as I have something. Mack, I don’t totally trust the Israelis. I know you do. I also know you like the girl a lot. Just be careful man, okay?”

      “I promise, Will. Too much is at risk here for anything else. I got that, so don’t worry. Bye,” MacLachlan ended.

      The next day was wait and see what the various agencies would come up with. They spent time around prayers to Mecca doing surveillance. Maybe they would recognize who met Hariri when he arrived by plane tomorrow. After, they went back to the beach, pagers close at hand.

      Late in the afternoon, MacLachlan’s pager went off. He walked to a lobby phone and called Will Grafton.

      “You might have hit a bonanza on the Imam. He is a known money man for Hezbollah. So, if the contact has the plans Yaffa referred to, they could do the deal in Martinique and Hariri could go on to the target location. Maybe immediately,” Grafton said.

      “If I can’t get a flight with him, I will try to find the airline and flight number. You could have the Bureau pick him and the plans up if he lands in the US, Agency if he lands outside,” MacLachlan suggested.

      “Bureau if he lands in US for sure. As to the who for outside the US, it depends on where. Cuba worries me the most. Whether by commercial, which I don’t know off the top of my head, or by private plane, I believe you can get from there to Cuba. He’d be untouchable there. He and old Fidel could cook up a deal where Cuban intelligence or special ops could deliver it. And, we would not know who to look for,” Grafton said.

      “Have we searched airline manifests for Hariri coming to the US over the next week or two?” MacLachlan asked.

      “Yep. Nothing yet. If he’s booked, it’s under another name.”

      “Maybe I could get a photo of him deplaning or in the airport. That could be useful to circulate at US airports if he flies in incognito.”

      “It would. I wish we had set you up with a decent covert camera. I’m pretty sure you cannot get something like that in Martinique or Guadeloupe.”

      “That would have been good. I may have to develop a special kit for my carry-on bag. There are some pretty upscale shops here with watches and all. I may take a look to see what kind of cameras they have, Will.” MacLachlan said.

      “Do that. Just remember it’s easy to get burned taking a photo. So, be careful.”

      Later that afternoon, MacLachlan and Yaffa went into Fort-de-France and shopped for cameras. They found a new Sony 35 mm SLR camera and bought two rolls of film with it. One was used to take vacation photos on the beach, the other reserved for intel photos.

      They drove past the Islamic Center. There was no traffic in or out. They drove on, camera still in Yaffa’s lap. There was a beautiful sunset. Each took photos of the other walking down the beach. Though the roll was far from finished, MacLachlan removed it and put the film back in the small gray plastic cannister. He reloaded the camera with a fresh roll of film for the airport tomorrow.

      They drove to the airport with shorts and polo shirts on, the camera strung around MacLachlan’s neck. The plan was to look like tourists there to meet someone and take lots of photos. Before the plane landed, they would be ostensibly of Yaffa posing and making faces at her ‘boyfriend’. Actually, MacLachlan would aim around and over her and get photos of people in the crowd who did not profile as Caribbeans or tourists. That was pretty easy, as most of the crowd at the outside gate for the flight fit into one or the other category. Nobody appeared to be a terrorist from the Middle East or anywhere else.

      As the time for the incoming flight from Paris to arrive neared, the American and Israeli spotted several men with darker complexions join the crowd. Yaffa posed and MacLachlan took several good surreptitious photos of them.

      Yaffa’s expression changed in her last photo. She ran up to MacLachlan, kissed him and buried her face against his neck. From that position, she whispered into his ear.

      “Undercover police are setting up. The damn fool French are going to try to make an arrest. Things are going to go very badly. I can just feel it.”

      MacLachlan kissed her and smiling with his forehead against hers, whispered “I just noticed that. They are going to blow everything. They might get the target, but not the plans for whatever weapon he’s here to get. That will be gone forever, unless we somehow find out who the contact is. Or, do a black bag job on the Center.”

      The 747 landed and began to taxi towards them. They watched the crowd and MacLachlan took more photos.

      The flagman directed it into the gate. Mobile steps were driven up. The door opened. A procession of tourists and Caribbeans proceeded down the steps. After about fifty or sixty people left the plane, MacLachlan saw Hariri. He had on a business suit and sunglasses. No beard. No headwear. Several men seemed to be with him.

      He paused on the third step and peered into the gate area. He spotted the ambush, hesitated, and turned to say something to the dark man behind him. That person turned and started back into the plane’s door quickly. The men behind him were obviously bodyguards. They pushed past Hariri, surrounded him, head down and did a classic ‘cover and evacuate the principal’ move.

      MacLachlan took several good facial shots of Hariri. He and Yaffa heard shots from within the plane. They sounded like pistols, not automatic fire from a rifle or submachine gun. A couple of civilians, men and women, were pushed out onto the top landing of the mobile stairs. A flight attendant with a pistol at her head disconnected the stair.

      The 747 began to taxi away. Its wing brushed the mobile staircase out of the way as the big plane began to move much faster than normal for the main runway.

      MacLachlan took several last photos and he and Yaffa ran for the terminal and a phone. A man was talking on the one in front of MacLachlan. MacLachlan told him in French he needed it for an emergency. The man shook his head and turned his back to MacLachlan.

      MacLachlan spun the man around and decked him. He was unconscious. Yaffa smiled and did the same to the man on the adjacent phone.

      Both called their control and reported the hijacking. MacLachlan told Grafton “I think you forecast it. I bet it will head directly for Cuba. I have good photos of Hariri. Okay.” He hung up.

      Yaffa had just finished. They slipped away and moved towards the car before the two men at the phones recovered consciousness. A couple of witnesses tried to stop them. MacLachlan told them in French they were police with an emergency and to get out of the way or face arrest.

      “What are your instructions, Mack?” Yaffa asked in the car.

      “To get back to the US with the film so we will have good photos of Hariri for airport and port watch as soon as possible. But I wanted to get out of that airport before the police tried to arrest us for hitting those two guys.”

      “Mine are similar,” she said.

      “I will get copies of the photos to you by way of the Israeli main embassy in DC. That’s the best I can do.”

      “Okay. As soon as you can. Actually, I am more interested in the crowds and the guys on the plane helping him. I wonder how they smuggled guns aboard?”

      “Co-conspirators on the cleaning crew? False diplomat creds conveniently overlooked by the French? Who knows? Not the first time Hezbollah has hijacked a jet.”

      “No, not at all. Anything on the possible ID for the contact?” Yaffa asked.

      “No. Nothing.”

      “Me, either,” she said, adding “but, I think I have some news we both will like.”

      “Oh, what’s that?” he asked.

      “Steven told me to go back to Florida. If we partnered, he said he would approve it as long as we protected our agencies’ equities.”

      “Yes.” he exclaimed.

      They both packed and checked out as soon as they got back to the resort.

      “I kind of hate leaving this place,” she said.

      “Before you get too melancholy, wait until you see mine,” MacLachlan responded to her.

      Though they had to drive to the airport separately to return the rental cars, they agreed they had been seen together on the small island and it would be riskier to try to appear unrelated than to fly back to Miami as the lovers they had portrayed...and perhaps were. They took the quick hop to Guadeloupe, knives in checked luggage, then the longer flight to Miami.

      It was late at night before the Jeep turned into the house on Casey Key.

      The next morning, MacLachlan paid for a rush job film processing and sent Hariri, crowd, hijack and one shot of the Imam in Martinique to Grafton. The first was by fax, then the originals were picked up by a young FBI agent from the Sarasota Resident Agency office for hand delivery directly to Grafton at the White House Situation Room.

      Grafton called MacLachlan at three in the afternoon.

      “These pictures are golden. We finally have a great facial shot of Hariri, even though he does have shades on. Every Middle Eastern desk in the US government is studying the Imam, trying to identify him. I think we will have him before you and Yaffa have some sort of sea creature for dinner.”

      “That would be perfect, Will. I just know he figures prominently into this. I am leaning toward him being the banker more than the control. I think that was why Hariri went to Pakistan or Afghanistan when he went dark on us.”

      “I agree, Mack. Listen, I have a solution to our communications problem. And, it will be fixed tomorrow morning. I have a couple of my technicians coming to visit you on Casey Key. They are good guys, so don’t shoot them or anything. They will do a quick TSCM on your house. Send your guest to the beach while they are there. I want to keep our sources and methods in the immediate family, okay?”

      “Lima charley,” MacLachlan responded with the phonetics for ‘loud and clear’.

      “What they will leave you will allow us to have totally secure comms,” Grafton said.

      MacLachlan suspected it would be a shortwave, burst transmitting radio of some sort. He wondered if it would be portable.

      “Mack, do you have an ADT or some sort of alarm on the house?”

      “No.”

      “Okay. The guys will bring you a cash ‘expense reimbursement.’ Use that to have one installed post haste. The thing they are leaving is not the newest possible technology, but it is still pretty highly classified.”

      “Thanks, Will. I will hang around the house tomorrow and explain to Yaffa she might have to take a swim alone when I have some guests. She is a pro. She will understand. Oh—can she see the thing being left?” he asked.

      “I am sure they have the same equipment. From us, probably. Just make sure she does not see the frequency day book or any codes. That would open up our lingerie drawer to them for sure.”

      “Can’t let that happen. I will be careful. I am anyway,” MacLachlan said.

      He walked out into the yard. Yaffa was sunning in a chaise lounge. She wore the half bikini he had first seen in Martinique, along with big sunglasses and a straw hat.

      “Hi. How did you conversation with your controller go?” she asked.

      “Fine. His name is Will. He is going to send a couple guys down tomorrow to put in some sort of communication device. He told me it’s okay for you to see it, but not the bands I broadcast on or the day book with codes. During the installation, which I suspect will involve running wires for an antenna, he asked if you would go swimming on the Gulf beach across the road.”

      “You mentioned you have a beach. Can we walk over to see it now?” she asked.

      On the way, she said “I understand the need for confidentiality. We would do the same thing in Israel if the tables were turned. Maybe worse.”

      “Thanks,” he said.

      They crossed the road and walked down a slight incline to the sand beach. A chickee hut was there with a couple of chaises in it.

      “I know what this is for, but what do you call it?” she asked of the wall-less hut with a thatched roof.

      “It’s called a chickee hut. My grandfather had a Seminole Indian friend come up from the Everglades and build it for him years ago. I am amazed it has survived the storms and winds off the Gulf of Mexico so well. When things settle down, I will look for his descendants and get it freshened up a bit.”

      She looked up and down the long, beautiful sand beach.

      “This is beautiful. Do you own all of this?” she asked.

      “Good question. My grandfather felt he owned the land down to the low tide line with the Gulf. There have been varying state and federal court decisions over the years. There have been cases where the state replenished sand after hurricanes or storms and then claimed the beach they put the sand on as state property. So, I guess it depends on a particular scenario. Nobody ever put sand here. There has been no riparian claim. So, as far as I’m concerned, it’s mine to the left and right all the way to my property line and out to the waterline.”

      “That is a lot of beautiful sand. And, turquoise water. Of course, you want me to stay here forever.”

      “Of course. Until one or both of us has to go shoot somebody who’s a threat to America or Israel,” he said.

      “Well. There is that. In the meantime, I am going in. Want to join me?” she asked.

      He kicked his boat shoes off and tossed his tee shirt over the back of a chaise and took her hand. The water was in the eighties. They frolicked for a long time.

      “I have never quite had this much fun on a mission,” Yaffa said.

      “It does not seem to be textbook. But, then again, I have never really had spy craft training. My training was more intelligence analyst stuff in the Marines. Not black ops, spook stuff like you have had and like our different groups with ‘agency’ in their names have,” he said.

      “Odd. I would have thought you would have.”

      “No. I sort of bumbled into this because of starting with firsthand experience with Hezbollah at the Marine barracks bombing and collecting some collateral intel first from sources I had paid,” MacLachlan explained.

      “Was the port your first firefight?” she asked.

      “No, I had a fight where a source was killed several years ago and after a gunfight in a bar, I was chased by two tangos,” he said.

      “How many died?”

      “My source and the four guys who shot him and chased me.”

      “That big .45 again?” she asked.

      “No, but an issue one with an ugly Parkerized finish, instead of the blue steel one I used in Tanzania. But, same 1911 Colt under the finish,” he said.

      “Speaking of that. I am unarmed. Can we do something about that?” she asked.

      “Absolutely. I am not sure about regular store sales for a foreign citizen. We need to get you something without paperwork. Will you take it back to Israel? I guess you’d need to be near Washington and use a diplomatic pouch from your embassy...”

      “No, I would leave it here,” she said.

      “I will show you two of my grandfather’s guns you could choose from. They mean a lot to me. But, so do you.”

      “I promise to take good care of them. But a throw away that is dependable would be better than an heirloom.”

      “We’ll take care of your needs, Yaffa.”

      She smiled. “I am quite sure of that, Colonel.”
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        * * *

      

      The two techs from Grafton arrived mid-morning. Yaffa walked to the beach, carrying a bag with a Thermos of water, towels, suntan lotion and a transistor radio.

      A much more sophisticated radio was installed in the house after the two men cleared it and proclaimed there were no bugging or camera devices recording on the property. The technology and appearance of the radio they installed was not too far removed from the early part of the Cold War. It took several hours, part of which time MacLachlan walked down to the beach and spent with Yaffa.

      The two techs spent an hour after installation teaching MacLachlan how to use the code of the day, compose messages and send them in microsecond bursts. During their screen of his house, they gave him a harmless, small device to use in hotel rooms and at home if he thought he had been breached. They taught him where surveillance devices, both auditory and camera, were frequently hidden and how to detect them. He was to always carry a blade and Phillips head screwdriver in his travels to remove the frames on light sockets, heating and air conditioning louvers and the like.

      Upon leaving, they left a thick packet of cash on the table to use having a professional alarm system installed. He would have to include Chuck and Gloria in the password process as they were in and out almost daily when he was not there.

      While Yaffa was showering, MacLachlan got the XKE out of the garage and dusted the sleek, polished body with a chamois. He started it and let it settle to a burble while he went back into the house. Yaffa went from towel to sundress and sandals in a moment. He handed her a Colt Agent revolver to put in her purse. It required no manual of arms training to use. Aim and press the trigger. They would settle on something semi-permanent for her the following day.

      She smiled at the English Racing Green Jag. MacLachlan just hoped it would get them to the intended waterfront restaurant and back without dying in the middle of the Tamiami Trail.

      He drove the Jag fast and hard. That, apparently, was what the car liked because it responded well and dependably.

      The Mahi-mahi was excellent as were the crab cakes. MacLachlan bought Yaffa a silk scarf at a gift shop in the restaurant. She tied it on, giving a 50’s look as he dropped the canvas top on the sports car for the ten-mile trip back.

      MacLachlan was working on second thoughts about selling the Jaguar until it started missing as he turned into his yard. But, that hardened his resolve.

      The schedule of radio check-ins was mid-morning and mid-afternoon during ops. Those were times when Grafton was likely to be in his office. MacLachlan knew someone would monitor Grafton’s radio since he was on call to the Situation Room, Langley and his own headquarters at DIA. Otherwise, they used phones for “in the clear” calls as needed. It was not perfect, but hopefully would work for the current environment. To take advantage of an obscure phone booth in a shopping center, he called Will Grafton.

      “Hi, Will. Just a quick check-in. How did our vacation photos come out?” he asked.

      “Really clear. Some of our photo enhancement folks did some enlarging and cropping and we have distributed pictures of your buddy to the FBI, DEA, and airport police in Florida and Alabama. We figure he will come into the Southeastern US by boat or maybe small plane with a smuggler, or fly in. If the latter, he may still think we don’t have any good likenesses of him. Long shot, but we have to cover all bases.

      “That gives me an idea, Will. Can you set me up with a real knowledgeable DEA guy in Miami or the Keys? Wherever he or she is, I’ll drive down and meet them. I’d like some idea about where to start looking for him to show up. I am confident he will come in with drug smugglers instead of a commercial flight. When you get a contact, maybe fax him a photo of me for ID purposes. Those guys have to be paranoid just to stay alive,” MacLachlan said.

      “That’s a good idea. Take along that badge and cred pack in case you need something he can relate to, okay?”

      “Will do. I’ll wait for you to respond back. Bye.”

      The call to Grafton was on his home number. MacLachlan only knew the enigma lived somewhere in Northern Virginia when stateside, but that encompassed a lot of area. He was unsure whether his associate was married, had children, pets...anything. But he guessed in their business, it was the safest way. One he had better start adopting.
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        * * *

      

      “Could we look for a pistol for me this morning?” Yaffa asked at breakfast. “It needs to be small enough for me to hide here in hot Florida on my 5’4” form, yet at least a .380. I’d prefer a 9mm if we can find one.”

      “What do you regularly carry, like when you were in Tanzania or when we were together in Israel,” MacLachlan asked.

      “I have several. Depends on my outfit.” He grinned at that.

      “Stop it, now. Do you want me slouching around like an old babushka lady?”

      “Hardly.”

      “Our generation thinks power is everything. Steven killed some of the Munich assassins with a .22 Beretta.”

      “How about a compromise? That same exact gun is available in .32 and .380. Why don’t we look for one of those?” he asked.

      “Okay, but not .22 or .32.”

      “I am afraid we might have to go to a gun store and do paperwork for something that specific. Unless, you will carry my grandfather’s Browning .380 while you are here. It’s small and flat. I have shot it hundreds of times without a single jam. It should work until we come up with something else.”

      “May I see it?” she asked.

      Moments later, he handed her a small semiautomatic, slide locked back and chamber empty. She checked it, dropped the slide and tested the trigger and safety.

      “Perfect for a non-9mm. How about some ammo for this?”

      He reached in his pocket and handed her a full box of Remington cartridges and a clip inside the waistline holster. She tried it on with the unloaded gun in it and moved it around to a place it would be comfortable and still not “print” under a shirt or blouse. Yaffa loaded the magazine to capacity and holstered the pistol on an empty chamber, Israeli style.

      “Will I be arrested for carrying this?” she asked, more or less rhetorically, since she was going to carry it anyway.

      “Nope. Keep your diplomatic passport with you whenever you are packing it. You can always claim diplomatic privilege,” MacLachlan suggested.

      They took a run down the beach and MacLachlan introduced his guest to the outside shower surrounded by fragrant tropical plantings.

      Before lunch, the home phone rang. Will Grafton spoke without identifying himself and hung up.

      “Check the other.”

      MacLachlan went to the radio and, taking out the day book for encryption code, sent “Monitoring.”

      A burst came through.

      It gave the name and contact for a DEA agent in Miami-Dade. MacLachlan wrote it down, then called.

      “Hey. This is MacLachlan. A mutual friend in DC gave me your name. When can my friend and I visit you?”

      “You are a couple hundred miles north, right?” the man asked.

      “I am. Can leave anytime.”

      “Can you meet me around five, here?”

      “We can. Want me to call back from a phone booth when I get within half an hour?” MacLachlan asked.

      “Yup.” He hung up.

      MacLachlan left the bedroom where the radio was located.

      “Good news?” Yaffa asked.

      “I hope so. We are going to Miami. Like right now. We may spend the night, so pack your toothbrush and jammies,” he suggested.

      “Ha. Jammies. Right. Ready in two minutes,” she said as they walked into the bedroom and she pulled on short shorts, trainers and a top. She tucked the Browning and holster into her waistband and adjusted.

      “Printing?” she asked about whether the butt of the small gun was poking the shirt out.

      “Nope. Me?” MacLachlan asked turning with the larger .45 invisible at all angles under his guayabera shirt. She shook her head and he picked up his dopp bag and some clean underwear. He put a couple extra mags in his short’s pockets. He already had a folding knife clipped in one. MacLachlan wrote a short note for Gloria, who was scheduled to clean, and they left by Jeep.

      As promised, MacLachlan called his contact at four-thirty. The man used the name Tom Vasquez. They met in Little Havana at La Caretta, a Cuban restaurant. As the two walked in, they saw a medium height dark-haired handsome man with a neatly trimmed beard. He motioned them to a corner table.

      “Hi, I’m Tom. I know from a faxed photo you are Mack and assume the lady is Yaffa.” He passed his creds under the table to Mack, who glanced at them and returned them.

      The restaurant was fairly loud at the peak of its dinner hour, which played well with their need to speak without people nearby listening.

      “Tom, did you get the photo of the guy we want to pick up?”

      “I did, Mack, as did every one of my associates from Atlanta to Miami to Houston. We’ve got all eyes out for him. When one of us gets something, I’d like for us to tag along with you to pick up the guys he hitched a ride with. I am pretty sure they would be persons of interest to us,” Tom said.

      MacLachlan considered for a moment.

      “As a federal law enforcement agent, that might put you in an uncomfortable position, Tom. We need to stop this guy. If we can pick him up, he will be sent outside the US for questioning. There is very unlikely to be any Miranda rights read or charges filed. If it looks like he may escape, he will be stopped.”

      “I figured that from the way I was contacted and this meeting with you two was set up. We have no interest in Hariri, only his transportation and what they will be carrying. If you take him, however ‘take’ works out to be, it’s fine. Just leave the boat and drivers to me. And, I guess you know, we have more deadly gunfights than the other federal agencies put together, right?”

      MacLachlan nodded, a half smile on his face. Yaffa’s expression was beautifully benign.

      “I think we can work together just fine,” MacLachlan said.

      “I have not eaten all day. Want to order?” Vasquez asked.

      “I would love to,” Yaffa answered, speaking for the first time in totally unaccented English.

      “Can I ask, Mack. Are you two feds?” Vasquez asked.

      “When we need to be,” MacLachlan said.

      “Kinda like us, you work in a vague area generally outside the public view?”

      “Very much.”

      In his home turf, they suggested that Vasquez order the food. They ended up with a table filled with ropa viejo (old clothes, the name for shredded beef), pulled pork, chicken and Moro rice and black beans, plantains, and buttered Cuban bread.

      With some hesitation, Yaffa said “If things go to hell when we meet up with Hariri and whoever is with him, we may not want to have our presence known after the fact. Is there anywhere around here, we can pick up ‘clean’ 9mm’s or .45’s? That might be better than using issued guns that show someone other than your agency was present.”

      Vasquez thought about that for a minute.

      “There was a raid this morning. A couple of 9 millimeters were picked up from two guys. The guns were run through NCIC and had no record. Maybe legitimately bought or stolen and never reported. That happens a lot. We had to let the guys go, but no way we are giving them guns back. The pistols are not evidence, so they have not been logged in anywhere yet. Ultimately, we’d log them in and destroy them or use them undercover ourselves. They’d work for you. It will take me about an hour after we finish here to get them. How about that?”

      “That would be very kind of you, Tom,” Yaffa said, dazzling him with her smile. Though trying to be stoic, MacLachlan could not help rolling his eyes. Yaffa saw him and smiled at him, too.”

      He couldn’t resist.

      “I bet you did that as a little girl and had your daddy and uncles wrapped around your little finger, didn’t you?” MacLachlan asked as Vasquez grinned.

      “Moi?” she asked, not elaborating further. They finished with café con leche and MacLachlan picked up the tab.

      “If you want to have another cup of café con leche, I will slip out a while and meet you either in here or at your Jeep in the parking lot with a package for you,” Vasquez said.

      Forty minutes later, Vasquez pulled his navy Tahoe up beside the Jeep and passed a package to Yaffa on the passenger side.

      “I didn’t include ammo because we don’t use 9mm’s. Their original cartridges are in the magazines, but I don’t know I’d trust it.”

      “No problem, Tom. We will pick up some new stuff. Thanks a million.” Yaffa said.

      “Welcome. We’ll talk as soon as I hear something,” he said.

      “Tom?” MacLachlan asked.

      “If you need us and cannot reach my home number, call my pager or the Washington number for my control. All are on this card. And, thanks for everything,” MacLachlan said as he passed the card to Yaffa to give to Vasquez.

      It was early enough to avoid getting a hotel. MacLachlan headed back towards home, stopping at a big box store he knew sold ammunition. They picked up four boxes of 124 grain hollow points. Yaffa had checked the pistols: both needed cleaning but seemed serviceable. One was a Sig, the other a Beretta. Both were full-size and difficult to conceal with thick frames and long butts, but classic fighting pistols.

      Yaffa slept as MacLachlan drove across Alligator Alley and up I-75. She awoke from the different road feel as they pulled into the lane leading up to the tin-roofed house.

      “Hey, Sleeping Beauty. Want to wake up so you can go to bed?” he asked.

      “Umhumph...” was about all she could manage, but he understood perfectly.

      The next morning, MacLachlan let Yaffa sleep and took a quick beach run. He came in after the outside shower and smelled coffee immediately.

      After her imitation in Tel Aviv, he tried a “Lucy, I’m home,” and it sounded just like Desi Arnaz to him. But he got an “Oh, Mack. That was awful,” in return. He decided to do no more imitations.

      As he had coffee, eggs and toast she prepared, he suggested field stripping the Sig and Beretta and examining them before a quick trip to a local shooting range. Yaffa agreed. They cleared the table and she had both stripped to their major parts before he got back with a cleaning kit.

      He looked at the parts laid out on a couple of paper towels in front of someone wearing one of his old tee shirts.

      “I’m thinking you might be the perfect woman,” he said.

      “You just figuring that out?”

      He shook his head and sat down. Picking up both barrels and holding them up to the ceiling light, he peered in.

      “My guess is these two bozos lucked onto decent pistols, shot them a time or two, probably at a competitor’s house, then put them away dirty. A while ago, it appears.”

      He affixed a brass brush to a cleaning rod, put some Ballistol in the barrels and scrubbed the crud out. Yaffa put the cleaner and lubricant on a cotton patch and wiped the other parts, leaving only the lightest coats on them.

      She assembled the Beretta while he did the Sig.

      “I’ll put some shorts on and be ready in a minute,” she said.

      “No rush. The range does not open for a couple of hours yet. Besides, you smell pretty hot with that gun oil...” She smiled and walked out. He knew where she was going and followed.
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        * * *

      

      They each shot half a box of fifty at seven, then fifteen yards. Then, they switched guns and repeated. Both bulls targets had fifty holes clustered in the black. They packed up and walked to the Jeep.

      “Which one do you want?” MacLachlan asked.

      “I think the Beretta. The reach to the trigger is a stretch for my small hand, but I have more experience with it than the Sig,” she said.

      “It’s a deal. We’ll go home, clean them again and load up for whatever happens,” MacLachlan said.

      They did. That afternoon, Vasquez called the house line.

      “Hey, can you guys get down to Marco Island quickly? A Coast Guard patrol plane just spotted a go-fast heading in that direction. The boat is about two hours out. They can’t get a boat there in time from Station Ft. Myers, but we have gotten a couple of Florida Marine Patrol officers to participate in a stop with us. We will be leaving in an hour and a half from Marco Marina, if you can make it in time.”

      “Man,” MacLachlan said, “it’s about two hours from here. We will do our best. If you have to leave without us.”

      MacLachlan hung up, got out his phone book and spent two minutes before dialing.

      “Florida Highway Patrol. What is your emergency?”

      “This is Deputy US Marshal JE MacLachlan. I need to speak with your most senior officer present immediately, please.”

      “I have a sergeant here. Wait one.”

      “Sergeant Mahoney, Deputy. What’s up?”

      “Sergeant, we have an internationally-wanted criminal coming by boat into Marco Island in two hours. A federal team with FMP boats is going to intercept him. I have been called to help, but there is no way I can get there without your help. Can you assign me a trooper with a full tank to run my partner and me down Code-3?” MacLachlan asked.

      “It’s a little irregular. Let me call up to Tallahassee and get clearance. What’s your number?” MacLachlan gave it and hung up. He immediately called Grafton. Before Grafton’s phone started ringing, he said to Yaffa “I am getting ready to tick off the highway patrol big time...”

      “Yes?”

      “It’s me. Can you get someone to call the Florida Highway Patrol headquarters in Tallahassee immediately? A Sergeant Mahoney is calling to get clearance to have a trooper take us down really fast. The guy in Miami called and said a go-fast is coming in and they are going to intercept it. I cannot get there on time without running over a hundred all the way.”

      “Wait on hold a second, Mack.”

      The second was three minutes long.

      “An Assistant Director of the Criminal Investigation Division at FBI Headquarters just called the director. They are old friends. You should be good to go.”

      “Thanks, Will. We will advise in a couple hours,” MacLachlan said and hung up.

      The phone rang.

      “This is Sergeant Mahoney of the FHP. My brass turned the request down. I’m a little surprised, actually. Wait. My communications officer has something urgent.”

      He came back on, “I guess they changed their minds up in HQ. You need a ride or an escort?”

      “I think a ride.”

      “Where from?” MacLachlan thought for a moment, then named a restaurant at the nearest Interstate exit.

      “There will be two of us in a Jeep Wrangler,” MacLachlan said.

      “He will be there in a couple minutes.”

      “Thanks, Sergeant.”

      MacLachlan grabbed a carry case for the shotgun on the way out. It had a pocket with about twenty buckshot and slug loads in it.

      The two sprinted for the Jeep and spun the wheel all the way down the drive.

      Five minutes later, they were at the restaurant. A yellow and black Crown Vic with its blue lights flashing was already there.

      The two got out, MacLachlan sticking the short scattergun into the case. He held up the distinctive Marshal’s badge as they got in the car. Yaffa took the front, MacLachlan the rear.

      “Hey, guys. Trooper Rob White. I hear you guys have to be somewhere real fast.”

      “We do, Rob. The Marco Marina. In less than two hours. I’m Mack and the deputy up front with you is Yaffa.” She gave him her smile and won him instantly.

      “Hook ‘em up. We’re gonna roll.”

      MacLachlan had driven fast all of his life. But an hour and forty-five minutes later, he knew one thing. Nobody could cover tarmac better than a state trooper. Nobody.

      As they past Ft. Myers, the needle was on one twenty-five. They hit a deserted few miles and it climbed to one-thirty.

      “I put a chip in it. Don’t tell my sergeant. But it helps me catch those Camaros and Mustangs better, since they’ve got more horsepower. Even if I can’t outrun them, my radio can,” the hard charging young trooper said.

      “Want me to hang out here?” the trooper added.

      “Sure, if you have the time. Take this and have lunch on me. You are one helluva driver, Rob. Thanks.” MacLachlan said, passing him a twenty.

      Yaffa winked and the two ran towards the dock were two twenty-five-foot dual outboard powered police boats were getting ready to cast off.

      As they climbed aboard, Vasquez said, “Hey, guys. These are the folks from Washington. They have an interest in the Middle Eastern guy I showed you. They only want him. The drug smugglers are all ours.”

      MacLachlan and Yaffa Segal nodded at the crew of DEA and Marine Patrol men and women. They were handed two life jackets and put them on.

      The boats cast off and aimed out the channel. The FMP officer said, “Everybody ready?” With nods, he pushed twin throttles to the pegs and the Mako’s bow rose as five hundred horsepower propelled them onto plane and to fifty miles per hour.

      “We have a Coast Guard jet up high watching them. Since all mariners have VHF marine radios, we have to assume the target can hear our radio transmissions. The USCG plane does not want to be identified by tail number, so we have to be vague in our calls. We’ve already spoken with the little jet earlier and set up comms,” the officer yelled above the roar of the twin outboards and the two-foot chop on the Gulf of Mexico.

      “Jet, this is the FMP unit below. Do you still have eyes on the mark?” the FMP officer radioed.

      “FMP unit, we do and also on you and your friend. Turn about thirty degrees port and you will be on an intercept. He’s five miles out moving at approximately fifty knots. When you get close, I will vector you until you have eyes on,” the pilot or first officer said.

      “He’s cruising almost fifty miles per hour. Depending on his load, he may have a top end today of seventy,” the officer yelled to his passengers.

      Soon, the two FMP vessels saw the long, sleek Cigarette-style boat moving at high speed on what seemed a collision course. The boat saw them and veered right. The second FMP boat turned a harder right to cut them off. The boat MacLachlan and Yaffa were in aimed directly at the go-fast and held that line.

      The FMP officer keyed his mic on channel sixteen, the hailing and distress frequency.

      “Go-fast boat off Marco Island, this is the Florida Marine Patrol. Drop off plane and go dead in the water to be boarded. If you continue to try to evade, we will fire on you.”

      Agent Vasquez reached for the mic and repeated the order in Spanish.

      The go-fast refused to comply. Instead, it would aim at one FMP patrol boat or the other, as if it was going to ram.

      Vasquez removed a hunting rifle from a case. He took the caps off a Leopold 3-9 power scope and squatted at the bow deck. He waited for a calm between the Mako jumping waves and squeezed off a shot. The rifle, a .338 Winchester Magnum cracked as he sent a two hundred-fifty grain bullet across the bow of the speeding drug boat.

      The driver seemed to ignore the shot, so Vasquez put another one into the rear side. Nothing. He fired another in the same area. Black smoke arose from the engine compartment. There were some high-fives from both police boats as the go-fast slowed and came to rest in the water. The officers and agents could see the crew of four attempting to scuttle the boat so it would sink with its cargo. The two patrol boats came up on plane and rushed in from diagonal points off the boat’s bow, so as to not fire towards each other if shots were fired.

      Which is exactly what happened. Two of the drug runners came up firing with submachineguns. Both patrol boats spun in tight circles and accelerated off. Vasquez fired the magnum rifle again and one of the men with a submachine gun fell. He worked the bolt as MacLachlan fired a twelve-gauge slug at the shooters. His target was not hit but rattled enough with a seventy-two caliber chunk of lead whistling by his ear to drop his submachinegun overboard as he jumped out of line of sight. The other DEA agents and Yaffa fired a barrage of pistol shots, holding the drug runners down as the patrol boats came back around and bore down on the stalled go-fast.

      The drug runners had enough. As the patrol boats neared, the survivors’ hands were held high. The man Vasquez shot was clearly dead. One of the DEA agents had documented enough of the gunfight on a movie camera to assure, with the testimony of a group of law enforcement officers and the film, Vasquez’s shoot was justified. One of the FMP officers marked the location of the go-fast on his GPS in case a prosecutor wanted divers to recover the lost submachinegun from the bottom. The Gulf was shallow enough at that location according to the depth finder to allow a scuba diver to easily recover the gun.

      The disheartening news to MacLachlan and Yaffa was the absence of Abdel Hariri.

      A DEA agent gave the prisoners Miranda rights so MacLachlan could ask about the terrorist. Nobody waived the right to have an attorney present.

      MacLachlan asked if he might ask a couple of non-drug proprietary questions of the men alone. Vasquez nodded affirmatively to his agents and the FMP officers. They continued to document the several hundred large bags of cocaine in the bow and middle of the go-fast, while MacLachlan and Yaffa ushered the remaining three to the stern of the thirty-four-foot boat.

      MacLachlan spoke in Spanish. It may, he hoped, give a little more privacy.

      “There are two kinds of people who have you in custody. Most are state or federal law enforcement officers. They have rules. To them, you have rights.

      “Then, there is my associate and me. We don’t work for the government. We don’t have rules. We don’t care if you have rights. Our job is to make problems go away. You are problems. We don’t care about the drugs you carried. We care about a terrorist,” he held up Hariri’s photo, “and, since you were involved with him, you are terrorists, too.

      “So, I will make you disappear. A black plane will take you on a long flight blindfolded. And, when you get there, you will be a nameless person forgotten to society in a nameless prison that does not exist.

      “But the man who tells me where this man, Abdel Hariri, is right now, will get a reduced sentence. I will do all I can to make it as light as I can. Maybe even a nice, high paid life with his family in the US in the Witness Protection Program.

      “Who wants to tell me?”

      A man stepped forward. One of the others attempted to grab him, but Yaffa kicked him in the patella, probably breaking that knee cap. He screamed out and she punched him in the solar plexus. He collapsed.

      She turned to the agents who had been taking inventory and not paying attention to what was happening in the stern.

      “He tried to touch my bosom. That was very rude of him,” she said innocently. “I think he will need medical attention when we get back to the marina,” she added, this time truthfully. The tough agents tried hard to stifle grins at the small woman decking someone who outweighed her by almost a hundred pounds. But they failed.

      MacLachlan separated the man who came forward from the others. He told the other two “You should have taken my deal. The information about the man in the picture will not harm the cartels. They will not care if you tell about something unrelated to them.”

      He asked the man, “Where is the man in the picture?”

      “He was moved to a sailboat and they left for somewhere we do not go. It is north. I think it is something Myers,” he said.

      “You mean Fort Myers?” MacLachlan asked.

      “Yes. They were going to go to that place. A friend was going to pick him up and they were going somewhere else.”

      “Where?”

      “I was never told.”

      “What is the friend’s name?

      “I do not know.”

      “Who is the captain of the sailboat??

      “His name is Diego. That’s all I know.”

      “What is the name of the sailboat?”

      “I do not know.”

      “Where were you when he got on the sailboat?”

      “About an hour southwest of Cuba.”

      “Where in Cuba?”

      “Trinidad. It was just four hours ago.”

      “I want to write some facts down. Give me a description of the sailboat and your full name and address so I can make sure the prosecutor cuts you some slack.”

      MacLachlan obtained the information and wrote it all down.

      He asked Vasquez how soon he could get back to Marco, that he had a good lead on Hariri.

      “Hey, Charlie,” Vasquez yelled to the FMP officer. “Can you take Mack and Yaffa back and drop them off at the marina then swing back here?”

      The FMP officer waved them aboard. MacLachlan and Yaffa met with Vasquez briefly. They told him Hariri was going to Ft. Myers by sailboat from Trinidad, Cuba. They would compute ETA, but offhand, it looked like a couple days. They would try to scramble maritime assets to find and board the sailboat and take Hariri into custody. If there were drugs on the sailboat, MacLachlan promised to throw the credit Vasquez’s way, since this was his case.
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        * * *

      

      They found the young trooper still at the marina. He had left and filled the tank of his patrol car, had a leisurely lunch, waiting as he felt he should for these people who were clearly special to somebody.

      “Thanks for waiting, Rob. That means a lot to Mack and me. The guy we are after is on a different boat. We need to go to Ft. Myers or back to the Sarasota are as soon as Mack gets finished putting the alert out. We can even go the speed limit. Though I liked the way you drove on the way down here.” Yaffa told the trooper.

      MacLachlan was finishing on the phone with Grafton.

      “No. Only that it was a sailboat. It was captained by a guy named Diego. It left the south coast of Cuba about four and a half hours ago. I’m guessing at about five miles per hour. I checked some charts in the marina. It’s about three hundred fifty miles, so that’s seventy hours. Almost three days beginning less than five hours ago. We have some time to involve the US Navy and the Coast Guard. That’s a lot of water and a small boat, but what other opportunity do we have?”

      “Mack, what does our DEA guy think about all of this?”

      “Will, he’s a really good guy. He ought to be pretty happy. Our mission to try to get Hariri netted him a ton or two of coke. I told him if the Navy or Coasties found drugs on the sailboat, we’d try to associate it with this case and get him the credit. Can you see to that?”

      “Sure. It’s the right thing to do,” Grafton said.

      “What’s your feeling on where Yaffa and I ought to be for next three days? That is, assuming the maritime assets don’t pick up Hariri tomorrow or something,” MacLachlan asked.

      “I’d say go home. If the Navy gets him, they will turn him and the sailboat over to the Coast Guard. Any ship they have big enough to be that far out will probably go back to Group St. Petersburg to moor. While everybody is all hot and bothered about the drug bust, you and Yaffa can slip our friend Hariri out and hand him over to a rendition team. Just string that Marshal’s badge prominently around your neck and get Yaffa to disguise a little so nobody will recognize her. Heck, you could use two badges, so I will express another down to you. She can wear that with a wig and dark glasses and look like a Marshal, too,” Grafton suggested.

      “Yeah, Will. She would love that,” MacLachlan said.

      “Good, maybe she will cook you a nice dinner or something.”

      “Fat chance. Restaurants and I have been doing all the cooking since we met. I did see her knee cap one of the drug smugglers then render him unconscious today,” he added.

      “Did she use that krav maga stuff?”

      “Probably. She is so damn fast; I couldn’t really tell. But I think so.”

      “Lemme share something my old dad used to say: women and cats will do as they please. Men and dogs better just get with the program,” Grafton said.

      MacLachlan could visualize that broad grin on the other end of the line.

      “Okay, dad. I’ll ponder that. Oh, could you get the Director of the FBI or the President or somebody to write a nice letter of commendation for FHP Trooper Rob White out of Tampa-St. Pete? We would not have busted the drug boys or gotten the intel on Hariri if it had not been for him. Thank somebody real high for Vasquez, too.”

      “I agree. Sometimes the guys on the street get just crap. A pat on the back is righteous. And, it builds valuable friendships at all levels. The Prez or Director sends that and that whole police agency feels good,” Grafton said.

      The trip back to the Jeep was much slower. MacLachlan asked when Rob got off and he said, “About six hours ago.”

      “Do you have a wife or somebody to get back to?” MacLachlan asked.

      “Not a soul.”

      “How about dinner with us. We’ll pick up the Jeep and head to Sarasota to a good restaurant,” Yaffa said, intuitively picking up on where MacLachlan was going.

      “You sure? Y’all bought me lunch.”

      “You risked your life getting us there. We’d all enjoy a calm dinner. How about it, Rob?” MacLachlan asked.

      Dinner was good and the two non-feds got back to Casey Key around ten and turned in. It had been a long day for both.
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      West Coast Florida, Onshore and Off

      June 1985

      

      It did not take long for the alert to hit US Coast Guard cutters patrolling the Gulf of Mexico. Several more were added from St. Petersburg, Miami and New Orleans.

      The Guard did not have the right assets in the water for the op off Marco Island and felt it needed to catch this guy this time. He was only put on watch out of the intelligence center as a sought terrorist. There was nothing about why he was coming to the US or what he had planned. All of which made the matter seem more secretive and scary. But the truth was US intelligence had no idea what or where his attack would be.

      Grafton and MacLachlan had even spoken with the admiral about whether Hariri might be a red herring and the real attacker was someone else, possibly already in place.

      Several days into the search for the sailboat with Abdel Hariri aboard, a Coast Guard C130 flying patrol spotted a sailboat of approximately 35 feet and carrying a yawl rig. It had two persons visible on deck. The C130 radioed in to Group St. Petersburg, based on the position of the yawl. Group St. Pete aimed an eighty-two-foot cutter towards the sailboat.

      The cutter saw the sailboat on its radar and, then, visually later in the day. The sighting was radioed to Group St. Petersburg, then to USCG headquarters, then to the Situation Room. The last to find out was too far away to do anything yet. That person was MacLachlan.

      Grafton told him the current position would have the sailboat brought back to St. Petersburg under tow once captured.

      The eighty-two-footer dropped a RIB or rigid inflatable boat with a coxswain and four-person boarding party of three males and one female. All carried pistols and three had M16 rifles of Vietnam vintage. There was one short barrel pump shotgun of WWII vintage.

      The cutter contacted the sailboat on channel 16 and ordered it to standby for boarding. The two men aboard were busy slashing bales and dumping them overboard to drop sails.

      The eighty-two-footer fired a five second burst of 7.62 rounds from an M60 machine gun over the sailboat’s bow. The small boat left the cutter at top speed. The burst got the attention of the two men who ceased trying to destroy evidence. They were in the famous hands-up position when the RIB came along side and four boarders climbed onto the sailboat.

      The two men were identified as Cuban nationals. Hariri was not aboard. Fifty bales of marijuana were as well as almost a ton of cocaine.

      Following previous orders, the law enforcement liaison officer at Group St. Petersburg notified DEA supervisory special agent Tom Vasquez and someone known only as ‘MacLachlan’.”

      MacLachlan thought about the fast run to Marco and having to use a trooper. He suspected he would have to make other fast runs in the near future. The local car rental did not have a Crown Victoria, but it did have its twin, a Mercury Grand Marquis. MacLachlan considered himself lucky. He found a navy one without the giveaway retiree vinyl roof and rented it.

      The two men coordinated their trip to meet at a coffee shop in south St Petersburg. Yaffa was with MacLachlan.

      They drove in separately. A third DEA car had some of Vasquez’s agents to inventory and take possession of the contraband. At the Coast Guard base, Yaffa stayed in the car. MacLachlan said he was going to be confusing enough to explain, another person without credentials would be too memorable for someone in her line of work. She agreed completely.

      They presented themselves to the Law Enforcement Liaison Officer, an Ensign, who took them to a Coast Guard Lieutenant who was the Group Operations Officer.

      Vasquez showed his creds. His badge was in plain sight on his belt with his unbuttoned suit jacket open.

      MacLachlan, in a dark blue suit, white shirt and maroon tie, did not offer ID. The Ops Officer asked, “Is it Mr. MacLachlan, or...?”

      “You can call me ‘MacLachlan’, Lieutenant. Most people do. I represent national security equities. I’m here to interview the two from the sailboat to see where Mr. Hariri might have gone. The drug case is Special Agent Vasquez’s and Hariri is mine.” The question was not answered, nor did it appear it would be. The Lieutenant wondered who this guy was.

      They heard some yelling from down the hall, then a thud.

      “Where are the prisoners?” MacLachlan asked. The two Coast Guard officers looked out the door and in the direction of the noise.

      MacLachlan followed Vasquez out the door as a late twenties dark male plowed into the DEA agent headfirst at a full run. Vasquez caught the head in his gut and went down.

      MacLachlan hit the would-be escapee on the back of his neck with a hammer fist blow, spun and caught the second man with an elbow blow to the jaw. Both men were rendered unconscious. He helped the DEA agent up and steadied him while he tried to breathe.

      “Better check on your guard and make sure he’s okay.”

      The two officers ran to the room where the prisoners were being held. The ensign came out and brushed past the two men now handcuffing the still-unconscious prisoners. They heard the public address system.

      “Now. Boat crew lay to ops with a medical kit.”

      The ensign came out of the radio room adjacent to the operations officer’s office. A senior petty officer, who was the Command Duty Officer or CDO, was with him.

      “They whacked the petty officer guarding them with a folding chair. Two of the duty boat crewmembers are EMTs. They will check him out and make the ambulance decision,” the CDO said.

      Vasquez and MacLachlan roughly pulled the two semi-conscious prisoners to their feet and frog-walked them back to where they were being held with very painful come-alongs involving thumbs and wrists being twisted to an extreme.

      “How is your petty officer, Lieutenant?” MacLachlan asked seeing the Ops Officer kneeling by a Coastie under arms who was beginning to regain consciousness.

      “Which one hit you, MK2?” the Ops Officer asked the downed guard.

      “The shorter one grabbed me and the taller one grabbed a steel chair. That’s all I remember. I woke up and the cuffs were on the deck along with my handcuff key. Then, I passed out again.”

      Vasquez twisted the thumb he held to get the taller man’s attention.

      “You are under arrest for assaulting two law enforcement officers. That’s on top of the drug charges. You are going downtown to the DEA office to be advised of your rights and charged formally. Then, I will give you to the man who just whipped your butts in about two seconds. He will have some questions for you. You may go to the Hillsborough County Jail for holding. Or, he might send you to some secret place where you will never be seen again. I’m kinda hoping for that.” Both men’s eyes widened.

      The two Coast Guard officers had odd looks on their faces. All moved aside as two Coasties with a medical bag rushed in to check on their fellow boat crewman.

      After a minute, one turned to the Ensign and said, “I think he’s gonna be fine, but he should be checked out in the ER, sir.” The radio operator called an ambulance while the two EMTs watched their patient.

      They walked the two prisoners downstairs and two of the DEA agents took them in custody.

      “Lieutenant, do I need to sign anything to take them?” Vasquez asked.

      “No, only for the narcotics once a full inventory has been completed with Coast Guard and DEA both observing.”

      Vasquez nodded, “As usual, we’ll rent a box truck and pick up the contraband for destruction after appropriate photos and evidentiary samples for court are taken. Please have your Public Affairs Officer block the faces of any DEA people in photos for release to the media, okay?” he said.

      A siren sounded several blocks away. Probably the ambulance. The Lieutenant knew he would have to go back up to Ops when it arrived.

      The officer proffered his hand to the two senior government men in suits. He saw MacLachlan wave at someone in a blue sedan and she got out. She was one of the prettiest women he had ever seen. Wife? No. He saw her join the DEA men and MacLachlan. MacLachlan and the woman were interviewing the two prisoners in the parking lot. He wondered if the DEA agent was kidding about a secret offshore prison. No, he thought. Maybe Hariri, but these two guys were just boat drivers dumb enough to attack a Coastie and a senior DEA agent. The mysterious MacLachlan had put both on the floor unconscious while he watched and was trying to assimilate what was happening. Then, it hit him. Two years ago. National news. MacLachlan was the Marine officer at the barracks at Beirut, Lebanon. The hero with the terrifying expression. The guy who got the Congressional Medal of Honor. That is who MacLachlan was. But who the hell is he now?

      He watched as the Marine and the model drove off in the Mercury. The DEA agents and prisoners stayed behind for a while and then left as other agents and Coasties continued inventorying the drug haul. The Lieutenant, Ensign and CDO were reviewing the day later in the former’s office. He shared who MacLachlan was after the Ensign commented on how quickly and decisively, he had put the two escapees on the deck.

      “And, both were out cold. In a second. I’ve never seen anything like it. It was smooth. There was no wasted motion. One second they were escaping, another they were down.”

      The Command Duty Officer, a senior petty officer who was older than the Lieutenant, commented,

      “I think, sirs, we have gotten a rare glimpse at a part of government today the public never sees. We have people in military special ops and spooky government jobs who do things to defend us. And, we never know about those things. If any come to light in the news, they are probably spun enough to be credible, but are not what really happened. This mysterious Hariri guy is some sort of terrorist bent on attacking us. He might drop off the radar and we will never know why. Somebody, maybe even MacLachlan, will make him go away. And, you know what? That’s just fine with me.”

      They finished their strong coffee and went back to their normal jobs, always prepared.
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        * * *

      

      MacLachlan and Yaffa rushed to find the “right” type public phone to be able to tell Grafton the results of their interview of the two men from the sailboat Hariri was supposed to be on. They were looking for one that was in the open and generally inconvenient. Ones near corners in depressed areas or convenience stores had more probability of being bugged by local vice cops. No need to arouse interest, even from the good guys.

      The priority of the information, however, justified using the first phone available.

      “Hey, it’s MacLachlan. Is Grafton available?” MacLachlan said as a somewhat familiar voice answered his office phone.

      “Sorry, Mack. He’s in a meeting right now.”

      “I need you to pull him out. Now.”

      “It’s at the Situation Room.”

      “All the better. This is priority. Can you switch me over?”

      It took a minute or two, but shortly someone outside the Situation Room answered.

      “This is Colonel MacLachlan. I have urgent information that William Grafton has to have right away. Will you get him to step out for me, please?”

      Another brief wait.

      “If I transfer you in, can everyone hear it?” the voice asked.

      “Yes, he would immediately tell them anyway.”

      There was a click and Grafton answered what sounded like, and was, an open line.

      “Mack, it’s Will. You have the President and a full complement on the line. Go ahead.”

      “Mr. President and gentlemen. Ten minutes ago, an associate and I just interviewed two men the Coast Guard picked up on a drug boat. We had information that boat was bringing Abdel Hariri to the Gulf Coast of the United States. They said midway from Cuba, a Cuban submarine surfaced and transferred Hariri aboard. It then submerged and disappeared. They had no information as to its destination. I assume, and it’s just a quick assumption, the Cubans were listening to heavy radio traffic from the Coast Guard and realized Hariri would be picked up shortly on a boat leaving Cuba, since that’s the location to which he directed the plane he hijacked in Martinique. I believe the obvious go-fast boat we stopped off Marco Island, Florida was just a red herring. Hariri is either here or back in Cuba. My guess is he’s here in the US,” MacLachlan finished.

      There was silence in the room.

      “Colonel, this is the DCI,” the Director of Central Intelligence began, “I have an idea about maybe checking on Hariri’s status. Let us discuss it here and, if all of us are in agreement, I will get people working on it.”

      “Good luck, sir. Let me know how I can help,” MacLachlan said.

      “The fact a Cuban sub was involved puts a whole new complexion on this matter. We need to discuss that ramification after the DCI’s idea, too.”

      The speaker did not have to identify himself. Millions of Americans heard his voice weekly on the news or movie reruns.

      “Good hunting, gentlemen. We will stay on it from this end,” MacLachlan finished.

      “Thanks for the intel, Mack. It was not good news, but news we had to have immediately. I’ll be in touch,” Grafton said and hung up.

      “So, do you chat with the President often?” Yaffa asked.

      “Seems like it,” MacLachlan admitted. “The Cuban sub helping a terrorist bent on some attack on US soil is probably raising more blood pressure in that room right now than Hariri’s whereabouts. That’s a heavy implication. Almost like an act of war. We don’t need another Cuban Missile Crisis right now.”
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        * * *

      

      The DCI explained his idea and, given full agreement, left the room. Grafton was excused and the politicians discussed the ramifications of Cuba’s participation in a terrorist plot. Whatever the plot was.

      MacLachlan and Yaffa started the drive back to Casey Key to hurry up and wait.

      “You know, Mack, this is the first time I have seen you dressed up in a dark suit. I like the tie. Men in Israel don’t wear them unless at diplomatic events where others wear ties,” she said.

      “Thank you, Yaffa. You look pretty official in your pants suit today, too.”

      “I have a very short and form-fitting dress and some really high heels with me, too.”

      “I saw an ad for a Pilbolus Dance Company ballet at the Van Wezel Theater in the paper last night. I’ll keep the suit on if you put that dress on,” MacLachlan offered.

      “You are on. I admit I feel a little guilty. You and I have too much fun when we work together,” she said.

      He just shrugged. He saw in Lebanon how short life could be. His grandfather always lived to the hilt. His father worked hard every day as a rancher. He did not have time for anything else. That is why the grandfather gave up the ranch and ranching. And, why MacLachlan chose another path. He hoped it was the right one.

      MacLachlan enjoyed the comedic and athletic ballet. So did his date, who drew many admiring glances. And, no doubt, a number of elbows to husbandly ribs for looking at the Israeli beauty too long.

      MacLachlan was far from being a patron of fine art. But he was amazed and impressed at the male and female dancers’ level of fitness allowing them to bend and move as they did.

      It was too late for dinner when they left the theater. One option was a place that looked like a biker bar but served the best pizza in Sarasota. They chose pizza.

      MacLachlan took his jacket and tie off and locked the Sig in the chest where the Jeep’s rear seat had been.

      “You have the Beretta in your purse?” he asked and she nodded.

      They walked in, Yaffa’s presence causing a pool shot to fly off the table and onto the floor.

      “What kind of pizza do you like?” MacLachlan asked.

      “One without pork, maybe every vegetable they have and lots of gooey cheese?”

      “Sounds fine to me. You order.”

      Halfway through, a drunk staggered up to the table. He was well over six feet and very well over two hundred pounds. Closer to three hundred. He did not appear to be obese. Just big and powerful.

      “Hey little lady. Want to dance?”

      “She is occupied eating her pizza,” MacLachlan said, starting to rise.

      Yaffa put a restraining hand on his arm, “This one’s mine, please.”

      “Thank you, but as my very special friend said, I am eating. I’m sure there are other ladies here who would love to dance with you.” The waitress walked up and shook her head.

      The giant guy saw the waitress and elbowed her hard enough to put her on the floor, flat on her back.

      Yaffa stood and pushed against the man like she was going to embrace him. Instead, she reached between his legs and squeezed as hard as she could.

      The man’s scream was piercing and high falsetto. She looked down and saw, unlike the expected biker boots, he was wearing thin canvas loafers. She stomped a stiletto heel down on top of his foot and he replicated the earlier scream. Yaffa shoved his chest hard with both hands and he went down just as the first Sarasota police officer came through the door.

      MacLachlan helped him roll the bozo over and cuff him with two connected handcuffs. A backup unit arrived, and the two officers helped their prisoner to his feet.

      The manager was there helping his server who had fallen hard. He told the officers what had happened, and that the giant started it all. While this discourse took place, Yaffa demurely munched a slice of veggie pizza.

      “Do you want to press battery charges?” the first officer asked the waitress.

      “Hell yes.”

      He looked down questioningly to Yaffa.

      “Oh, no. I’m just a tourist. I’ll be leaving and cannot hang around for testifying.”

      The officer had his pad out and asked for her name and address. She gave one MacLachlan had never heard. He wondered if perhaps it may be her real one.

      The officer gave her an incident form to fill out and sign. She did so as she was finishing her pizza.

      He turned to MacLachlan. “I saw her put him down as I walked in. Who is this woman?” he asked.

      MacLachlan grinned. “My bodyguard,” he said.

      The officer looked at the tall, powerful man seated in front of two slices of pizza. The petite woman reached over to his plate and speared one and slid it over to hers.

      He grinned back at MacLachlan. There really was nothing more to say. He and his backup walked the big man out, en route to the lockup.

      “That was really good pizza, my darling protectee,” she said to MacLachlan.

      “Glad you liked it, my darling smartass. Ready to go home?” She nodded. “None too soon. I have a pizza stain to get out of my dress. Do you have club soda at home?”

      Upon arriving home, Yaffa unscrewed the cap on the bottle of club soda they had bought on the way home. She slipped the dress off. Yaffa stood in five-inch-high heels scrubbing the pizza stain with a dish cloth and soda. MacLachlan stood there mesmerized, burning the image into his memory.

      The phone rang at four-thirty in the morning. MacLachlan knew it could not be good. He was wrong.

      “You sleep well?” Grafton asked, hearing a soft female voice ask, “Who is it?” in the background.

      “Really well.”

      “Yeah, so I hear. Well, I didn’t, but it was all for good. I want you to have this right away, so I am going to talk a little vague in the clear, okay?”

      “Go.”

      “In our call yesterday, one prominent guy had an idea. Remember?”

      “I do.”

      “Well, it panned out big time. We know where our friend is and what he is after.

      “I want you both to start for Miami as soon as possible. It is a big corporate site. In view of the type actions you may have to take, you will have to avoid their security. I know that makes it harder, but people outside our line of work don’t understand what we have to do sometimes,” Grafton said.

      “I’m with you. Want me to call from a phone booth along the way? And, are you or some of your guys coming, too?” MacLachlan asked.

      “I will be in the area mid-morning tomorrow. I don’t want to involve my guys in a CONUS op,” Grafton said referring to an operation in the Continental US.

      “We’ll be underway in ten minutes. I say ‘we,’ but I will give my friend here the right of refusal and explain why. I will call you in a couple hours,” MacLachlan said.

      “Make it by oh-seven hundred to catch me before the flight. If I’ve left, one of the guys will fully brief you. Drive safely.”

      MacLachlan and Yaffa packed several days formal and tactical wear for him and everything she had bought for her. They were not sure whether she would come back to Casey Key or get diverted to Israel or somewhere else. He packed the voluminous trunk, including the Winchester hunting rifle and shotgun.

      “Here’s a little present from Grafton. It may be helpful on this trip.” He handed her a Marshal’s badge and holder just like his. She even had credentials in the surprise express package Gloria had picked up on the porch and left on the kitchen table.

      The Grand Marquis was not as quick or have the heavy brakes and cooling its twin, the police model Crown Victoria had, but was sufficient for the job MacLachlan had for it.

      The got in and left. MacLachlan held it above one hundred on the Interstate. They stopped at the Seminole store in the middle of Alligator Alley to call Grafton.

      “I can only talk fast. Almost time to head for the airport. Go to this address.” Grafton gave MacLachlan an address in Miami.

      “It’s the control center for power for the electric power for four or five million people in South Florida and further up. They blow the SCADA Center and it’s down for a while. Limited security, all considered,” Grafton said.

      “What’s SCADA?” MacLachlan asked.

      “Supervisory Control and Data Acquisition. It’s the control room where the power is controlled.

      “Will, I respectfully disagree with not bringing the power operator’s chief of security in. Maybe the Miami-Dade police or FBI, too.”

      “Mack, it’s not going to happen. Your mission is to stop the attack, legally or illegally. Then, to capture Hariri for rendition or to kill him and hope it looks like self-defense or you slip out of Dodge and nobody knows who did it. We bring in security and cops and we get another Martinique screw-up. Or, Hariri gets turned over to the feds, tried and traded for one of our guys. He needs rendition or to be neutralized. End of story. Talk to Yaffa. If she does not want to play by these rules, cut her loose. I gotta go.” Grafton killed the connection and MacLachlan held the phone a while longer.

      Yaffa walked out of the ladies’ room.

      “What’s the word from on high?” she asked. MacLachlan looked around. Nobody in earshot.

      “Hariri is going to blow the electric power for all of South Florida. Think about the ramifications of that. I have to stop the attack, and capture Hariri for rendition or kill him. No help. Security or law enforcement. Yaffa, are you in? This is an attack on the US, not Israel,” he said.

      “I’m in. Mack, my mission is to kill Hariri. Does not matter which one of us does it. He is to die for crimes against Israel.”

      “What crimes, honey?” MacLachlan asked softly.

      “I don’t know for sure. I get assignments, not always justifications or details,” she said.

      “If we could capture him for rendition and send him somewhere out of the country to be imprisoned and interrogated, would that suffice for not killing him on the spot?” he asked.

      “I think so. But that is not my decision. I’m a foot soldier. Not a commander.”

      “I have to know to keep you with me on this,” MacLachlan said.

      “I will call Steven. May I tell him the target?” she asked.

      “I guess you will have to.”

      “Want to get a Dr. Pepper? I noticed the machine had your beverage of choice.”

      He nodded and walked off, fishing for quarters.

      She joined him five minutes later.

      “My mission remains the same. Rendition by Americans does not affect it. I’m sorry, Mack,” she said.

      He embraced her.

      “I will have to drop you off in Ft. Lauderdale at a car rental. Keep the clean Beretta but give me the badge back. I hate it, us having to separate this way. It would be easier as a team.”

      She handed him the badge and he pocketed it.

      “Don’t get in the way when the shooting starts, Mack. It would break my heart to kill you.”

      “Same here. Let’s find you a rental.” They left for the last half of Alligator Alley.

      They went down Rt. 84 at the end of the Alley and stopped at a service station and were referred to a Hertz. Yaffa slipped out and pulled her suitcase from the back seat. She looked at MacLachlan and said nothing. He saw two tear streaks below her sunglasses. She turned and walked into the car rental and he pulled off.

      MacLachlan parked out of sight around the corner and walked into a MacDonald’s. He ordered coffee and sat where he could see the Hertz lot. Fifteen minutes later, he saw Yaffa walk out. She was with a guy with a clip board. They walked around a yellow Ford Mustang. After inspecting it for dings, the man handed Yaffa the paperwork, she put her bag in the small trunk and drove off.

      MacLachlan called Grafton’s office. One of Grafton’s agents answered. MacLachlan had spoken with him many times but did not recall his name.

      “Hey, it’s MacLachlan. I know Will is in the air, but I am almost to Miami and thought I’d pick him up when he lands. Can you give me his itinerary?”

      “Yeah. He gets into Miami International in an hour and a half. He’s on a United flight from Washington National. I don’t have the flight number, but that should be easy once you get to the airport.”

      “Thanks. If he calls in before he sees me, tell him to hang out at United baggage claim and I’ll get him there. Have a good one.” MacLachlan said and hung up.

      He headed the Mercury south to Miami and west to the airport.

      He thought hard while driving. This assignment really sucked. He had a really good chance of being killed or arrested. He might find Yaffa in his crossfire or him in hers. Not bringing company security in was a mistake. Ditto for local police. The Bureau would want to take over the party but would be a tough adversary if they were left out and something went haywire.

      He parked in short term and, clipping the badge to his belt and the Sig right behind it, donned a blue blazer and went in. He badged his way to the arrival gate and stood there. The flight was on time and a handsome black man in a suit was the tenth person through the gate. He was carrying a briefcase and a carry-on bag.

      “Damn. Slickmeister, if you are here to resign or shoot me, you can’t do either,” was Grafton’s smiling greeting.

      “I considered both but discarded the idea. Figured we needed to talk and then get down to business,” MacLachlan said.

      “Where’s your girlfriend?”

      “I cut her loose. Different objectives. That’s something else we need to chat about, Will.”

      They walked. Grafton said he did not have any other luggage and to head for the car.

      “Is her different objective going to be problematic for us?” Grafton asked.

      “Might be.”

      “Hit and run?” Grafton asked, somewhat disguising the question.

      “Yep.”

      “That could be...inconvenient,” Grafton said.

      They got in the car.

      “Where to?” MacLachlan asked.

      “I have a room at the Biscayne Marriott. Go there and we’ll get you a room.”

      “You know, I think this is a bad plan, Will,” MacLachlan said.

      “I do know. I don’t even disagree. I’m going to partner with you on this, not be control. It’s the least I can do. The big guys are set. They would ideally like to get a lot of information out of this guy. We go the legitimate route and he will lawyer up, clam up and get traded or claim diplomatic immunity. We do it the way we are assigned and that does not happen,” Grafton said.

      “I realize all of that. But, excluding the power officials, local cops and Bureau will tick off a lot of people. And, we could get caught holding the bag,” MacLachlan said.

      “Risk of the game we play in. But, before you fully make up your mind it’s going to fail, I have some additional intel that may help. A lot. There’s a deep cover Hezbollah operative who works for the power company. We have his name. With any luck, we can snatch and squeeze him before Hariri hits the SCADA. I’d like to catch him with the plans and explosive device before he gets on the property,” Grafton said.

      “What are the plans for the rendition aspect?” MacLachlan asked.

      “First off, I have several pharmaceuticals and syringes. I have thiopental as a sedative and a so-called ‘truth serum’, scopolamine. Second off: there is a black ops team waiting to pick him up. They are already in Miami. Here’s their phone number,” he said, sticking a slip of paper in MacLachlan’s outside jacket pocket.

      “What’s your idea if we have to neutralize him?” MacLachlan asked.

      “If he’s unarmed, I have both a knife and a clean pistol as a ‘throw-down’. We will use the truth. We were tracking him, saw him with what we feared was an explosive, called for him to halt and fired in self-defense.”

      “And, that will be the truth?”

      “Probably will,” Grafton answered.

      “Do we know when the attack on the SCADA system will be?”

      “We have an impression, more than an exact time. The impression is a couple days,” Grafton said.

      “So, we go after the deep cover tango. What are his living circumstances? Wife, kids?”

      “The source did not know details to that level. We need to surveil him today. I have his address. An apartment at a not-so-good part of Miami.”

      “Great. Think we’ll stand out?” MacLachlan asked.

      “You will.”

      They pulled into the Marriott. Grafton checked in and MacLachlan rented a room, then parked the car. He left the long guns in the trunk, along with his .45.

      MacLachlan went to his room. He could see Biscayne Bay. Having an hour before he was scheduled to meet with Grafton, he went to the ground floor and walked around the building to the dock. There was a marine shop on the end. He walked to it. The bats with little string bikinis reminded him of Yaffa. He wondered where she was and what she was doing. She knew the target, but not the day or the deep cover guy they were going to look into later. She was flying blinder than they. He watched his rearview mirror all the way to the airport and back downtown to the Marriott. No bright yellow Mustang. Unless Steven was here and trailed them in something else.

      MacLachlan was used to competition. He was a Marine officer. He competed with fellow Marines in runs, shooting, pull-ups, almost everything. But he did not want to compete with Yaffa on this. That kind of competition got people hurt...or killed. But she had forced new rules and he had to play by them.

      He stood thinking and looking at the water. Smelling it. Listening to waves lap from the wakes of boats going by. He had never fished Biscayne Bay. He planned to come back and do it. Maybe get a guide the first time. Some of the world’s best were here in Miami and down in the Keys. On the last happy thoughts, he walked back up the dock to the hotel. He and Grafton had a job to do. And, the first part was to be interviewing a deep cover Hezbollah operative. A “sleeper.” It was likely to get physical. He walked on.

      A few minutes later, he and Grafton were in the Mercury. Grafton was co-piloting with a Miami street map. They went from urban to a city suburb edged by an industrial park on one side and some pretty rough areas on the other. They planned to ride by the house and then circle the block. They would stop several houses down and pull over to watch. They could not tell much about vehicles, because these were working people and virtually nobody was home yet. The Mercury may stand out due to being a shiny, current model year. Or, it may not. Both men were surprised with the cleanliness and good state of repair of most of the houses. This being a Miami suburb, most had black wrought iron bars on windows and doors.

      The two watched as the workers returned to house after house. But, no Abdul Hamdi, the name given them as the deep cover terrorist.

      At dusk, a five-year-old Ford pickup pulled into the driveway at Hamdi’s house.

      MacLachlan gunned the big car and pulled in, blocking the pickup as the man began to get out. Grafton has already exited and was holding up creds. His jacket was back and he had a hand on his sidearm.

      “Abdul Hamdi. Federal agents. Do not move.”

      MacLachlan had gotten out of the car and was subtly patting the older man down.

      “Clean,” he told Grafton.

      “Who’s in the house?” Grafton asked the man.

      “Nobody. I live alone.”

      “We need to speak with you. Let’s go in,” Grafton said.

      They followed the clearly shaken man in as he unlocked the door.

      “Mind if we check?” Grafton asked as MacLachlan continued doing so unbidden.

      The house was a two-bedroom, one bath with a living room and eat-in kitchen. MacLachlan swept it quickly and returned to the living room.

      “This is about that damn Hariri, isn’t it?” Hamdi asked.

      “Why do you say that?” Grafton asked.

      “He pushed me to give him a drawing of the power center, especially the control room.”

      “Why?” asked MacLachlan.

      “He is an engineer. He wanted to take pictures for his boss.”

      “Who is his boss?” Grafton asked.

      “My worthless cousin in Marseille. He sent Abdel here. Abdel is going to take secret pictures of the control room to duplicate on a construction site back in Lebanon.”

      “Whoa. I am getting confused,” Grafton said. “Your cousin, Hariri’s boss, is in France. But the site is in Lebanon?”

      “Yes. We are Saudis. But, my cousin Abdullah is an engineer. So is Abdel. They move around and are always getting into some sort of deals. They are not hard-working men. They always take the easy way. Like sneaking in and copying something instead of offering to buy the plans. Which is what Abdel is going to do tonight.”

      “Why did you help him?” MacLachlan asked.

      “My cousin is ruthless. I never liked him. He said if I did not help his subordinate, it would not go well for moving other members of our family here to the United States. That snake of the desert is not above interfering as retaliation. Even my mother, who I want to bring here before she is too old to make the trip, hates him. She said her sister spawned the devil when that one was born.”

      “When is Hariri going to break in and take the pictures?” Grafton asked.

      “When it is totally dark. He said there would be no moon tonight and it would be a good time to do it. He needs to get back across the sea soon anyway, he said.” Hamadi explained.

      “What sort of car does he have?” MacLachlan asked.

      “It is a small maroon Ford rental of some sort.”

      “Please stay seated on the couch. We need to speak privately for a minute,” Grafton said.

      They walked into the kitchen. Grafton maintained a clear sight of Hamadi.

      “What do you think?” he asked.

      “I don’t think he’s any more of a Hezbollah terrorist than I am, Will.”

      “My gut says the same thing.”

      They walked into the living room.

      “Mr. Hamadi,” Grafton began.

      “We believe you are telling us the truth. We also believe your cousin’s friend lied to you. He is going to damage where you work, not take pictures. We need to stop him. Arrest him. We want you to drive your truck back to work. I will ride with you and my associate will drive our car. You should point out the control room. That’s where the SCADA is, right?” The man nodded at Grafton.

      “Then, you will be free to go home in your truck and we will arrest Hariri. Sound like a plan?”

      “Yes. But, will I get arrested or fired from my job for drawing the picture of the building?”

      “No. You helped us. We will forget your name and address and actions. Fair enough?” Grafton said.

      “Yes. We must leave now.

      Grafton told MacLachlan they needed to stop at a phone booth along the way and let DC know about Hamadi and Marseille. MacLachlan knew that call was to pass intel in case they were killed.

      MacLachlan pulled in behind the pickup as they stopped at a phone. There were a couple of gang-looking thugs hanging around it.

      Grafton got out and walked up to them, a .45 in his hand. MacLachlan could hear him snick the safety off from his seat in the Mercury. He was sitting there, unbuckled, the Sig in hand ready for use.

      “Why don’t you girls vacate the neighborhood? This thing could go off and kill somebody.” He looked crazy. The group strutted away cursing him and trying to look like they were tough and leaving was their idea.

      Grafton left a message at the admiral’s office and got back in the truck. They drove for another thirty minutes in mixed traffic before coming to the power complex. They stopped before going through an unmanned, open gate.

      Outside the vehicles, Hamadi pointed out the building and the portion where the SCADA was located. MacLachlan asked about guards. There was one at this time of night. Armed, he was at his desk by the main entrance door. He patrolled once an hour.

      Hamadi looked at his watch.

      “He is back at the desk for another thirty minutes. Abdel said he was going to enter by a window over there,” he said pointing. “I told him I did not want to know anything about it.”

      Grafton put a hand on the man’s shoulder.

      “Mr. Hamadi, if this all works out according to the information you gave us, I will come back and buy you the biggest steak in Miami. If you have lied to us and set us up, there will be nowhere you can hide. Do you understand that? Wherever you go, I will find you and kill you. I promise.”

      From what the two men was in Hamadi’s face in the almost darkness, it looked like he understood.

      “Now, go home and have your dinner. Leave quietly and do not tell anyone you ever met us.”

      The power company cleaning man drove off.

      The two left the Mercury parked outside and walked the hundred yards to the location Hamadi pointed out.

      They saw a car meeting the description they had been told. MacLachlan took out his knife and sliced four off four valve stems.

      There was a sealed window. A glass cutter had been used to remove a two by three-foot section. Large enough for Hariri, Grafton and even MacLachlan to climb through. The two hunters climbed in. They had not been prepared for confronting Hariri tonight. MacLachlan had brought a small Maglite from a bag he had stuck in the trunk, but they feared it would be a giveaway and walked in the dark. Their eyes were accustomed to the darkness and bright lights would inhibit their night vision.

      They moved quietly, pistols in hand. There was slight noise from a room ahead. It was where they thought the SCADA would be. Looking through a windowed door, they saw Hariri squatting down and doing something with an item on the floor. It was probably the explosive device and he was likely arming it.

      Both knew they could not allow that to happen. Grafton raised his .45 and yelled,    “Hariri.”

      When the shocked man turned, Grafton fired a headshot and the man crumpled. They approached and MacLachlan aimed the Maglite on the device. It was basic with a manual alarm clock, batteries and nine sticks of dynamite.

      MacLachlan looked at the ticking clock. A minute.

      He grabbed it and sprinted down corridor towards the hole in the window. He needed to get it away from the SCADA and into something that would help contain the explosion. It would occur now in forty seconds. He ran as fast as he could, knowing a fall would seal his fate and maybe still cut off power for all of South Florida.

      He climbed out of the window and ran towards Hariri’s rental car, wishing for a dumpster to contain the blast instead.

      Thirty seconds. He drew the Sig and fired a full magazine at the rear side window, taking it out.

      From five feet, at fifteen seconds, he tossed the device onto the back seat and turned to run away.

      MacLachlan was a runner, but more an endurance runner than a sprinter. He knew he was at a pace to beat his best ever hundred-yard dash. For some reason, he thought about the 9.2 second record set in earlier in the 1960’s. But even that would not have been fast enough tonight.

      The wall of hot air from the blast pushed him forward faster than his legs could control, and he went down hard. He intentionally rolled and covered his head when he stopped, knowing parts of the car and who knows what else might be flying his way. He felt items clatter around him, and small ones landed on him without causing harm. He did not hear them, because his hearing was temporarily gone. He flashed back to Beirut. He knew the hearing would come back shortly. Beirut had been much more powerful.

      Then, the flying bumper of the rental car fell on his back.

      MacLachlan laid there stunned and in pain. He turned over on a back that was numb. For now.

      He saw a dark figure running towards him in the dark.

      Grafton.

      He saw a flash of light and felt the concussion of a shot. He did not hear it. The man stopped, then fell forward. Will.

      MacLachlan rolled, looking for the gun he had dropped.

      He saw a figure coming towards him. He couldn’t find the Sig. He pulled his knife and flicked it open.

      The figure went past him.

      It was Yaffa.

      MacLachlan focused. It was Hariri, not Grafton. How? He lost focus again for a second.

      Hariri had shakily stood up, gun at his side. Yaffa fired two shots into his head from five feet away.

      She walked back to MacLachlan. Her foot hit something. It was the Sig. She picked it up and tucked it in her waistband.

      She carefully wiped the Beretta and dropped it beside MacLachlan.

      Yaffa tried to smile at MacLachlan laying there but could not through her tears. She turned and disappeared into the darkness. Normally, MacLachlan would have heard a car squeal away. But he would not hear anything for several hours yet.

      By then, the agent would be on a flight home to Israel.

      Now, he could he heard ringing in his ears. And, his back felt like it was broken.

      He saw Grafton limping towards him. He stopped and looked at Hariri. Grafton did not bother to check his pulse. The twin holes in his forehead said enough. He also saw the crease on the left side he had put there.

      He proceeded to MacLachlan and bent down. MacLachlan looked up and shook his head. Grafton grinned and mouthed something that could have been “I’ll get you an ambulance.” MacLachlan was not sure.

      The guard was approaching. He was holding a .38 revolver at high ready. He looked both confused and nervous and had the right to be both.

      Grafton told him they were federal agents and needed an ambulance right away and probably a fire truck. The guard turned, holstering his revolver and walked back to the building without saying a word.

      Grafton looked down at his audibly challenged friend.

      MacLachlan mouthed “Yaffa” and pointed to Hariri.

      Grafton shook his head and pointed at MacLachlan but winked at the same time.

      MacLachlan got it. For the record, Yaffa was never there.

      MacLachlan pointed to the Beretta. Grafton reached down and picked it up. Still prone, MacLachlan reached out. He took a handkerchief wiped it again. Now, both Yaffa’s and Grafton’s prints had been wiped off. He held the grips and trigger. He put his fingers on the slide. His prints were now all over it in the right places. He placed it on the ground beside him gently. The hammer was still cocked.

      Grafton knew MacLachlan carried a Sig tonight. He and Yaffa had switched. The Israeli was not officially here. But she had completed her mission. One Grafton would have completed but for Hariri turning and taking a glancing shot.

      The terrorist was dead. The power grid was safe. Lots of intricacies, but nobody would be the wiser. All in all, a good night.

      Unless you were MacLachlan who lost his girlfriend, his hearing for a while, and would be in pain moving for a while.

      For MacLachlan, being alive was the only good thing. The rest was not so hot.

      Grafton shook his head and waited for the ambulance. He would call DC once MacLachlan was packaged and on his way.
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      Casey Key, Florida, Marseille, France

      August-December 1985

      

      The world’s power center put a plausible spin on what happened in Miami. Two Marshals had been trailing a fugitive bomber. They caught him trying to blow up a power grid. One deputy had run the bomb out of the building and tossed it in a rental car which blew up. The grid was saved. A running gunfight had started in a control room and ended up in the parking lot. The bomber died and one Marshal was injured by the explosion.

      In the hospital later, Grafton told MacLachlan when he was checking Hariri, the terrorist came to and slugged him. He fell, injuring his bad leg all over again. He realized only too late that a bloody head wound was not always as serious as it looked. Grafton told his younger partner he was kicking himself for a ‘rookie mistake’.

      The doctor told MacLachlan the bumper from the blown up 1984 Ford Tempo had fallen on his back. He said it was just the full plastic facing. “Darn lucky it wasn’t the steel bumper underneath. You’d be looking at months of physical therapy. As it is, you are going to be released with a couple of aspirin in an hour. Your hearing will be back to normal before you get home,” the doctor said.

      The Department of Justice handled the press releases. There were a lot of questions about the Marshals, especially about the one who picked up a ticking time bomb and ran it out of a building to preserve power and life. The story was they were part of an elite team and their identities had to be kept secret. “Amen to that,” MacLachlan said. Conspiracy theorists asked was if the bomber was the Unabomber, which the DOJ emphatically disputed.

      After checking on him that night in the hospital, Grafton had gone back to DC to report in person.

      In a phone call from a payphone on MacLachlan’s way back to Casey Key, Grafton said the men in the Situation Room knew the full story, including Yaffa’s contribution. The President was intrigued and called the Prime Minister of Israel. He told him his agent had been the one who brought down the terrorist. The President also said, if she could come back, he would like to give her the Presidential Medal of Freedom. The Prime Minister said that was nice and he would take it under consideration.

      MacLachlan knew, diplomatic courtesy aside, the Prime Minister had no intention of allowing such a ceremony. It would blow the identity of one of his best agents.

      MacLachlan could hear again. But his back was still killing him. He felt like kicking the bumper of every Ford Tempo he saw in a parking lot in retribution. The drive was painful, but not half so much as one in the Jeep would have been.

      Back home, MacLachlan began to take stock of his life. It was August. He had a lieutenant colonel’s pay through December, so he would not have to dip into the trust or his savings for ordinary expenses. He decided the plan to sell the Jaguar was a good one. He would sell the big pickup in Northern Virginia as soon as the cabin was built and building supplies were delivered.

      He would drive the Jeep up and secure a storage facility near Washington National Airport to keep it in. And, maybe some gear, clothes and weaponry. He would lease a similar garage or facility near Sarasota Airport in which to keep a Florida vehicle and gear. He would begin to look for that place in a couple days when he was able to walk upright again.

      His second day back, he received a letter posted from Tel Aviv. He ripped it open with great anticipation.

      Yaffa said she hated leaving him there on his back and hoped his injuries were mild. She said carrying the bomb out of the building took a lot of chutzpah. He knew that was a compliment. She went on to say she hoped he was not disgusted with her after seeing her do her job as she had been taught. Yaffa said she missed him and hope he missed her.

      MacLachlan was getting experienced enough in the world he found himself operating to understand what she did. He was not repelled by it. Would he want to be married to someone who could walk up to a wounded adversary and put two rounds into his head? He did not know. Would her loyalties always be to her calling and not to one person? The answer was a definitive ‘yes’.

      He put the letter aside to think about it. He did not want to answer with the wrong words. She deserved more and would get it.

      The following day he found a rental garage near the airport in Sarasota and rented it. Electric power was included in the rent. He slowly began hardening it and added a clothes rack and a rolled steel five-gun safe, lag bolted to the concrete floor. He added a ceiling fan to keep air moving and a battery charger for longer term storage.

      MacLachlan developed a spread sheet of contacts he had in the intelligence business from his address book and collection of business cards. He put names, organizations, addresses and phones on it. The last column was type work he might offer them, if any.

      His next plan was to be simultaneous to selling the Jaguar would be to find a dependable highway car or truck for fast runs to Miami or Tampa airports.

      He pulled into his drive the next day after working on the Sarasota storage facility. It was hot, even by Florida standards. It may call for a Gulf swim instead of running. He had been doing that recently, swimming in an ugly, but efficient crawl for a mile at a time. His back still hurt from the flying bumper in Miami, but the water seemed to be easier exercise on it.

      MacLachlan sat a couple of grocery bags on the kitchen table. He thought about Yaffa and him cleaning guns there. He had left the Beretta for the FBI evidence team. Neither his nor Grafton’s identities were given to the FBI, something that caused great consternation. The Attorney General had spoken with the Director who had told his people investigating the case the two would remain anonymous and to ‘deal with it’.

      MacLachlan had slipped into unconsciousness in the ambulance, so upon Grafton’s arrival at the hospital, he had booked MacLachlan in as an undercover federal agent to be referred to as ‘John Doe’. Grafton’s charisma was only exceeded by his command authority when he deigned to use it. John Doe it was. MacLachlan checked out and his bill was already paid in cash.

      He sat at the table and groaned as a spike of pain shot up his back. He went to a Sarasota orthopedist once he got home. After X-rays, he was told there was only bruising of muscles and he would be fine after a few weeks if he went to physical therapy. He did his own.

      As he was taking the groceries out, the phone rang.

      “How’s the back?” Grafton asked.

      “Been better, but I’ll live,” MacLachlan said.

      “Look. Two things. I had the device we installed in your house surplussed. It’s off the books now, so you can keep it despite the fact the mission is over.”

      “Okay. I suspect that is the good news from your voice. What’s the bad?” MacLachlan asked.

      “One of the folks we work with heard some electronic chatter. You know who they’d be right?”

      “I do,” MacLachlan said, indicating he knew such information would only come from the NSA.

      “Well, the chatter was between Marseille and Lebanon. About getting even with a certain cursed infidel in Florida. Payback. You would be the infidel.”

      “Delightful. I need to get a running shirt with that on it. What’s your take, Will?” he asked.

      “I think it’s serious kimchi,” Grafton said, using his favorite substitute for a ruder word signifying manure.

      “So, watch your six. Get that alarm installed we sent the envelope of cash for,” Grafton said. “But you have to pay the monthly bills.”

      “Okay, will do. I already deposited the cash so I can write a check for it. How do you think they will do it? One Middle Eastern guy? A borrowed team of Spetsnaz?” he asked referring to Russian special forces.

      “I don’t have any idea. These people are single-minded and patient. If you go to a hidey hole in the woods, they will wait until you come home. It’s almost better to sit around and wait for them. Then, ambush the hell out of them when they show up.”

      “Yeah, Will. I agree. I have a .30-30 and a shotgun. And, the .45.”

      “Maybe get something semiauto, like a Ruger Mini-14. You might need to shoot a lot of times and fast. I wish there was something I can do to help, but there isn’t. I can’t put you in a DIA safe house forever,” Grafton said.

      “Let me know if you hear anything else,” MacLachlan said.

      “I will. Later.”

      MacLachlan got in the Jeep and cruised a couple of gun stores in Sarasota and Bradenton. At the last, he found something that fit the bill for him. It was a WWII M-1 carbine. He bought it at a good price and some surplus practice ammo, ten boxes of new production ammunition and four fifteen round magazines.

      At home, he thought about it. He would wear the .45 and keep the little M-I carbine close. The shotgun would be staged in the bedroom, the lever action rifle in the garage. It was not perfect. But neither was one person trying to live in a sniper’s nest.

      The next day’s saw him test fire the surplus carbine. He found it was light, balanced and quick. And, utterly dependable.

      He parked the Jeep at a small marina less than a mile down the bay for a quick getaway. If he was going to ambush someone at his house, he would come by water. The house was across the road from the Gulf. There was relatively little patrol by police or Coast Guard boats. One could get in quietly, do the deed and get away. By car, one had to deal with being on an island. There were two ways on and off. The Sheriff’s Office was pretty darn good at sealing both quickly, he knew.

      MacLachlan was as ready as he ever would be. And, he would do it in a style that would become his signature. Alone.
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        * * *

      

      He was wrong, or more correctly, they were wrong. They came by road. A group of five men hit the property and spread out. Two went to the house while three separated and began to search the several acres of property. They were Cuban special forces, trained by Russia’s Spetsnaz. Unfortunately for them, they did not receive the depth of training their trainers had. They had not done appropriate surveillance. They were unaware the property extended across the road to the beach. Which is where MacLachlan sat in the chickee hut with his carbine and .45.

      Two approached the house then split up. Each placed a satchel charge against a stilt that elevated the house out of the flood plain. One in front, one in back. They came back around the way they came in and clicked mics for the others to advise the house was going to blow.

      Ten seconds later, the cracker house built in the 1930’s by MacLachlan’s grandparents blew up. The charges were considerably more than was required. The garage twenty feet away was flattened and the Jaguar destroyed.

      MacLachlan flinched with the sound. He had experienced explosions in Beirut, Dar-es-Salaam and Miami. All within several years. He was getting really tired of things blowing up. He touched the .45 in its holster and picked up the carbine.  With a messenger bag full of loaded magazines slung around his neck, he moved across the road.

      He moved tree to tree towards the house he had lived in until a few minutes ago. He saw two men near what would have been the main entrance.

      MacLachlan raised the rifle and fired two series of two shots each. Some people called them “double-taps.” He called them “controlled pairs.” Two men fell dead.

      How many more were there? And, where?

      MacLachlan had moved as soon as he fired. Shots were returned in his direction from the area near the ruins of the garage. He snapped several shots in that direction.

      An old brick barbecue his grandfather had built stood between the house and the road across from the beach. He took up a position behind it and waited. The explosion was sure to prompt police and fire response. MacLachlan had no way of warning first responders, except perhaps a couple of shots in a safe direction. Unless there was already a deputy on the island, he knew he was on his own for a while.

      He saw a man with an AK-47 moving between the trees. Looking for him. The trees were thick, and it would be a hard shot, but he took it anyway.

      The man screamed and grabbed his right hip as he fell. MacLachlan knew he was still a threat and neutralized the threat with another shot. Three. How many more?

      As he moved away from the barbecue, something hit him like a ton of bricks. Or, a two hundred -fifty-pound assassin. He dropped the carbine and both men hit the ground, rolling together. The man got both hands around MacLachlan’s neck and began to squeeze. MacLachlan reached the Bowie with his left hand and pulled it. He did not have room for a thrust, so he slashed the man’s arm between the elbow and shoulder.

      Pressure released on his neck, MacLachlan punched under the jaw. As the man’s head snapped back, MacLachlan thrust the big knife into his heart. The man’s eyes opened unnaturally wide and his mouth worked, but no sound came out. When he rolled over on his back, the man’s eyes stayed open, unblinking. But, MacLachlan did not see that. He was already up and moving, carbine back in hand.

      He felt the burn in his left bicep before he heard the shot. His arm dropped but he fired three fast shots with his hand on the carbine’s grip and the butt stock held between his right elbow and body.

      The shooter brought his AK up to his shoulder for a kill shot. MacLachlan emptied the magazine and the man fell.

      MacLachlan looked at his left arm. Since he was wearing a tee-shirt, the wound was visible. It was a through and through. It did not look like the humerus was hit. It was bleeding, but not badly. MacLachlan knew, unlike movie gunshots, real ones usually led to shock. He had a finite amount of time to end this attack. He gripped the carbine upside down between his knees and pulled the mag. He dropped it and slammed in another. The bolt had not locked open after the last shot, so he pulled and released the operating handle.

      During the time it took to reload, the fifth attacker moved into position and commenced firing. He was the leader and had in a stupid show of rank carried only a nickel-plated Colt automatic in 38 Super caliber. His rounds flew all around MacLachlan, who repeated his empty the mag, shooting under the arm action. The eighth, eleventh and fifteenth shot hit the lead assassin and he went down. They were only fifty feet apart. MacLachlan slung the light rifle on his shoulder and drew the cocked .45 as he approached. The grouping was not small, but the hits were deadly.

      MacLachlan left the carbine slung and moved around the house. They had to have a vehicle somewhere. He would stay with it to meet the arriving deputy. A siren in the distance was closing fast.

      A tan Chevy Astro with a rental decal was parked at his entrance lane. MacLachlan did not see anyone and holstered the pistol. As he reached the van, a man with a pistol popped out from behind it and started shooting. Without thought or plan, MacLachlan drew the .45, flicking the safety off as he drew, and fired twice. The man fell. Two holes in his chest. One inch apart. Instinct. Tachypsychia, but still shooting by rote training.

      MacLachlan pulled the Marshals badge on the lanyard out from under his tee-shirt.

      A white with green trip deputy car was closing fast. MacLachlan leaned the carbine against the van.

      The Ford screeched to a halt, expertly slid into a sideways defensive position. A deputy got out, .357 Magnum aimed at MacLachlan over the door. MacLachlan nodded. The deputy saw the badge as the man in the bloody tee-shirt passed out.

      The deputy ran around to him and removed the .45 and put it, the carbine and the bloody Bowie on his front seat. He called for rescue and a supervisor then went back to check the man down. Then, he saw the dead Cuban with a pistol in his hand. He moved that and checked MacLachlan.

      “I’ve got a rescue coming. Firefighters are first aid trained and a fire truck will be here in a couple minutes. Unless there’s something I don’t see, the arm wound isn’t fatal and it’s not bleeding much,” the deputy said.

      MacLachlan motioned him closer.

      “Write this number down,” he said, and the deputy removed his pen and pad. MacLachlan gave him the 24/7 number for Grafton.

      “Tell whoever answers that MacLachlan was attacked. Five tangos down. No. Six. MacLachlan will recover. House gone. And other than checking for signs of life—and there won’t be any—don’t touch anything. This will be an FBI crime scene. They will want to count and mark shell casings for evidence.”

      “Who is MacLachlan?” the deputy asked.

      “Me.”

      “Is this your house?”

      “It was,” MacLachlan said and lost consciousness. The fire engine arrived. Then the ambulance.
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        * * *

      

      MacLachlan awoke. His sleep was more from the shots he received at Sarasota Memorial than the wound itself. He had lost more blood than he thought. The wound was stitched and bound. He had two young guys in suits sitting there waiting for him to wake up. The Bureau had arrived.

      Their initial questions were textbook, but subsequent ones were innovative and tailored to the unusual circumstances of a bombing and one man killing six in self-defense on an upscale residential island.

      “I will be wanting my guns back after you do the Quantico lab stuff. I need the badge and creds now.”

      “How did you come to be a special deputy US Marshal,” the shorter one asked.

      “I was sworn in by someone in Washington.”

      “Someone?” he asked.

      “I need to have my boss, who is on the way from DC and should be here shortly, to read you in. He will explain everything. In the meantime, I was attacked by a hit team I believe to be foreign. Every action I took was in self-defense. That includes the hand-to-hand. By the way, that knife is more valuable than either gun. I want it back, too.”

      “You mean, this is all you are going to tell us until some guy from DC gets here?”

      “This is a national security matter, so yes.”

      The two agents did not like the response. But they were smart and understood the national security implication of a foreign hit team trying to assassinate someone. Especially when that someone was a lieutenant colonel. One their age, which was unheard of. One who won the Congressional Medal of Honor. So, they gave him the benefit of the doubt. At least until the Washington arrival had his say.

      “Colonel, we will let you get some rest. As you can imagine, this is a pretty big case. We will be in the waiting room and want to speak with your boss as soon as he arrives.”

      “Thanks, guys. I really am the good guy here. You will see,” MacLachlan said, fighting the injection so he could stay awake to talk with Grafton.

      MacLachlan was awakened by someone leaning over talking low into his ear.

      “Hey, Slickmeister. Wake up. I have been flying all day and not to watch you sleep.”

      “Hi, Will.”

      “That’s better,” Grafton said. “Sorry about your house. Got insurance?”

      “Yes. Don’t know if it covers assassins and terrorists, but I guess I’ll find out pretty soon.”

      “I have to talk with the Feebs. Tell me everything they asked and what you answered.

      Considering the sedatives, MacLachlan gave him a cogent and complete report on the questioning.

      “Will, how are we going to spin this?” he asked.

      “Everything I tell them will be truth. Everything the world hears will be truth. Just not the full truth. I am going to tell them you have been tracking international criminals. Terrorists are criminals, kinda, right? That you are sanctioned at the highest levels. I might mention Miami. But I will tell them this is top secret and their Special Agent in Charge will be getting a call from either the Director or higher to keep a lid on this.

      “‘A government agent investigating international criminal organizations was attacked in retribution. His home was destroyed, but several attackers lost their lives.’ End of story. Black out,” Grafton said.

      “I’d like to hear that,” MacLachlan said.

      “Okay. No reason why we cannot have you present. I will go get them now, if you are up to it.” MacLachlan nodded.

      Grafton came in with the two agents.  He closed the door and asked them to sit. He removed an object that looked something like a portable Geiger counter. But it was not. He moved around the room, reading the meter. Satisfied, he turned the device off and returned it to his briefcase.

      “Gentlemen, I just swept the room for electronic surveillance devices. What I am going to tell you is top secret. It is like a read-in. I will, at the end, give you what can go in your FD-302 reports of interview.” The agents frowned at this news and one started to say something, but Grafton held up his hand.

      “About now, someone is calling your SAC. I am not sure if it’s your Director, the Attorney General, or who. Your Special Agent in Charge will be hearing the same instructions as you are. This is to be handled as national security at its highest levels. Because that’s what it is.

      Now, continuing, Colonel MacLachlan is sworn as a special deputy US Marshal to facilitate him doing what we task him to do. What is that? To track and capture, if capture is an option, terrorists bent on attacking US interests here and abroad. He and I report to a group of guys at the White House Situation Room. I believe you know who sits at the end of the table there.” Grafton paused to allow that to sink in. It did not take long.

      “In the past month or two, we have been successful in thwarting two attacks. One was overseas. One was at a power plant in Miami. I suspect you are aware of the bomb attack and mysterious Deputy Marshals who removed the bomb and killed the bomber.”

      “You?” the taller agent asked.

      Grafton smiled and responded, “I can’t say, officially.”

      “MacLachlan has become a veritable burr in the saddle of a large Middle Eastern terrorist group. It is they who we believe sent the wet team to Casey Key. The team was probably on loan from someone nearer who hates us. That has enough diplomatic implications to warrant a total blackout by itself. Are you gentlemen with me?” Grafton asked.

      “Yes. Heavy stuff.”

      “It is very heavy from both national security and diplomatic perspectives,” Grafton said. Then, he proceeded to dictate the mandated FD-302 text.

      “I am sure, when your SAC reads this, he will find this is in concert with what he was told on his phone call. Lastly, the gentleman with the bullet wound here and the explosion injuries from last week you can’t see is a dichotomy. He is able to kill six guys who came to kill him yet is a pretty decent human. I suspect he will drop you guys some intel every now and then. You should consider it primo stuff. And, if he should ask a reasonable favor, try to grant it, okay? The four of us are all on the same side, America’s side.”

      The agents left, fascinated to be clued into something beyond their experience to date.

      “Does that sweeping device really work?” MacLachlan asked.

      “Beats me. Looked good though, didn’t it?” Grafton grinned.

      “I have to get back to DC. Are you going to be able to get home without standing on Rt. 41, hitchhiking in that open back hospital gown? The bruises on your back and your neck will scare the hell out of any young maiden who would normally stop and give you a ride,” Grafton said.

      “Yeah. Now that the sedatives have worn off, I will call Chuck and Gloria, who take care of the house. Or used to anyway. I will get Gloria to pick up some clothes and Chuck to give me a ride to the marina where I stashed the Jeep. I’m not sure when they are going to let me out of here,” MacLachlan said.

      Grafton patted him on the shoulder and picked up his briefcase.

      “This might not be over Mack,” he said.

      “I need sanction to go after Abdullah Hamadi, you know that,” MacLachlan said.

      “Not going to happen. I knew you’d say that, so I spoke with the admiral. He said the potential risks outweigh the benefits to the country.”

      “What if it was not sanctioned?” MacLachlan asked.

      “You get caught and we don’t know you. You are just an international murderer to the French police, if you are talking Marseille. And, it might tick off Hezbollah even more.”

      “I doubt they could hate me more than they already do,” MacLachlan observed.

      “Yes, but they are the only ones who currently hate you. Don’t risk adding to the list. That’s not good for longevity.”

      “You may be right.”

      “That’s what I said to my mother when I listened to her tell me why I shouldn’t do something, but planned to do it anyway,” Grafton said.

      MacLachlan shrugged and Grafton left.

      The duty physician told MacLachlan he would be released tomorrow, so he called Gloria and arranged for temporary clothes to be bought and a ride from Chuck. He was not sure where he would live for now. A hotel, he guessed. The next call was to his insurance agent to arrange for an adjustor later in the week.

      He did not have as much as a toothbrush in Florida. At this point, he was more concerned about no protection. The shotgun, rifle and the old pistol that belonged to his grandfather were destroyed in the house and garage explosions and the FBI had his .45 and the little M-1 carbine. He needed a toothbrush, underwear and guns, to start with.

      Chuck brought a new pair of khaki’s, a sport shirt, underwear and size eleven tennis shoes the next morning. MacLachlan was rolled down to the front door of the hospital. The nurse gave him he local paper in the morning. The attack was front page news as he feared. It featured a photo of the ruins of his house. The text quoted one of the FBI agents, primarily. He said six armed subjects blew up the house with a bomb and tried to kill a resident. It went on to say the six died in the attack and the resident, who was unidentified, was in Sarasota Memorial Hospital. The reporter did her homework though and said James E. MacLachlan was listed on county tax records as the owner. The reporter wrote she had been unable to reach Mr. MacLachlan for comment yet.

      MacLachlan knew this reporter would stay on him until she could interview him. He decided to check into a motel in St. Petersburg using cash. He could do his shopping up there. Chuck took him to the Jeep. He asked Chuck to do the initial meeting with the adjustor. He knew the property better than MacLachlan anyway.

      On the way out of town, he withdrew a thousand dollars and ordered new checks. He also stopped at the local post office, rented a box and transferred all his future mail there until he could make other arrangements.

      He found a motel room with a small kitchen on 4th Street North in St. Petersburg and rented it for a month. A department store yielded clothes, including one tie and a blazer in case he had a business meeting. A gun shop provided a used snub nose Colt Agent .38 he could manipulate easier than the slide on an automatic with his current one-handed situation. He called applied for a new, civilian passport. The only ID not destroyed was the wallet, badge and creds in his pocket. The fire inspector said nothing in the house was salvageable.

      MacLachlan picked up basic items for the kitchen and mailed a copy of the newspaper article to Yaffa, along with his new PO box address.

      A Dr. Pepper and a bologna sandwich served as dinner with two Percocets for dessert. Despite the strength of the painkiller, his sleep was fitful with a damaged back and a hole all the way through one arm.

      As he drifted asleep, he decided he was going after Hamadi. It would not be in the next several weeks. More like several months until he healed and built his strength and endurance up sufficiently for a one man hit operation. He had a gun, knife, money and passports in London, Paris, and Tel Aviv. He would pick up a passport in London and travel to Marseille without a gun. He knew he had to make Hamadi’s demise look like an accident. He fell asleep before he could figure out how to pull it off.

      The following day, he crossed the five-mile long, four lane Howard Frankland Bridge to Tampa and applied for a Private Investigator’s license and commercial concealed weapons license. He wanted the ability to accept work in the US also and knew some sort of licensing would be helpful, if not necessary. He would reserve the Marshals badge for government work where it was appropriate and not abuse authority given him by the President.

      A week later, the sling was off his left arm. The insurance adjustor agreed upon a settlement for the loss of the house, personal items, the garage and the classic Jaguar. It was a lot more than he expected. He drove to Sarasota and met with a contractor Chuck had known for years. They agreed upon plans for a newer, more hurricane-resistant cracker house. Like the original, it was to be on stilts and have a metal roof. While it would have 1930’s looks, the mechanicals would be modern and efficient.

      The project was large enough for the firm to require four months from permit application to move-in.

      So, MacLachlan discussed an idea with the contractor and they agreed on it. The first construction would be the replacement garage. It would have a studio apartment upstairs. Later, he might use it as an office, but now, he could live there. The contractor promised it could be permitted and built and inspected within several weeks. MacLachlan gave him a deposit and told him to proceed.

      He stayed in the motel in St. Petersburg until the garage was finished, bought furniture for the upstairs with an immediate but partial insurance check and had it delivered. Home again, more or less. The FBI returned his guns, knife, and magazines. Now, it was time for the next part of his plan. He was going to drive to Northern Virginia with the Jeep, call on his list of initial contacts for consulting, instructing or more dangerous contracting. He would meet with Grafton, then leave the Jeep at his Washington National area storage facility and fly home.

      Once home, he would buy a vehicle to keep in Florida. He had settled on a Volvo 740 Turbo sedan. Blame it on Yaffa with her Nordic hot rod.
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        * * *

      

      Time passed and the sultry Florida summer turned into the sultry Florida winter. It got a few degrees colder. All the snowbirds had flown or driven down from the North.

      MacLachlan considered he was at least seventy-five percent back physically from his injuries in August. He was running the beach and swimming the Gulf. He went to the range weekly and practiced at varying distances. It was time to go to Marseille.

      He bought a round trip ticket to London with an open return. If he was going to kill a French businessman, he aimed to get out of France as quickly as possible and make sure his next international flight was from a different country.

      He had a casual conversation with Grafton. Both men knew the impetus behind it. Grafton said Hamadi was being watched. He was still at a corporate address in Marseille. MacLachlan memorized it months ago. Once Grafton said it, MacLachlan went on to another topic.

      Grafton ended the chat with, “Be safe and don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”

      MacLachlan was pretty sure Grafton would do the same thing in his situation, so he boarded the plane with his new civilian US passport and flew to London.

      He took a train from Gatwick to the city and got off near the Royal Bank of Scotland branch. He removed the Canadian passport, but left the gun, knife, and money.

      Using cash he had brought, MacLachlan took a bus to the overnight ferry from Portsmouth to Le Havre, then a seven hour train to Marseille.

      He arrived in the late afternoon. MacLachlan was not impressed with the dark and dangerous second largest city in France. It was a port city and known as the best place on earth to get a job as a mercenary. Some very tough men walked its streets and drank in its bars. He picked up a city map and identified where Abdullah Hamadi lived and worked. They were not far apart.

      One thing the city did have was decent public transit. He changed dollars for francs at a local bank and picked up a bus schedule. Buses were not glamorous. But they were good for keeping a low profile. He saw a number of men wearing black berets. He bought one, as well as a leather jacket. He also bought a wooden handle Opinel folding knife. Every man in France probably had at least one. MacLachlan added heavy black reading glasses in the lowest power for a disguise. He saw his reflection in a store front as he did his surveillance detections. He thought he looked stupid, but he did seem to fit into to the crowd.

      His bag was a small duffle with a shoulder strap. He could quickly shed the beret, glasses and jacket. If he put his own jacket back on, he would look like a totally different person. And, it was reversible from dark green to navy. Jeans and trainers were as popular in Europe as in Denver or Atlanta. So, he wore one pair of jeans and carried another in black. Trainers were the only shoes he brought.

      MacLachlan took a bus to Hamadi’s neighborhood. He walked past the townhouse. Upper middle class, probably. Going around the block, he found an alley. The back of the house may afford easier access, he thought. There was a Middle Eastern restaurant at the end of the long block. It was the demarcation between residential and commercial.

      He walked the four blocks to the building where Hamadi worked. He was the chief executive officer. It was an exporting firm, ostensibly. Very unlikely, MacLachlan thought. A front. Not a legitimate company. A coffee shop was directly across the street.

      MacLachlan went in and sat in a window seat facing the export company. He ordered a café au lait and chocolate croissant. It was not the Champs- Èlysées in Paris. But the coffee and pastry were good. He looked at the old Rolex. It was about time for French businesses to wind down. Whether that applied to ones run by terrorists, MacLachlan did not know.

      After an hour, he saw a hard guy come out and look up and down the boulevard. Two others came out. One was another hard guy, a bodyguard like the first. The third man was Abdullah Hamadi. He looked a bit like the blurred photo in DC. He seemed younger though. But it was Hamadi.

      They turned and walked towards home. MacLachlan took the last gulp of café au lait and walked out munching the chocolate croissant like a good Frenchman. He stayed on his side of the Boulevard. A folded newspaper was on a bus stop bench. He picked it up for possible cover. MacLachlan stayed fifty yards behind the men across the street. He knew where they were going.

      MacLachlan stopped at a bus stop bench in view of Hamadi’s house, but closer to the restaurant. Nobody was around, so he walked into the alley and changed from the leather jacket to the reversible one he had flown in. He swapped the beret for a stocking cap and returned to the bench.

      He pretended to read the newspaper while he watched Hamadi’s house. An old man waited for the bus. When it came, he looked at MacLachlan. MacLachlan told him he was waiting there for friend in a car. He said it in French, pretty sure it was not the appropriate Provençal accent.

      Three men. Two were tough-looking bodyguards. No shooting. MacLachlan pondered. He could have really used a hand grenade. But no such luck. A hit and run by a drunk driver would be his best option.

      He took a chance and walked up the block to a small shop. It was like a convenience store in the US. He bought a six-pack of the cheapest beer they had and a pack of Gauloise cigarettes.

      The Middle Eastern restaurant was a likely dinner spot. Maybe one guy and two thugs would cook at home. But probably not. MacLachlan noted the valet parking operation at the restaurant. One guy. Someone would come in and hand keys to the attendant. He would drive the car out of sight, probably curbside a block down and sprint back. Then, he would hang the keys on a board and repeat for the next customer.

      It would be easy to walk past and take keys while he was parking the next car.

      MacLachlan’s guess was right. Hamadi and the two tough guys left the house and walked his way. It was too dark to hide behind the newspaper, so he got up and walked to the restaurant and around the corner where the valet took the cars. He saw the line of cars, parking stubs under wipers.

      He returned in sufficient time to see the three targets come up to the restaurant and exchange friendly greetings with the valet. They went in.

      It would be tough to gauge how long the three would be in and coordinate taking a car. The easiest way would be to go into the restaurant and eat, watching them.

      He changed into the locally bought leather jacket, beret and glasses. That left room for the six pack of beer in his duffle. He went in and was seated. He could see the three across the room. Neither they nor anyone else paid any attention to him. He ordered green tea, baba ghanoush and toasted pita triangles.

      He watched the men as covertly as he could. They were over half through the food on their plates. He could not predict whether they would order dessert. MacLachlan could not risk having two minutes to steal a car and get positioned.

      He paid his bill and walked out. He stood near the valet stand and lit a Gauloise he had brought as part of his disguise.

      A French kid pulled up in a Peugeot 205 GTI. It looked fast and the exhaust suggested modifications.

      The valet gave him a stub and took the car around the corner. He came back and hung the key on the next empty hook before serving the next customer. As soon as the valet left, MacLachlan moved in, putting driving gloves on.

      He took the Peugeot key and replaced it with the first key on the rack. Less likely to be noticed by the valet than a missing key just hung. He started to walk around the short block to reach the Peugeot from behind and not walk past the valet sprinting back.

      MacLachlan started the car and circled two three blocks, allowing him to park halfway between Hamadi’s house and the restaurant.

      He opened all the beer bottles, pouring five out the window and one in the car. He dropped all six bottles in the car. It looked and smelled like a one-drunk party had been held in the Peugeot.

      A few minutes later, he saw Hamadi and the two bodyguards come out of the restaurant. But they turned the wrong way.

      MacLachlan cursed. The men entered the shop where he had gotten the beer. A few minutes later, they came out, one bodyguard carrying a small bag.

      They walked his way.

      When they were several hundred yards away, MacLachlan started the little rally car, revved and dumped the clutch.

      Tires screamed and the staccato exhaust sounded as he went through first and speed-shifted into second at forty miles per hour. He moved the wheel sufficient to keep it in the lane but appear to be veering. It looked like a drunk driver. As he planned.

      The three men watched the fast car, as men are wont to do the world over.

      He was doing about fifty-five as he approached them. They had stopped on the sidewalk to watch his show.

      At the last minute, he swerved to the left and hit all three dead on. They were thrown twenty feet and landed on the sidewalk and grass.

      MacLachlan spun the car in a three hundred sixty degree “bootlegger turn.” He identified Hamadi stirring, grievously wounded.

      MacLachlan downshifted and ran over the man who had sent a kill team for him and destroyed his home. The car bumped over Hamadi and the curb.

      Straightened on the street, he accelerated away as fast as he could with the damaged car.

      As he flew through an intersection two blocks down, a taxi slammed into his passenger door, rolling the Peugeot several times.

      The seatbelt worked its magic. MacLachlan was dazed and his leg sprained, but he was able to kick the windshield out, get his duffle and climb out.

      He limped away from the still-quiet scene. Heading into a business area, he spotted a dumpster and put the leather jacket and beret in it and donned his own jacket and a watch cap.

      He saw a bus approaching half a block away and waved as he limped for it as fast as he could. The driver saw him, and he waited.

      For the next half hour, MacLachlan changed buses. He asked where the main bus depot was for buses to Paris. He transferred to the recommended bus and got off at the depot.

      The first order was to visit the men’s room and check his appearance. His jeans were ripped and a little bloody where he had struck his knee in the accident. He put on his fresh pair and discarded the damaged ones. He reversed his jacket to the green side. Nothing else appeared amiss. He had a ball cap in the duffle and discarded the stocking cap in favor of it. He looked both presentable and different.

      Stopping at the small gift counter, he purchased a bottle of aspirin and a bottle of water. He took four aspirin.

      An hour later, a bus to Le Havre pulled in and he got on, reversing his route from London.

      It was late morning by the time the sequence of buses and ferry and more buses got him to Gatwick. He bought an Americano, as brewed plain coffee was called, at the gate and a square sausage sandwich. He took a couple more aspirin and boarded.

      Though sore from the bouncing around he received when the taxi ran a stop sign, MacLachlan was largely all right.

      It was late when he got back to Miami. He went to the parking lot and got in the Volvo Turbo. Lowering the passenger seat, he slept until daylight, then started home.

      At home, he had a message to call Grafton. It was from early morning.

      “Will, what’s up?” he asked.

      “Just a bit of news, if you don’t already know. A drunk driver hit Hamadi a couple days ago. We just found out,” Grafton said.

      “I hope the bastard died,” MacLachlan responded.

      “We only know he and a couple of bodyguards were struck by a car at high speed. It was serious. All were taken to a hospital in Marseille. One bodyguard died and one survived, but he’s a mess. Hamadi flatlined on the way. Our guy cannot account for him now but thinks he’s probably dead.”

      “No loss to society there,” MacLachlan said. “Let me know when you get a confirmation. Sorry I missed you early this morning. I was fishing. You ought to come down. The snook bite is hot.”

      “Maybe later. I am working on something for your admiral. He seems to have adopted me,” Grafton said.

      “You could do worse.”

      “I know. I have done worse many times before. He’s a good guy,” Grafton said.

      They disconnected and MacLachlan wondered if Grafton would check flights from Florida to Europe. He had used his real name, but paid cash. So, a credit card check would not yield anything. Now, he had the false-name Canadian passport. He would take Yaffa up on her offer and get a third set for home, then replace the current one in London. But now he had to get his life in order and make some money.
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      Casey Key, Florida, Washington, DC

      Spring 1986

      

      MacLachlan had moved into the new house and converted the garage apartment into his office. He installed the newly introduced Apple Macintosh Plus, a 128 KB desktop computer to keep track of his growing consulting and intelligence agency instructing business. The classes he taught in Northern Virginia already compensated for the loss of his military salary at the end of December.

      He was scheduled for two weeks instructing on foreign travel safety and another week on threat assessment. He liked the work. Further, many of the students were senior enough to be potential contract hiring authorities later.

      MacLachlan sat at the computer developing lecture notes and exhibits to be used as overhead projector transparencies.

      He and Yaffa were communicating less and less over time. It was inevitable, he knew, but still saddened him. Years ago, he told a friend in college that the most miserable being was a guy whose work was his life and had no girl friend or wife, not even a pet. And, here he was. But he didn’t feel miserable. Maybe because he knew his work counted for something. And, the latest girlfriend was world class by anybody’s standards.

      MacLachlan had just returned from a ten-mile beach run and long swim. He showered at the new outside shower, put on shorts, flip-flops and a Hawaiian shirt and walked up the steps to his second story garage office.

      As he disarmed the alarm, the phone rang. He answered and knew from the greeting it would be a good call.

      “Hey, Slickmeister. What’s up?”

      “Not much, Will, how are you?” he said.

      “Just dandy. Did your uniform get burnt up when the house blew?” Grafton asked.

      “It did. The medal was in a bank safe deposit box with all my ribbons, thank God.”

      “Can you get another uniform?”

      “Sure. Not sure why I’d need it,” he said.

      “’Cause you are coming up to dinner with the Prez and the Prime Minister of Israel, their wives, the Secretary of State and, of course, me,” Grafton said.

      “Wow. What’s the event?”

      “State dinner. Celebrate our support. Maybe off the record celebrate some of the kimchi you worked on with Israelis. By the way, the admiral says you are going to have some gold eagles on your shoulders, Colonel. Prez ordered it.”

      “I’m not back full-time, am I?” MacLachlan asked.

      “No, same status, bigger insignia.”

      “When? Saturday. We will both be armed. I will be in civvies, so you need to get a dress uniform holster for the dress blues. Prez likes us to be armed, he says. Gotta love that old boy.”

      “Where do I meet you and what time?”

      “Same old side entrance, about five. There will be three secret ceremonies before chow. Your pinning is one. The other two are need-to-know.”

      “I’ll be there.”

      “See that you are. Watch out for Ford Tempo bumpers along the way, okay?”

      “I hate those things. See you at 1600 Pennsylvania.”
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        * * *

      

      MacLachlan ordered his dress blues and belt and holster from Quantico. He thought an officer’s Mameluke sword would be overkill, so he left that off the order. He bought shoes locally and began the spit shine a day before flying out. He went to the bank and got the medal and his ribbons.

      He arrived at Washington National Friday morning and picked up the Jeep from its storage facility. The uniform fit perfectly. He had reservations in a downtown hotel and checked in early.

      “Will, you got time for dinner? It’s on me,” he said into the phone.

      “Thanks, Mack. But I have to pick up a new suit that’s been altered, shine my brogues and be ready for five tomorrow. I’m not supposed to say, but one of those ceremonies is for me. I don’t have a clue what it is though.”

      “Well, I’m sure it’s well deserved, Will. You should have been decorated for that stuff you did in MAC-SOG in Vietnam,” MacLachlan said.

      “Not to worry. I was. Got everything? See you tomorrow at five.”

      “Roger to all,” MacLachlan said as he hung up.

      MacLachlan had a light dinner. The next morning, he ran around the reflecting pool. He went to the National Archives and viewed some of the nation’s most precious documents. After lunch, he made some calls then got dressed.  He loaded the .45 and holstered it. The uniform was perfect, and his shoes were, too. It was only a few blocks, but he wanted to keep his spit shine intact, so he took a taxi.

      He presented his military ID at the gate and was on the list of expected visitors. There was an A for armed next to his name, as well as the one right behind him. William Grafton, DIA.

      He was seated in a waiting room. Will came in and they did the famous cop hug.

      Admiral Howard stepped out of a room down the corridor and motioned both to enter. Once there, MacLachlan snapped to attention and saluted crisply. Marines inside salute when wearing headcovers and are under arms. The admiral returned the salute.

      “It’s good to see both of you, together and in person. This is the President’s, the Secretary’s and my way of acknowledging your handling of the nuclear and power grid threats. You saved untold numbers of lives and I am proud you are on my team,

      The President walked in, wearing a tuxedo. He smiled and shook hands after acknowledging MacLachlan’s salute.

      “Well, I’ve got a heavy schedule today, but we’ll get to chat at dinner. First, Mr. Grafton, I want to present you with the Intelligence Medal.” He hung it around Grafton’s neck, not unlike the Congressional Medal of Honor MacLachlan was wearing.

      Admiral Howard said, “Due to your clandestine work, Will, you cannot wear it during the picture portion of tonight’s festivities.”

      “Roger that, sir,” Grafton acknowledged.

      “And, you, Colonel MacLachlan, let’s make you a full-bird Colonel,” the President said, pinning the gold eagles on with the Admiral’s assistance.

      “Thank you, Mr. President. And, Admiral Howard.”

      “Now men, we are all saved from speeches because I have to have Admiral Howard take you down the hall so I can have one other meeting before dinner. Thank you both for the American lives you saved, and” he winked at them,” taking the foreign ones who are our enemies.” He patted the .45 MacLachlan was wearing and asked, “Ever shot a Colt single action?”

      “I’m from Texas, sir. I grew up with one.”

      “I knew it.”

      The President smiled and walked out, four Secret Service agents surrounding him even in this house.

      Admiral Howard ushered them to another waiting room, where they discussed current terrorism topics.

      A half hour later, a Secret Service agent stuck his head in the door and said “It is time for dinner, gentlemen.

      He walked them to a dining room and there was already a small crowd. They joined it to wait.

      The President’s Own, a Marine band, began playing a song MacLachlan did not recognize. It was Hatikvah, the Israeli National Anthem.

      The Prime Minister of Israel and his wife were escorted in, with several Israeli dignitaries and, MacLachlan thought, the most beautiful woman alive.

      She was wearing a turquoise form-fitting long gown, and he knew hidden by the hem, really high heels. She also wore the Presidential Medal of Freedom, the equivalent of his Congressional Medal of Honor, except for civilians.

      She looked at MacLachlan and everyone there saw her give him the most dazzling smile imaginable. And, it was returned by a superhero grin equal to it. One tear streaked her makeup, but the smile stayed.

      The Israeli party joined the crowd for the next arrival to be announced.

      Yaffa stood next to the tall Marine, proud as he snapped to attention when the President was announced. The President’s Own began Hail to the Chief and, the President and First Lady walked in.

      As the music stopped, the President looked proudly at his awardees.

      He moved his lips and MacLachlan read “At ease.”

      The most powerful man in the world stood for a second looking at the Marine and the beautiful spy. He knew there was something between them from the body language shown by how they stood touching.

      “Damn,” he thought, “they ought to be in the movies.”
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      Marseille, Several Years Before The First World Trade Center Attack

      

      MacLachlan did something very difficult in his business. He conducted a one-man surveillance operation. It was on the man he was going to kill.

      It had all started over a year ago; Abdullah Hamadi was a leader in the Hezbollah terrorist group. He had dispatched his cousin, Abdel Hariri, to orchestrate an attack on America. MacLachlan had been given collateral intelligence about the attack and had trailed Hariri all over the world. His first attack was supposed to be with a weapon of mass destruction. That was thwarted. The next plan was for a crippling attack on the South Florida power grid.

      After firefights in Dar-es-Salaam and Florida, Hariri was dead. Hamadi was later to be determined to be the controller and mastermind. And, he declared a fatwa against MacLachlan.

      The former fast-track Marine officer, by then a government contractor, had known they would come for him. And, come they did.

      MacLachlan waited at his Casey Key home south of Sarasota. Hamadi had contracted the job to a wet work team of Cubans. The first sign of their arrival had been when the old, metal-roofed “cracker” house his grandfather had left him blew up.

      MacLachlan killed each of the attackers in a prolonged shoot-out. Once he recovered from wounds, he immediately left for his office in Washington, where he garnered every piece of chatter, raw Intel and favors owed by anyone in what later became known as the U.S. Intelligence Community.

      Denied official sanction to go after Hamadi, MacLachlan went anyway. In doing so, he became the ideal solution for his government, a plausibly deniable ex-operator, operating without official cover, and on a mission of retribution. If things went badly wrong, he would be declared a rogue. If he cleanly killed Hamadi and any collateral operatives, and got away, well…more tangos down. It was good for the U.S. either way, though decidedly better if the latter happened.

      MacLachlan flew into London and picked up a false name passport cached in a safe deposit box. He took a ferry across the English Channel to Le Havre, then a series of buses to Marseille. He surveilled Hamadi’s home and nearby business and decided how and where he was going to send the terrorist leader into the hereafter.

      Hamadi was eating at a Lebanese restaurant with two big bodyguards. MacLachlan had watched them walk the several blocks to dinner from Hamadi’s home. They would walk back. But they would not make it. He chose death by drunk driver for Hamadi. Whatever happened to the bodyguards was collateral damage. They were Hezbollah terrorist. He owed them no quarter.

      The restaurant valet ran cars a block or so down the street. Then he hung keys on hooks on a board. Easy pickings, MacLachlan thought.

      Some yuppie Frenchman’s dropped off his four-wheeled toy. Pickings were slim on the street. He settled on it. A Peugeot 205 GTI. The valet put the key was on the hook. Since it was the dinner hour, the patron would probably be inside not thinking about his pseudo rally racer for hours. As he looked at mini-skirted French women entering the restaurant two-by-two, MacLachlan hoped the car’s owner did not get lucky and come out early, looking for a short hotel stay. MacLachlan casually helped himself to the key, then walked into the restaurant.

      MacLachlan ate at a table where he could see the three terrorists. When it looked like they were about through, he left and went to the car around the block. Before turning the corner, he saw the trio had exited the restaurant .

      He twisted the key and the little rally car started with a snarl. He circled the block to where the trio was walking.

      MacLachlan dumped the clutch and, tires squealing bore down the street. He veered away from the trio as they had turned to see what the commotion was.

      MacLachlan jerked the wheel as he accelerated by and hit all three men at full speed. Two were thrown aside and one was catapulted over the roof of the car.

      He screeched to a stop and identified Hamadi as the person lying beside the Mercedes against which he had been thrown. He appeared conscious, but not totally cognitive. Hamadi staggered to his feet. MacLachlan spun the car in a circle and quickly ran over him with a sodden thud. He engaged first and powered off.

      As he approached the corner, a Marseille taxi tee-boned him on the passenger side. The small Peugeot rolled twice and came to rest upside down. Dazed, but operating on a high dose of adrenalin, MacLachlan unclasped the seatbelt that had likely saved his life and fell on his head from the upside-down car. It hurt like hell, but he was beginning to be aware of a far greater pain in his left leg. As his brain cleared, he feared it was broken. He dragged the carry-on out of the car and, waving approaching people off, he hobbled away painfully. The crowd turned its concentration on the taxi driver, unaware of the far more serious incident down the block, though that was itself beginning to attract a stunned and horrified crowd.

      Eschewing a taxi, MacLachlan boarded a bus. He changed several times, ultimately ending up at a train station. He boarded a high-speed train for Paris, would make several identity switches and, finally, secure a flight to New York.

      The mission was successful. MacLachlan was sure Hamadi had to be dead. And, he had gotten out before French authorities could put two and two together.

      His leg began to both swell and throb. At the train station, he bought a stout umbrella and used it like a makeshift cane. It worked—almost. The pain was so intense that beads of sweat dripped off his forehead. The first two news stand aspirin did not work, so he took several more for the trip up to Charles de Gaulle Airport.

      MacLachlan felt vindicated as he settled into his seat on the 747, notwithstanding the fact that, in the eyes of the law, he had just murdered at least one person, possibly two or three.

      But, right now, he was more worried about the swollen leg above his ankle and the nauseating waves of pain that aspirin on the flight back to the States did not alleviate at all. Once the plane had lifted high above the City of Lights, he tried to elevate the limb on his carry-on bag on the floor in front of him. He ordered two neat Bourbons from the flight attendant and virtually chugged them down. He slept fitfully and awoke as the plane began its descent into Kennedy.

      He used the remainder of his open return to fly to Miami. He ate little and slept a lot. In Miami, he recovered his car and headed towards Casey Key.

      He was unsure of the depth of manpower the assassins that targeted him had; they may be waiting at the ruins of his home. He decided to drive past Casey Key and got a motel in St. Petersburg. MacLachlan did not have a salaried job or a home. As a recent federal employee, he did not have a large savings account. He had a small trust from his grandfather, so he would not starve. At some point, he would receive insurance reimbursement on the destroyed house. He did not know when.

      MacLachlan set out to repair his body and spirit and decide what he was going to do with the rest of his life.
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        * * *

      

      Within three months, he was mended body and soul, had begun to rebuild the “cracker house” with the metal roof and broad verandas his grandfather had left him with insurance money, had bought a Volvo 740 Turbo and had some working capital left.

      The value of his home had risen considerably since he had inherited it. When his grandparents had bought the land and built the cracker house, Casey Key was unimproved and mainly fishing camps and a few cottages. Now, it was multi-million-dollar estates and almost no fishing camps. MacLachlan built a slightly smaller version of the original structure, but included current amenities, like an alarm system, a heat pump and a built-in generator for the inevitable storm power losses.

      He began to swim in the Gulf of Mexico, often going several miles at a time. His physical prowess had been honed in the Marine Corps, so his abilities were more oriented (or “orientated” has his original drill instructor at the officer training at Quantico had frequently and incorrectly said) toward endurance instead speed or style. He did not use a gym or the YMCA; rather, he swam the Gulf and ran the roads of Casey Key (always with his .45 under his shirt or hidden in plain sight in a butt pack).

      MacLachlan did crunches and pull-ups in the yard almost every time he was outside and paused from whatever task was at hand. He rewarded himself in the evening with a bowl of McBaren’s pipe tobacco and playing his bagpipes in the thatched roof chickee hut pavilion on the beach side of his property. More than one evening, the eerie, but dulcet tones of “Amazing Grace” or “Gathering of the Clans” carried into the waning daylight hours, as the sun dropped soundlessly into the Gulf of Mexico.

      MacLachlan gave a lot of thought to what to do with the rest of his life. He had considered adding to his Georgetown degree and teaching at the University of South Florida in Sarasota but decided that was too tame for now. The whole “plausibly deniable” thing was his answer. He would continue what he did best—tracking down and killing America’s enemies. But, this time, he would do it as a “green” (instead of employee blue) badge. In other words, he would be a contractor. That would expand his opportunities. He wrote or called key contacts at each intelligence agency where he had such…which was virtually all of them. He had chatted with several other contract operators he knew to get a base idea of stipends and, as a former GS employee, was both shocked and delighted and the figures he heard. As to implied questions about his willingness for wet work assignments, he replied that he had no compunction about continuing to kill America’s enemies.
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      Winter, last year, in the mountains of Western Maryland

      

      Admiral John Conover was apprehensive, but not unduly so. His idea was sound and he, as Director of National Intelligence, or DNI, had the authority to order it be done. But it would be far simpler with the buy-in from the FBI, CIA, DIA, DEA and NSA directors for whom he was now waiting at his friend’s lush getaway, only several miles from Camp David in the Maryland Mountains.

      He had not invited all of the seventeen U.S. Intelligence Community, or USIC, directors…only the ones whose human assets he needed to get this thing off the ground initially. He envisioned—based on thirty years in the military and intelligence service—that the other members would clamor to play as soon as the idea took form and they got wind of it.

      One by one, the dark Suburban’s and matching chase and blocker vehicles arrived at the estate. He greeted each powerful player and offered them the best scotch and made sure strong, rich coffee and a selection of snacks was available for the protective details. They knew who the host was and trusted that the coffee and food would be untainted. The various detail members had noticed the FBI SWAT operators that provided perimeter security and had suspected the DOD SpecOp teams that were less noticeable by plan would be patrolling the woods surrounding the estate. The obvious security for this meeting allowed them to drift farther away from their proctectees than the ‘close enough to protect, not so close as to have to be introduced’ paradigm under which they operated.

      Once the crème de la crème of USIC management had been seated at the long, mahogany dinner table and drinks had been refreshed, the DNI began.

      “Gentlemen, I am fully aware of how busy your schedules are and most appreciate your long drive out here from Virginia, DC, and elsewhere to have dinner with me. As you probably surmise, this is not just a time for old friends to break bread. I have an idea that I want to share with you, and I hope and trust it will be as interesting to you as it is to me. As I said in my invitation, there is sufficient room for both you and your protective details to spend the night if your wishes and schedules allow.

      In the past year, we have lost intelligence officers in the field from the CIA and DIA. Our after-action hot washes suggest their deaths were directly attributable to a lack of immediate, refined collateral intelligence in the field. Sadly, we also lost an imbedded, unarmed FBI intelligence analyst on an op in one of our too-many small war zones.

      I have given these deaths a great deal of thought, as I know each of you has. So, here it is , I propose an elite group of tradecraft-trained intelligence analysts, able to bear arms for protective purposes, and initially drawn from your ranks representing several Middle East regions, desks for Korea, China, North Africa, Central and South America (at this, the DEA director leaned forward) and eastern Europe, to include former U.S.S.R states. I envision these men and women—yes, I said women, as some of our very best analysts are female—to be physically fit, fluent in the languages of their areas of expertise and ready to be checked out like library books and assigned—TDY’d, if you would—on a moment’s notice to any IC member with a pressing need that could not be otherwise met in that agency.

      I believe it would behoove us to relocate them, after training, to the ODNI and deploy from there. As an incentive, no ‘super IA’ would be below GS-14, with many elevated to GS-15. Training would be coordinated through FBI, CIA and DOD.

      So, there it is. I did not tell you what the topic of this meeting was in advance, because I wanted your gut reaction…what do you think?”

      The FBI director voiced concern over arming non-agents, something done frequently when the situation required among DOD entities, but alien to FBI culture. Subsequent discussion about the training and special designation of the new cadre allayed his fears. The DNI continued.

      “There is a formal, written proposal for your subsequent enjoyment waiting in the parlor, where after dinner, there will be brandy and cigars for those who wish to enjoy them. Basically, it provides for a strict physical exam, an age limit of 40 (these folks will not be affected by the federal law enforcement retirement and its limits to start of 36 and nine months), driving and firearms training at Quantico by FBI and DEA, tradecraft largely by CIA and DIA, physical training (to include hand-to-hand combat and orienteering) by DOD, and secure comms and satellite interpretation by NSA, presented back at ODNI headquarters. As the USIC has largely adopted a standardized version of intelligence reports, or IIRs, we will not have to reinvent that wheel.”

      “Admiral, how long do you envision the training to take?” asked the DIA director.

      “At least three months spread among the multiple venues I mentioned. I am most receptive to other training evolutions that you and your subordinates may deem appropriate. While we all worry about budget, I do not want to shortchange them on training because that very aspect is largely why the country lost the fine people I mentioned before. I don’t want that to happen again with any sort of frequency. Though these folks will be sent into harm’s way repeatedly, I want them to be reusable assets, not statistics with a star on the wall or a medal in the hands of a family.

      The agencies seated at this table—as well as those not currently represented, have some of the world’s best and most proven training already. If we need to reach out to MI-5 or 6, the Mossad, or anyone else who is friendly and may want to play, that will be okay. But I suspect that may come later, if at all.”

      The admiral nodded to the head waiter and prime rib, salmon and multiple vegetable dishes appeared. Following dessert, they adjourned to the parlor and over cigars for some and brandy by all; they discussed the plan in more detail from the provided dossiers and ultimately agreed that they all supported the concept.
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      Spring, Leesburg, Virginia

      

      Kate Mahris was fuming. She knew she should have felt glorious freedom. A heavy weight (in this case, slightly over two hundred pounds) was lifted from her shoulders in divorce court. Logic aside in her 160+ IQ mind, she had kind of lost. And, Kate did not like to lose.

      She was walking down an ancient sidewalk that led away from a lawyer’s office in Middleburg, Virginia and towards her vehicle. The tall, buxom beauty and her handsome CPA husband, living in a rented two-hundred-year old stone cottage on an estate on Route 7, should be the stuff of Country Living Magazine. But as time passed, there had not been sufficient emotion to argue or fight. Careers—hers as an intelligence analyst specializing in Eastern Europe and his as accountant to people who earned their money the old-fashioned way—by inheritance—had taken the place of love. She knew what she did was interesting and mattered. She felt what he did and talked about and lived for—tax accounting—was serially boring.

      So, six months ago, they decided to avail themselves of Virginia’s six-month, no-fault divorce. They had retained one attorney to mediate and do the paperwork.

      Robert had retained the lease to the cottage and had coerced her out of her BMW roadster. He got the furniture. She ended up with his older, but pristine Land Rover Discovery (not such a bad thing, since every time she drove it, she fantasized about being a female Indiana Jones en route to an archeological site), her clothes and half the savings account. She also had her Czech artwork. She had put her foot down firmly about that. Robert had not particularly liked it anyway, except, she found during the negotiations, for one print of a Vlaho Bukovac’s painting of the nude Andromeda tied to a tree. It apparently had sparked an interest that Robert had never shown, somewhat to her chagrin, in the past decade.

      Kate had already rented a one-room condo just outside the Beltway and furnished it with eclectic pieces from a variety of local shops between Alexandria and Winchester. She was not wealthy, half of a savings account or not. She had put the maximum in her federal thrift fund, hoping to be independent when she retired in another quarter of a century. As an upper grade GS-13, she would get by, if marginally, given the DC area’s high cost of living.

      As she hitched up the short skirt to swing long legs into the Land Rover, she began to feel happier. She had spotted an antique shop down the block. She drove down, parked badly and went in. They had just what she had wanted, a velvet-covered side chair from the mid-1800’s. She had just the place for it and bought it almost out of spite to her newly ex-husband, who had referred to her as the ‘Queen of Uncomfortable Chairs’. Screw him and his chair narrow-mindedness, after all.

      After a Croque Monsieur sandwich, salad and rich French roast coffee for an early dinner, she returned home and placed her new chair in its intended location, then moved several others. Finally, it was right, even without serious Feng shui.

      Kate turned on the television and watched for a while, wishing that some of the government reporting was not so close to what she considered classified, even Sensitive Compartmented Information or SCI. While she knew her intellect and experience (along with appropriately telegenic looks) would make her a great intelligence contributor on the channel, that she would never have the rank or title required for such a position. But she did like the fact that each beautiful woman anchor or reporter had impressive credentials far beyond mere looks. She turned the television off, laid out tomorrow’s wardrobe and went to bed early. Maybe she should get a cat…or a goldfish, she hypothesized. Or, maybe not. She would give this single life a test for a while before encumbering her life with anything or anyone else.

      The next day, Kate badged into her building and walked down the corridor to her office. Her new Christian Louboutin shoes with the killer red soles and tall heels tapped a tattoo as she walked. They had been her big divorce present to herself. Though much costlier than lots of chocolate, they were far less fattening.

      As she reached the cubicle area where the Eastern Europe desk was located, her associates were excitedly talking about an announcement of a new position. This was to be a ”super intelligence analyst” with tradecraft training, recruited from all USIC agencies and with a minimum pay grade of GS-14. It promised travel and maybe even danger.

      Kate had several advantages over her Eastern European desk associates. Obviously, her advanced IQ and doctorate counted high on her behalf. But most had to work with linguists to translate Slavonic, which was what her Czech grandparents called the Czech language, for work in that portion of her assigned region of the world. Kate spoke it fluently, having spent most of the summers of her childhood and later some college just outside of Prague. She had used that fact, much more than her doctorate in European Art, to obtain the position as an intelligence analyst a decade ago.

      Though the grandparents with whom she stayed were now deceased, she still had a beloved uncle, cousins, and friends, in the Czech Republic and visited and corresponded with them as frequently as time and funds would allow. She had been Kate Matthews, a generic American name, but her full name was Katrina Mahris Matthews. She went back to her maiden name after the divorce, having initiated the legal process and resumed her true name the day after the divorce. All of which caused no little consternation to her division security officer, to whom she had to report each foreign contact and trip, due to her advanced clearance levels. Much to his relief, she was American born and bred. She did have to constantly report emails and phone calls to a community in Prague to Uncle Tomáš Studrich.

      Kate printed the announcement about the new position from the analyst association’s email to members. The job was to be listed for one week only in USAJobs and the requirements were specific and strict enough to eliminate the countless thousands of hopefuls that apply for every federal position, without a tiny bit of the knowledge, skills and abilities enumerated in the announcement.

      The email was not an official vehicle from which to apply, but if the actual announcement was close, she would be a shoe-in. As a USIC employee, she would be considered a merit eligible and not compete against military veterans, of which she was not one. The travel sounded pretty good, and, in her case, would probably be paid trips to the Czech Republic. The danger—well, she did drive a Land Rover.

      She had one day to update her resume and upload it onto the government jobs site. When the announcement came out the next morning, she took an hour and applied. Two weeks later, she was contacted for an interview. The tall woman with the impeccable presentment, top level credentials, and killer heels became a candidate in the first class of Office of the Director of National Intelligence Cadre of Senior Field Analysts.
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        * * *

      

      Along with forty other men and women, she was told to arrange to be away from home for a minimum of three months for hard training, if she passed the physical and psychological screen. Being USIC analysts with advanced clearances, no additional background or polygraph investigations were scheduled.

      Kate considered herself twenty pounds overweight; the medical team and every male candidate heartily disagreed. She passed the physical and psychological screens smoothly.

      Unknown to her, the panel reviewing her psych profile wondered why she had ever been an analyst instead of being an agent or case officer in the intelligence field. She was type A and action-oriented, not the typical studious personality type of the average analyst, particularly one with what they joked about having an “artsy-fartsy” education. The psychologist opined that her fine intellect found the work sufficiently interesting to fulfill any action needs like bear wrestling or shark fighting. He was unaware of her taking aggressions out as a highly accomplished archer, whose drive and exquisite motor skills made her highly accurate. He knew from the case file that she was an accomplished pianist and secretly suspected that she also vented her action needs by pounding out Mozart on a baby grand. He was not too far off on the Mozart idea. The Steinway was one of the other things she took away from the divorce settlement.

      Kate put her rent, car insurance and utilities on automatic bill pay at the credit union and made sure there was no milk, nor any vegetables to spoil in the refrigerator. The deal was not all or nothing. Because of the time and money the government had spent over the years in cultivating these intelligence professionals, they were told not to move out of their old offices. Current jobs would be retained for three months as a safety net for any washouts. Current GS-13’s would be elevated to GS-14 upon graduation; the few 14’s would be promoted to GS-15. Those close to the top of either grade going in would get bumped four or five steps to make the financial aspects of the promotion worthwhile.
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        * * *

      

      Per instructions and provided voucher, she took a pre-approved car service to ODNI headquarters, at Liberty Crossings II, across from the National Counterterrorism Center, or NCTC. There, the DNI hosted a reception and personally thanked each for his or her service and for the tough training and time away from home they would experience over the next ninety days. Many of the candidates knew each other, either from being in the same agency, the analyst’s association, working groups or otherwise socially. Kate had only seen the DNI on television previously and was impressed with both his warmth and the sense of power the flag officer exuded. He was clearly a man to be taken seriously, without regard to title or job function.

      After an hour, they climbed aboard two motor coaches for the short ride to the Jefferson Building at the FBI Academy at Quantico. Upon arrival, they added assigned sweats, cargo pants, caps and tee-shirts to the items they had brought from home.

      The transformation had begun. The next morning, they had a light breakfast and jogged to TEVOC, the tactical emergency vehicle operations course jointly taught by FBI and DEA instructors. Though several had lost breakfast on the run over, a larger number did sitting in the backseat of the cars, known as Bucars, as the instructor took them through the pylon course at 43 miles per hour. Who would have thought 43 was fast? Four hours later, Kate impressed her FBI agent instructor with a 41 mile per hour transit of that portion of the course, setting her class record. Braking, drifting, high speed direction changes, even 360 degrees, and ramming roadblocks and the first day sent a tired, shaken group of people whose work life had been largely sedentary, back to the Jefferson Building. A few went out for runs; a few went to the cafeteria. Most went to the small, private dorm rooms and collapsed on their beds. Only 89 days remained until graduation.

      They spent days on the FBI range, shooting primarily 9mm Glock pistols, but also familiarizing with M-4 military and police carbines and Heckler and Koch MP-5 submachine guns. They fired shotguns and a variety of foreign weapons they might encounter in the field. While .40 Glocks had been standard FBI issue, DOD and most foreign agencies used the less powerful 9mm. Recent advancements in bullet and powder technology had improved its lethality for one-shot stops, but more importantly, ammunition was available almost anywhere in the world. So, the FBI fell in line with the rest of the community and went back to the 9mm for the first time since the Miami shootout of 1986.

      The Cadre had yet to lose anyone; that changed after the motor coaches picked them up two weeks later and delivered them to the Agency part of their training. After four weeks, they were delivered to Ft. Benning’s Special Warfare School in North Carolina. By the end of the emotion-numbing psychological, physical and tradecraft training over the next ten weeks, twenty-five of the original forty candidates were ready to return to Northern Virginia.

      Among them was Kate Mahris, sunburn peeling her nose, twenty pounds lighter and far feistier than ever.
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      Northern Virginia

      

      The graduation ceremony had been brief but attended by several USIC directors, the Vice President and emceed by the DNI. Following light refreshments, the Cadre members were shown to their new open ops center area. Black and white signs noted geographical areas of specialization. Secure Video Teleconferencing screens (SVTC’s), phonetically referred to as sivitzes, and STE phones enabled classified conversations with or without faces with any appropriate person in the USIC. The ODNI’s chief security officer briefed on entry, exit, emergency, badge and computer protocols and other housekeeping items necessary to keep classified information classified and to guard against insider threats.

      Kate checked out the parking more closely as she walked back to the Land Rover Discovery…yes, her past practice should work here just fine, as long as she parked at the far end of the lot…

      That last thought in mind, she drove to her former office and packed those few personal items remaining and took them to the SUV. She then turned in all official items, except for her USIC badge. In a last-minute decision, the new Cadre members were told that they would be transferred to ODNI as permanent employees, not on temporary duty from their former agencies as originally planned.

      Though now better toned for a run, Kate returned to the dark windowed, tall SUV for one of her regular power walks for closure. As she had done spring and summer and early fall, sometimes with a female coworker, more often alone, she looked around her, opened the passenger door and proceeded to disrobe. The red-soled high heels were the first to go (she had worn them on her last day to be celebratory), then the dark suit jacket, white silk blouse and maroon lace bra. She stood for several seconds, as she always did, letting the sun warm her bare chest, then dropped the short skirt and stepped out. She slipped on a jog bra, crop top, nylon shorts over her wispy thong, and running shoes and socks. Kate put her medium length hair in a ponytail, added a Nationals baseball cap, and commenced a 30-minute power walk around the parking lot of her now-former agency.

      The Cadre was given a week’s leave to renew acquaintance with family, re-stock refrigerators, and generally unwind. While this was not typical for the federal government, the DNI had approved it. He had a lot riding on the success of this program. If the next presidential election swung to the other side, he might retire, or be retired, a few years early. This was going to be his legacy offering to the USIC. He had moved funds appropriated for a now-winding down police action overseas to the program to ensure that its members continued to receive training otherwise frozen by the latest iteration of sequester. He was going to do his level best to make sure they had everything they needed to succeed, even beyond his wishes.

      Kate had taken advantage of this windfall leave to finish her new apartment; a project delayed three months by the training.
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        * * *

      

      Today was the Saturday before she was due to report for duty. There was one last “capstone” course for a week at the ODNI. She was on the way to Washington National Airport to meet two female Cadre members with whom she had become friends. They were there to pick up a third who was flying in from an out of state visit to family. Marie was tall, blonde and had a deadly sense of humor. Though not Persian, she had lived as a child in Iran with parents in the diplomatic corps until expelled at the fall of the Shah in the late 1970’s. By then, she had developed fluency in the Persian language and had gone on to a graduate degree in Middle Eastern Studies. She was a Cajun and her tongue could be a spicy as her gumbo. Monica was African American and the most athletic of the group. In college, she had lettered in cross-country track and ran every marathon she could fit into her schedule as a Korean Desk analyst. She had foregone a career as a fashion model for government service. Like Kate, she fluently spoke the language of the area of her specialty. She was the only female Cadre member who could almost match Kate with a handgun, always excelling, however, in other physical training.

      The three met at the prescribed time a half hour before arrival of the fourth member from Miami. Eliana Gonzalez was a Cuban American for whom English was her second language. She had come from DEA where she was a senior analyst. She was tough, no non-sense and her flashing dark eyes signaled when coworkers or unwanted suitors in a club needed to back-off.

      They took their coffees and lattes to the passenger greeting area and chatted while they waited. But the talk was not shop—DCA and Dulles were probably the worst two places in America to speak about sensitive issues; there were eyes and ears everywhere, some friendly, others very unfriendly.

      A new group of passengers appeared and the three quickly developed comedic hypothetical stories about each.

      But as one passenger walked towards them, they stopped joking. He was tall and fit, though clearly in his fifties. He had short steel gray hair and piercing ice green eyes. The object of their now rapt attention wore khakis, a blue button-down Oxford cloth shirt open at the neck, and a blue blazer. He carried a battered leather briefcase. He moved like a panther, replacing his tortoise shell sunglasses on his nose so he could scan each set of hands, looking for potential threats. He had stayed alive this long by knowing that the eyes may be the windows to the soul, but the hands are what kill you. Satisfied with original scans, he moved his gaze up and saw the three beautiful women watching him. He pushed the polarized fishing glasses up on his head and gave them his best superhero grin. Marie winked at him; Monica smiled unabashedly. Kate blew him a kiss, which caused a smile and salute aimed directly at her as he walked beyond and disappeared into the crowd.

      “Wow, so who the hell was that?” Marie asked unknowingly slipping into her West Louisiana accent.

      “I think he is a US Senator or maybe a TV character actor. Okay, I don’t know who he is, but I would like to,” said Monica.

      “He’s the future ‘Mr. Kate Mahris’, that’s who he is, so you two hotties back the hell off and remember who the best shot is,” replied Kate with a resolve that shocked her friends.
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      Crystal City, Virginia And Points West

      

      The future Mr. Kate Mahris continued past baggage claim (he virtually never checked bags) and hailed a taxi.

      He gave the driver the address of a coffee shop in nearby Crystal City. Once there, he paid the driver far more that the short drive should have cost and went inside. He ordered a café con leche and was told they did not have any, so he ordered a French café au lait, which was close enough for government work…which is exactly what the tall man did.

      He sat near the window and watched passers-by intently from behind the sunglasses. Nothing jumped out as being a red flag. Finishing the coffee, he walked down the street, in the opposite direction to that he intended to actually go. He stopped and peered in shop windows, actually looking in the reflections for anyone tailing him. In mid-block, he abruptly turned and retraced his steps. Fifteen minutes of counter-surveillance later, he used a key to enter a storage facility. Once inside, he did a brief reprise of the tail scans and, more or less convinced that he was clean, stopped at a larger overhead door, and marked. It was not secured by a large home supply store padlock, but a very expensive one certified for use securing classified government sites. He opened it and went in, first flipping the light switch on the right, beyond the door jamb. He then pulled the overhead door down, padlock in his hand.

      The storage facility was climate-controlled; something the man thought was well-worth the extra money. Like virtually everything else he owned, the bills for this facility were paid by a blind trust, which was owned by another blind trust. Thank heavens he had a really good trust officer in Florida who knew somewhat about the man’s occupation and could deal with banks in Grand Cayman and the Isle of Mann and still pay bills in Virginia and further south.

      The man grinned, though this time not the carefully cultivated superhero one. It was at the vehicle that took up most of the space within the storage unit. It was an old Jeep Wrangler two-door, with a hard top. It had tall, but not terribly wide tires for snow and mountain use instead of sand and a snorkel to facilitate fording waterways. The Australian supercharger on a new V-6 gave it more horsepower and torque. The Wrangler was painted flat black, and, because of its Florida plates, had windows tinted far darker than Virginia allowed. He patted it as he walked by and unplugged the battery charger that kept it ready to fire up at all times. Clearly it was the SUV Batman would have so he thought of it as the Bat Jeep. He opened the back and walked to the rolled steel gun safe bolted to the back wall. Opening that, he removed the Jeep’s keys and a classic Winchester .30-30. He already knew it was loaded. He placed it in a lock box that was where the rear seat would have been. Taking an ankle holster out of the safe, he put it on. He press-checked a Glock 19 and, satisfied it was loaded, placed it in the ankle holster. He added a couple of boxes of .30-30 rounds and 9mm hardball for practice and Gold Dot hollow points for serious, to the lock box, then secured it. He made sure that the drop safe was still inside the gun safe. Like many he had secreted around the world, it contained several passports from differing countries and in different names. The only commonality was his visage on each. It also held a country-appropriate handgun, box of cartridges, and five thousand dollars in both US dollars and Euros. The remaining item was an automatic tactical folding knife with a Tanto blade. He clipped it in his right trouser pocket.

      Going to a small wardrobe next to the gun safe, he took out a nylon windbreaker and ball cap, in case it got cooler before he reached his mountain destination later tonight. He opened the overhead door and drove the Jeep out, then secured the storage facility until he returned for his trip home.

      The modified Jeep burbled as he idled through the facility, opened and closed the gate and pulled onto US-1. He knew the traffic around DC would suck…it always sucked. Just the cost of doing business. Later, he merged onto I-66 west and headed to Winchester. Not stopping for lunch or dinner, he took the southbound exit onto I-81 and drove further, getting off on Virginia’s Great Valley Road, Route 11. He took a county road until it dead-ended at Cedar Creek. The Creek was still swollen this time of year, so he engaged low range and eased into the ford, known only to him and a few other locals.

      Minutes later, he turned left and drove slowly along a dirt track that paralleled the Creek. After half a mile, he saw a pool in the creek on his left and a small cabin on a rise on his right. He pulled up to the cabin and hid the Jeep out of sight on the other side. Taking the Winchester out of the Jeep, he walked around the cabin looking for signs it had been disturbed. Finding none, he unlocked the padlocks that secured each exterior window’s shutters closed and opened them, re-securing them to the sides of the cabin.

      The thousand square foot log cabin sat on 25 acres of rolling woodland. It fronted on a bend in Cedar Creek, where the fast creek had formed a pool. The cabin itself had been constructed at MacLachlan’s direction some years ago. The logs were square, with off-white chinking. The roof was dark green metal. There was a stone chimney on the side that faced back down the track into the property. The side facing the water had a full-length covered porch onto which MacLachlan would place wooden rockers now that he was at the cabin. Security was tight—not only because of what he did for a living, but also because anything not nailed down in this out-of-the-way cabin would be stolen as a matter of opportunity by locals that roared through the woods on off-road vehicles.

      He unlocked the door, checking for a wind and weatherproof “tell” that it had not been entered since he was here last and went in. The furnishings were simple and masculine. He energized an overhead fan and left the door open to dissipate the stuffiness. He took some aseptically packaged milk from the refrigerator and some oatmeal from a sealed plastic container. The well water was delicious. He set some to boil on the stove in a coffee maker full of rich coffee.

      A little while later, Mack MacLachlan sat on his porch, an empty oatmeal bowl and half empty cup of coffee in front of him, savoring the wilderness sounds and the peace of his mountain getaway.
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        * * *

      

      MacLachlan awoke early the next morning. The rushing waters were not only like music to him but reminded him that this was an ideal time to make a quick whitewater run five miles down the Creek, past the panther caves.

      He showered in the outside shower instead of the one in the small bath in the cabin, dressed in running shoes, shorts and a tee shirt. Unlocking a lean-to shed behind the cabin, he removed a 40-pound Kevlar canoe, two wood paddles and a life jacket. He also strapped a small survival kit to one of the thwarts. He put the canoe on the roof racks of the Jeep and tightened it down with straps. His plan was similar to many other such excursions, drive five miles to the put-in, chain the canoe to a tree, drive to the cabin and park the Jeep, then jog back to the put-in. The whitewater trip would end at the pool in the Creek by his cabin.

      The canoe safely chained to a convenient tree and the Jeep parked at the cabin, MacLachlan began the almost six-mile run back to the put-in. Until a few years ago, he could literally run all day; now, he could do a marathon, finishing in the middle of the pack, but little more. Too many runs and too many bullet and knife and IED wounds had taken a toll. He was sure it had to be those and not age…

      On the second mile of the run, MacLachlan crossed a small bridge over Cedar Creek and hit a paved road that would carry him in the reverse of his Jeep trip. On the third mile, he heard a vehicle coming and moved onto the shoulder.

      As the vehicle passed, he was hit in the shoulder by a large, drink and ice-filled cup sufficiently hard to knock him down. He rolled as he hit but skinned a knee and one elbow. He saw two young males in the truck and heard one of them yell “Get out of the way, you old asshole!” MacLachlan heard uproarious laughter as the ancient green Chevy pickup roared out of sight. He saw that the tags were from Arkansas but could not read the numbers as he slowly pulled himself upright.

      Checking his wounds, he found that they stung, but were superficial. He continued the jog, hoping to come upon the two rednecks further down the road.

      As he approached the put-in, he saw the truck parked there. He moved more furtively now, tree to tree. The two were trying to break the light chain that held his canoe secure. They already had his paddles and life jacket leaned up against the old truck. MacLachlan knew they would have folding knives but doubted concealed handguns. The truck was a different proposition, however, so he had to keep himself between the truck and the two jerks about to receive serious comeuppance from their senior.

      MacLachlan got within six feet of the two and stood there quietly until the taller one felt his gaze and turned around.

      “What the hell? It’s the old dude from the road!”

      As the shorter, stockier one turned, MacLachlan moved in. With some pain to his damaged knee, he did a front snap kick, landing a size 11 running shoe in the first man’s crotch. That individual screamed and doubled over.

      MacLachlan jerked the Caterpillar cap off the man’s head and grabbed a shock of long, sandy hair. He jerked down on the hair, bringing the unlucky idiot’s face down firmly against his intact left knee, breaking the man’s nose. A knife-edge hand chop to the back of his neck put him out.

      He then turned his attention to number two, who had drawn what appeared to be a Buck knife.

      “You really don’t want to do that, son,” MacLachlan began as the man charged him.

      MacLachlan sidestepped and grabbed the knife hand’s wrist with his own left hand. Using the man’s momentum against him, he jerked forward. As the man spun around, MacLachlan stepped inside, controlling the knife with the man’s arm under his own armpit, and crashed a right elbow blow against the man’s jaw. The man staggered, and a well-orchestrated arm twist dislocated his shoulder. A krav maga hammer fist blow to the base of his skull put him down, unconscious.

      MacLachlan did not have any spare rope, a handi-tie or cuffs—he was damn well not going to use the canoe’s painter—, so he used the man’s folding knife to begin to cut his jeans off to make strips to tie his hands. Why wait for the local deputy to arrest them for assault, when he could teach them a far more memorable lesson?

      As he cut the first man’s jeans off, that subject began to stir. A fist to the edge of the jaw put an end to that attempt at consciousness. He tied the shorter pant-less individual to a medium oak tree, sitting on his bare bottom, with a short part of the improvised “rope” restraining his wrists behind his back and a longer section tying his back to the tree. He then dragged the taller one over, tying him sitting on the other’s lap, facing him. Worried, he relinquished the braided nylon rope at the front of the canoe and looped it around the tree, with loops over both men’s heads and tied it tightly at Adam’s apple. The men could move and talk some, but any tries to wriggle around and get loose would restrict and choke them. He stood and admired his handiwork. These assholes were not going anywhere until someone cut them off the tree.

      MacLachlan thought he had better look for weapons in case they got loose. He hit a bonanza, a single barrel Stevens 16-gauge shotgun was in the truck and it had the butt stock sawed off past the pistol grip and the barrel sawn down to what appeared to be 12,” a clear violation of the National Firearms Act. He assumed these two had previously been convicted as felons. Prison tats on their bare asses suggested to be the case, so they would go away for a long time based on the sawed off shotgun. The icing on the cake came with a baggie of grass and some OxyContin bottles with the prescription in names that did not match either individual’s Arkansas driver’s licenses. He wiped the bottles clean and pocketed the licenses.

      Using a bandana from his shorts pocket to prevent fingerprints, he opened the Chevy’s hood and removed the rotor. He threw that deeply into the woods. He closed the hood then opened the Steven’s action and snapped the firing pin, rendering it inoperable. But it was still eminently prosecutable. He closed it; a now-impotent double ought buckshot in the chamber. He could hear a deputy testify, “Yes, your Honor, it was fully loaded when we took possession.” He wiped the gun clean of prints and held it with the bandana wrapped around the hand on the pistol grip.

      Both were beginning to stir as MacLachlan held the sawed-off shotgun. He gave each a sound love tap on the side of their well-secured heads with the sawed-off’s barrel, before placing it in plain sight on the hood of the truck.

      MacLachlan recovered his canoe and equipment and launched into Cedar Creek; the water here was fast, but not a rapid. Taking a Wal-Mart “burner phone”, from his survival gear bag, he dialed 911. Holding the bandanna over the mouthpiece and changing his voice to sound older than his actual years, he reported that “two perverts were acting suspiciously at the bridge over Cedar Creek: and, oh yeah. They got a gun,” and named the closest cross road. He urged deputies to hurry to “catch ‘em in time.”

      Grinning sardonically, MacLachlan dug the beautiful laminated wood bent shaft paddle in and rounded the first, then second bends. The water was moving at a Class II pace, so he did an eddy turn behind a rock and dropped the burner phone into Cedar Creek. He pushed back into the flow, heard distant sirens, and began to enjoy the ride.

      At this time, a middle-aged, fit Shenandoah County deputy sheriff pulled up. He watched the two tied to the tree for a moment, noted the sawed-off on the hood of the Chevy and broke out laughing.

      “So, you gentlemen need a motel? There are a couple of real nice ones on Rt. 11.”

      A second deputy pulled up, sliding gravel, due to the “gun” call. He saw his fellow deputy sitting on the hood of his squad car laughing and eased the patrol rifle back into its car rack.

      “Hank, what the heck do we have here?”

      “I’m just trying to figure that out.”

      As the second deputy, Mike, covered him, Hank cut the improvised ropes with a Spyderco knife and replaced them with handcuffs on the pants-less subjects. Noting the injuries, he radioed for a rescue squad ambulance.

      “What do you boys have to say for yourselves?”

      The two had concocted a farfetched story and began it.

      “We was just sitting here enjoying the sound of the river, and some old dude came up and pulled a gun on us and robbed us. Then, he tied us up.”

      “Hmm, “began Mike, “did you have your pants on when he arrived?”

      “Of course, we did!”

      “And that was the gun he used sitting on the hood of the truck?” The two looked stupidly at one another before answering in the affirmative.

      “And, fingerprints on it won’t come back to you?

      “Ya ’all look like you have been through Desert Storm”, noted Hank, who actually had been through that action. “And, you say an old guy did all this to you? Can you give a description?”

      “Tall old dude, gray hair.”

      “How old?”

      “Bout your age.” That was probably not the best answer, given their circumstances.

      “He started this, by robbing you at gunpoint, then, this “senior citizen” put his gun aside and beat the crap out of both of you? Then tied you up singlehandedly? Then, he departed the scene, leaving ‘his’ illegal shotgun, and what appears to be about fifty dollars in cash?”

      The two nodded affirmatively.

      “Do you know how improbable that lie sounds?” To that, the deputy got only a sullen stare.

      An hour later, wants and warrants were run; the two were probationers from Arkansas. No driver’s licenses were present, but the grass and Oxy were located. A wrecker was called for the old pickup truck and the subjects were transported to Warren Memorial in Front Royal. Probation had been violated and a new federal firearms violation charge was pending. Taxpayers would be paying for their upkeep for a long time to come.
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      Odni Headquarters

      

      The Cadre had assembled in a conference room converted to classroom-style tables and chairs. The sign near the door and its twin at the front of the room had been illuminated with the SECRET classification option chosen. The senior executive service member assigned to manage the Cadre project was named Will Grafton. He had been a senior military agent with the DIA, before retiring his badge and joining ODNI. The older black man was charismatic and had real world experience; more than one terrorist, or “tango” had fallen to his pistol, rifle, knife or bare hands. He smiled a lot and did not speak much, but when he did, people listened.

      Grafton called the group to order. “Okay. Today begins the last official bit of your initial training. This week you may not hear any new subjects, but what you will hear in this capstone course are actual events applied to what you have learned up until now. That’s why the SECRET light is on. At times, your instructor may change it to TOP SECRET.” Grafton pointed to a fixture in the corner.

      “Your instructor for this week is an old friend of mine. He has ‘been there and done that,’ as much as anyone in the community. Not only are his exploits legendary—years ago he single-handedly thwarted an attack on US soil by killing every tango involved—but, more importantly, he has personal experience with every agency in the USIC. Before he began to contract with us all, he was a full bird colonel in the Marine Corps. He was awarded the Congressional Medal of Honor. After the afore-mentioned attack, he could not get sanction to go after the controllers in the Middle East, he went unsanctioned…some leadership said he went “rogue.” That did not keep them from using him as the point of a plausibly deniable spear for the next twenty-five years. He does not seem ready to retire, so we are lucky to catch him between assignments.”

      “Listen well and learn from this man. He can give you scenarios he has lived through that neither your wildest imagination nor Hollywood cannot envision. The DNI named this the capstone course. I call it ‘the get out of the deep kimchi when the shit hits the fan’ course.”

      “Ladies and gentlemen, your instructor for the next week, Colonel James Edward “Mack” MacLachlan.”

      Kate, Marie, and Monica looked at each other with amazement and a little short-lived embarrassment, as the tall man in the blue blazer from the airport strode in. Today, he was dressed in a dark suit, white shirt, black cap toe oxfords and an orange tie. He turned to the class and made immediate eye contact with the three women seated at the front table. His glance lingered on Kate and her sunburned cheeks got even pinker. Her green eyes glowed.

      “Thank you, Will. Forget everything he said about me. Your boss, Will Grafton, is a legend. The only reason I am teaching this instead of Will is the old thought that the further away a speaker comes, the more credible he is.

      “This week we are going to try to flesh out all you have learned over the past several months. Which countries have facial recognition software, such that if you ever cleared their immigration as John Doe, you better use that name every time you re-enter. For some of you who are younger and may have gone to your countries as a college student (he looked at Kate, having familiarized himself with every dossier), you are stuck with a true name. Depending on the program, your eyes may give you away, even if you have had a complete plastic surgery makeover.

      “We are going to add to the counter-surveillance training you have already had, teach you how to tell who is armed and how to get weapons virtually anywhere without official help. And, that’s just the tip of this week’s iceberg. We aren’t going to go through the exercise of moving through the classroom and identifying ourselves. By now, you know each other. And, I know damn near everything about you.”

      Kate doubted he knew about her daring power walks but was not totally sure. She toyed with the idea and smiled, which he caught.

      “Yes, Kate, I know about that, too.” MacLachlan stated, exploiting her smile with an absolute shot in the dark.

      It ticked her off that she felt herself reddening again.

      They began the informal, interactive class that was punctuated with actual stories, Power Points with video with sound imbedded, and a flip chart that the instructor wrote unintelligibly upon.

      By lunch, they were spellbound. By the end of the first day, they were overwhelmed. Exactly as Mack MacLachlan had planned.

      MacLachlan made a point of sitting in the cafeteria at lunch with a different group each day. By Wednesday, he sat with Marie, Monica, Eliana and Kate. “Not bad duty,” he thought to himself.

      “So, how many people have you killed?” Marie blurted out.

      MacLachlan paused for a moment, recollecting on some bad moments.

      “About forty I know of for sure…”

      “What’s it like?”

      “Messier than on television…everyone deals with it differently. Shrinks say not to compartmentalize, but I kinda do…Plus, I rationalize two things, it was him or me; and I’m the good guy fighting for America and he’s the bad guy against America.”

      “Mack, have you ever turned down an assignment?” Eliana asked.

      “Yes, a number of them where I was recovering from injuries or where perhaps it was not clear that a hit was righteous and sanctioned…”

      “You get those from the government?” Eliana continued to press.

      “No, I have gotten those from individuals in the government trying to accomplish a mission assigned to them. I suspect at least part of my success over the years has been to pick and choose consistently along moralistic and patriotic lines.”

      “What kind of family life does that type career allow?” Kate asked, cutting right to the chase.

      “Sadly, not much of one. I was in love with a co-worker years ago, but we drifted. Now, my best friend is a botanist searching for the cure for cancer in the Amazon, but I only see her every year or so.”

      The women were surprised at both his candor and the softness with which he answered.

      “Let’s change to a more interesting subject, Marie, what’s on your youthful bucket list?”

      “I think SCUBA and skydiving…”

      “Never did either as a sport but have done both on ops. How about you, Monica?”

      “A photo safari in Africa, while there are still wild elephants and giraffes.”

      “Hmm, good one! Eliana?”

      “I would like to run with the bulls in Pamplona! My family migrated from there to Cuba to Miami, so I have only seen Pamplona on TV.”

      “Sounds too dangerous for me,” MacLachlan commented, drawing looks of disbelief.

      “Kate, you have been silent. What do you want to do that you have never done before?”

      “Well…I would like to become proficient at running whitewater in either a kayak or canoe, though I don’t think I’d like the Eskimo rolls in kayaks. I’d also like to learn more wilderness survival skills than the SERE we got a smattering of at Benning,” she said.

      “Last first, survival, evasion, resistance and escape could certainly be important to your well-being in the field. I hope none of you gets into that deep a situation, but you never know. If you think you did not get enough of that, tell Will. He believes in it and it has certainly gotten both of us out of tight spots in the past. I’m sure he could work out further training for you all. Oh, looks like time to go back to class. Kate, let’s talk more about the whitewater after class. It’s a favorite sport of mine; I have a place near here on a whitewater stream.”

      Marie pinched Kate on the leg under the table, while looking innocent and demure. Kate, eyes on MacLachlan, kicked her soundly on the ankle, prompting a jerk and dirty look.

      MacLachlan gave them several more hours of tradecraft illustrated by real circumstances. He then asked how many weapons he was carrying. With the suit, no one could identify any. He showed them how and where to look for “printing,” and where weapons might likely be. He took off his suit jacket. A Glock 19 was prominent in an inside the waistband holster just behind his right hip. He dropped the magazine on the table and locked the slide back, ejecting a final hollow point cartridge. He sat the gun beside the magazine. He held up his hands in query.

      “I see the clip of a tactical folder at the corner of your right pants pocket,” Mark, a former IA from the FBI said.

      “Good call, Mark. What else?”

      “How about your ankles?” Eliana asked.

      MacLachlan raised his left cuff, and withdrew a Kimber Ultra Carry II automatic, unloaded it and placed it on the table. He looked inquiringly again at the class.

      “What’s in your pocket?” Kate asked. This time, it was MacLachlan’s turn to get pink in his normally stoic face as the class members were unable to restrain laughter.

      “Okay, Kate. You got me. I have an S&W 442 hammerless .38 revolver in a pocket holster to break up the outline of the gun. He opened the cylinder and laid the snub nose on the table next to the weapons. Any others?”

      There being no takers, he took a neck knife from between shirt buttons below his tie, a tiny North American Arms .22 magnum revolver from his shirt pocket, a tactical pen from his jacket pocket, a sharpened credit card from his wallet and a fiberglass dagger taped to his calf.

      “This is just what I had with me to illustrate. Think how many more pockets and opportunities I had to hide more weapons. Watch the hands, not the eyes. Watch where they’re going. Look for printing when the person reaches up or bends down. Supermarkets are horrible for people trying to conceal weapons, for that reason. Please pick up the unclassified articles by the door and read them tonight. We will talk about them tomorrow—they show weapons that don’t look like weapons, such as rattail comb knives, lanyards that are garrotes—things like that. We will talk about them tomorrow. You guys take off now and I will see you at 0800 tomorrow!”

      Kate sauntered up to the front table as students were leaving.

      “You mentioned whitewater?”

      “Yes, I have a place about an hour and a half from here right on a whitewater stream. There is a Kevlar We-No-Nah canoe there and an instructor who is a great cook, if you’d like to come down sometime…”

      “What’s a good time?”

      “I am finished here on Friday and heading back. I have to be back to one of the agencies for a meeting on Monday. You doing anything this weekend?”

      “If I could just be sure I would graduate from this class, I probably could find the time for a road trip.”

      “I feel sure you will make it through, although it will be close,” he responded picking up the tease.

      “Do I need directions?”

      “Not if you ride with the whitewater guide.”

      “What should I bring?”

      “Shorts, tee-shirt, although there are plenty there, and a toothbrush.”

      “That’s all?”

      “That’s all.”

      “Is this like…government ethical and all?”

      “I believe so; he is not your boss, nor does he work as an employee for any agency.”

      “Where will I meet this canoe man of mystery?”

      “He will pick you up at your apartment an hour after class. Do you like Mexican?”

      “Yep.”

      “Winchester has some great real Mexican restaurants because of Mexican apple pickers who moved there years ago. We might be hungry after the traffic and long drive.”

      “We might. See you—I mean him then.”
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        * * *

      

      At 6:00 p.m. on Friday, Kate answered her door in an Expose Yourself (to Art) tee and very short tan hiking shorts. MacLachlan gave her a reprise of the superhero grin from the airport. He was wearing similar shorts, though a tad longer and a Deny Everything tee-shirt from the Spy Museum. His tan ball cap had the name of a Keys fishing resort

      “Well…we seem coordinated,” he noted.

      “As long as we don’t start walking the malls in matching sweat suits,” Kate responded.

      “Yeah. That would be a shooting offense.”

      Kate had her gear in a small canvas duffle, known as a “bug-out bag.” MacLachlan nodded approvingly, having an assortment of similar bags himself.

      Since he had arrived earlier and left later than the class, Kate had not seen his Jeep before. She walked around it approvingly.

      “Looks like it could handle a safari, like Monica wants to go on.”

      “So does your Land Rover.”

      “What’s the thing sticking up on the right side like a flat smokestack? Have you converted this thing to steam?”

      “No, it’s a snorkel so I can ford the creek over to my cabin.

      “Sounds pretty private.”

      “I get some off-roaders sometime; I don’t have any problem with four-wheelers for farming and hunting but get a little pissed at people who race through woods at high speeds, acting like fools. They tear up the ground, scare wildlife and aggravate my generally sweet disposition.”

      “Bet that is something to behold…how did you skin your knee? Oh, and elbow?”

      “Coupla rednecks knocked me over with a Big Gulp as I was jogging to get my canoe.”

      “How are they now?”

      “According to the local paper, they got out of the hospital on Tuesday and are incarcerated in the regional jail awaiting trial for illegal weapons.”

      “Hospital?”

      “Hospital.”

      The pair chatted all the way to Winchester and ate at a Mexican restaurant just off I-66.

      They passed over the Shenandoah River of both song and War Between the States fame. MacLachlan spoke of John S. Mosby, the Gray Ghost of the Confederacy. He had ruled over Northern Virginia even when it was technically under Union Control. Though the rebels had suffered a defeat at the battle on and named after his creek, Mosby had taken down a union supply train at nearby Berryville, saving some face for the Virginians.

      There were still several hours of light left when they forded Cedar Creek and followed the Jeep path to MacLachlan’s cabin. The path was more two tracks on the bank beside the creek. On the non-creek side, it was lined with oaks and maples on higher ground. The late spring wind blew the leaves and the woods smelled clean.

      Kate loved the log cabin and its view of a pool in the curve of fast-moving Cedar Creek.

      “I will put things away and get some coffee on. Why don’t you look around?”

      Later, she yelled up to the cabin, “This pool…is it good for swimming?”

      “Perfect. A bit cold this early, but clean sand and clay bottom, no rocks.”

      She left her clothes in a pile and gasped as her toe hit the cold water. Within seconds, she was immersed and squealing. MacLachlan heard her and brought a big beach towel down the hill. She waded out towards him, relishing how much he must be enjoying the view. He placed the towel around her from the back and drew her towards him, shivering. She nestled her face in his chest as he held her in a bear hug.

      He gently raised her chin and kissed her for a long time, before taking her hand and to walk her up the hill. She dragged her clothes from the pile at the water’s edge with the other hand. Things were moving faster than either had planned, but neither cared at the moment.

      MacLachlan, taking nothing for granted, but hoping hard, directed Kate to the small, second bedroom. He gave her a kiss and first shot at the single bathroom. Later, he heard her go into the bedroom, but did not close his door. He brushed his teeth and went to bed.

      Shortly, the hall night light silhouetted a shapely nude form in his doorway. She climbed onto the foot of the bed and began crawling up his body. A small shaft of moonlight reflected on beautiful breasts with wide pink aureoles and hard nipples and a very bad girl smile. Her thick hair splayed over her shoulders. MacLachlan had the quick flash of a beautiful lioness attacking her prey. And he, fortunately, was the prey. She sat up, straddling him and began to undulate slowly up and down, as he moved in rhythm to her. MacLachlan enjoyed watching her as much as feeling her. Their pace hastened and became frenetic as she screamed out in pleasure as they came together. They spoke in words, not sentences, instructing and acknowledging the success of each change, each emphasis, and each move. Finally, they stopped verbal communication and spoke only by small and sometimes large sounds of pleasure. She laid across him, spent, her body glistening with perspiration. Both breathed deeply. It had been like a pleasurable wrestling match between two athletic people. Both won. Later, it was slower and more romantic. Over span the evening, Kate learned things she had never dreamed about; things a decade of marriage had not hinted at. Towards dawn, she went to sleep exhausted, satisfied and with a big smile on her face. This time, it was the happy smile of a very good girl. In the dim light, the tall man looked at the sleeping woman’s lovely face and a bare shoulder where the sheet had slipped away. He was happy, but very pensive, until sleep overcame him, too. It had been an epic night.

      The next morning, Kate awoke naked in tangled bed linens and to the smell of coffee brewing and bacon frying. Usually immediately awake and ready for the day, she was still half asleep as she shuffled towards the kitchen, wearing nothing but a “Got Haggis?” tee shirt she had found in a drawer.

      On the way, she saw a small framed photograph on the wall. It showed a woman in the jungle. She was holding a machete. Had she worn a bra under the dirty, wet white men’s sleeveless undershirt, it would have been a solid D cup. The woman was very pretty, in spite of the smudge of mud on her cheek and appeared to be in her early forties.

      “Must be the botanist,” Kate thought as she straightened a bit and stuck her own chest further out.

      “Humph!”

      She plopped down in a chair and watched the man put generous portions on a plate dramatically festooned with brook, brown and rainbow trout. He filled an FBI mug and handed it to her, then filled a CIA mug for himself.

      “Okay, I guess OPSEC is out the door inside here, huh?” he asked, rhetorically.

      “Ubble-glum,” she responded immediately.

      “I know exactly what you mean.”

      “Do you want to run some water today?”

      She nodded her head but added “only after a shower.”

      “There is one in the bathroom and one outside. Take your pick.”

      “Outside.”

      MacLachlan grinned at her. What was not to like about this one?

      After they finished coffee on the porch, he went in and got her a bath towel.

      “Call if you need help with your back, okay?”

      She did not respond. Ten minutes later, he heard the water go on outside, followed by a loud “Shit!”

      “I put in instant hot water and forgot to tell you…sorry!”

      Almost instantly he heard one word, “back!”

      After a long (which he was beginning to calculate time in a new continuum called “Kate Time”) and thorough assisted back cleansing, he had gotten the canoe out and the gear for the trip. Kate shortly appeared bright-eyed, athletic and looking like Everyman’s dream for the girl next door.

      “Today, I thought we would work on your sea legs and some basics, and then paddle hard against the flow upstream to a rapid. We will take out, portage around the rapid, enter from upstream and have a fast ride back here. How does that sound?”

      “Pretty good. Let’s do it!” she said.

      After learning J-strokes and drawing and eddy-turns, they dug in and powered against the strong flow. Reaching the end of a long rapid, they nosed the We-No-Nah into the shore and portaged around the rapid as planned. MacLachlan took them beyond the beginning of the rapid so he could point out how to read a path and set-up for the run.

      Kate paddled from the bow, calling out which way to pull as the V-s denoting rocks appeared with amazing speed. She laughed with glee as the bow rose and plunged into a standing wave, showering her with cold water. They made it through the rapid and just used the paddles to guide themselves through the fast-moving current for the remaining distance to the cabin. They washed the canoe and put it back on the rack in the lean-to, before both took a dip in the pool created as Cedar Creek curved around a rock outcropping.

      As she floated, she said “I can imagine Indians living here and doing exactly what we are doing, can’t you?”

      MacLachlan nodded and added that he had found a couple of arrow heads on the property but had not researched them yet at the county historical society. After lunch of tomatoes imported all the way from Hanover County near Richmond (or so he described them to his guest) and Gouda slices on grainy, crusty bread, she sat back on the porch and luxuriated.

      “I wonder how the working stiffs live?” she pondered as if she were not one.

      “My real home is a tad larger and is interesting, “MacLachlan offered.

      “What and where?”

      “It’s a Florida cracker-style house on Casey Key, south of Sarasota. It’s on stilts, has wrap around porches and a bright aluminum roof. It sits on three very valuable acres that I could not begin to afford now. Luckily it was just rural land when my grandparents bought it seventy-five years ago. The house is on the bay side, but the property extends across a county road to a private beach on the Gulf of Mexico. I have a chickee hut there, where I smoke my pipe and play my bagpipes, though I have not figured out how to do both at the same time.”

      “Aha! Hence the haggis tee shirt! I used to go to Virginia Scottish Games in Alexandria, then more out this way.”

      “Then you probably saw me compete.”

      “Okay, I have to know about what is worn under a kilt.”

      “You should remember, Lass, from last night, nothing is worn under there—it all is in fine working order!”

      “Guess I walked into that one, huh?”

      “Guess so.”

      “That looks like a metal silhouette target out there on the hill.”

      “It is. Want to practice some?”

      “I do.”

      MacLachlan got out the Glock and a couple of boxes of full metal jacket “hardball” practice ammo. He took the +P loaded magazine out and ejected the chambered round. Loading a second mag with the hardball and taking the box and two earmuffs and both a pair of shooting glasses for Kate and his own penetration-rated tactical sunglasses for himself, walked to within twenty feet of the silhouette.

      “Why so close? We shot at a variety of distances at Quantico and again at Benning. I have to tell you though; I did not like how large the Berettas at Benning were. My finger hardly reached far enough to shoot.”

      MacLachlan nodded and handed her the readied Glock. He noted that FBI statistics suggested that most gunfights were within seven yards, hence his selection of the range line for her to start.

      She assumed a modified Weaver stance and emptied the mag, ringing the metal target each time. Virtually every shot was in the kill zone.

      “Really good, Kate! Now try a fast-controlled pair to the chest followed by a fast single to the head. It’s called a failure or Mozambique.” Once she had mastered that, which only took two magazines, he repeatedly loaded three shots in several magazines and had her fire two to the chest, one to the head, do a combat reload and repeat. By the time the box was empty, she had the hang of it. MacLachlan was interested to observe how excited the shooting made her. This one was a book with many chapters, each more fascinating than the previous.

      “Okay, Mr. Instructor. You shoot now.”

      He walked back to the house and reappeared wearing a leather Galco holster and carrying a smaller metal silhouette, which he placed further up on the rise. He loaded two mags fully and charged and holstered the gun. He turned towards her and smiled, back to the target.

      “Say when.”

      “When!”

      He whirled, drawing and firing the Glock fifteen times, dropped the mag, inserted a new one and closed the slide. He tossed the gun over to his left, or weak, hand and emptied the fresh mag. With each shot, start to finish, the metal rang from the sound of a hit.

      “Holy crap, Mack. That’s scary.”

      “No, that’s how I stay alive. This isn’t just a sport with me; it’s a survival and job skill.”

      She just stared at him with her large eyes, full of something he could not fathom, but just knew he liked…a lot.

      “Damn, Kate. If you were a snook, I’d keep you.”

      “What’s a snook?”

      “Just the greatest game fish that patrols the flats, and the tastiest, when they’re are both in season and the right length.”

      “What if I were not a snook?”

      “You are a keeper by any measure.”

      “My recent ex-husband did not think so.”

      “I cannot fathom why, but that’s past history.”

      “We are making our own history pretty fast here. It is wonderful, but a whirlwind. It scares me.”

      “I know. Let’s think about this like running a new stream, enjoy the ride, look forward to what’s around the next bend and know that there is always the chance of dumping over. But, remembering, the ride is what it is all about.”

      “I guess I can do that,” and she smiled with a smile that would have melted away anyone’s concerns.

      “All right, Social Director, what’s on for tomorrow?” she asked.

      “You don’t have to have anything on. As a matter of fact, that’s when you are the most beautiful.”

      “You mean I paid a thousand dollars for some high heels for nothing?”

      “I am quite sure they would look good—with nothing!” MacLachlan said.

      “To answer your question, we could go down south of Front Royal and get on the beautiful Shenandoah. Though I grew up in Texas and partially in Florida, that is the first whitewater I ever ran, and I still love it. There is a nice little rapid there called Compton’s Rapid. Should be a solid class II, maybe a weak class III this time of year.”

      “Do you think I am up to that skill level?”

      “No, I don’t think so, I am damn sure of it!”

      “Okay, cowboy. Hmm…Texas…were you ever a cowboy?”

      “Kind of. A long time ago.” She thought that might be a conversation for pillow talk some night.

      That Sunday, they car-topped—or as she said “Bat Jeep-topped” the canoe to an outfitter south of Front Royal and had it transported to the put-in point. Compton’s Rapid was a strong Class II with the current flow. They stopped above the rapid and planned a route. Digging in with the paddles, they headed in. Kate saw a rock pop up in front of them.

      “Rock ahead!” She dug the paddle in on the right side of the canoe. She could feel MacLachlan drawing the stern to the left. They slid over the side of the rock, tilting but not upsetting.

      Kate loved it, though it was slightly frightening. She felt the same warm tingle start at her throat and head south deliciously that she experienced with the tactical shooting. She clearly loved a little bit of danger and found it very arousing.
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      Various Locales In Northern Virginia And D.C.

      

      Without too much salesmanship, MacLachlan talked Kate into spending Sunday night at the cabin and getting up early to be dropped off at her apartment, dress and go to the ODNI building nearby. Neither regretted the decision; MacLachlan promised to call her later in the week.

      She was immediately ambushed by her three Cadre friends and beset with questions about the weekend. She spoke of the shooting, the whitewater and great food and, much to their chagrin, left any other more torrid details to their imagination.

      Around 10 ,00 A.M., section chief Will Grafton walked into her cubicle and sat down, balancing a cup of coffee.

      “What’s up, Kate? You getting settled in okay?”

      “Yes, sir. Just fine.”

      “Up for a little road trip to D.C.?” he asked.

      “Sure, what’s going on?”

      “There is a pretty interesting secure video teleconference at National Central Bureau offices over on E Street a few blocks behind the Hoover Building.”

      “Interpol? Have they requested our assistance?”

      “Yes; they saw your resume and are interested in the fact you have a doctorate in art and are fluent in Czech—both the language and the country. Seems there is an art theft ring that is somehow funding terrorism and a French Interpol agent may have a confidential human source that can blow the operation wide open.”

      “Art, terrorism, Czech Republic...” Kate thought it could not get any better than that.

      “I’m in!” She responded with enthusiasm.

      “Thought you would be…the SVTC is later today, around 3:30. We can either take my car or take the shuttle to the Metro, cross the river and get off at Archives Station and walk a few blocks. Might be a lot easier than late afternoon D.C. traffic…”

      “Let’s do that.”

      Later that day, the pair exited the Metro station and walked several blocks to a building that had Justice offices within. Using their blue Intelligence Community badges, they gained entry and were shown to a conference room.

      There were two people there; the foursome would be the sole U.S. participants.

      “Bob Massey, National Central Bureau—or Interpol.” The forty something man stuck out his hand in greeting.

      “Paul Brown, FBI,” offered the second man, also extending a handshake. He was wiry, and wore the dark suit, white shirt, maroon tie and black cap-toe oxfords that Kate had grown to recognize as the FBI headquarters agent uniform.

      Massey began.

      “We have known for some time that terrorist interests have been behind some of the so-called looting that has followed the downfall of various Middle Eastern regimes. We think it started in 1979 when the Shah of Iran fell. The Ayatollah Khomeini recognized the value of the Shah’s paintings, statues, and antiquities—much of which were national treasure. He had those moved to his own palaces. So, a group of Revolutionary Guards was detailed to accumulate this wealth, warehouse it, and develop black market distribution networks to turn it into cash.

      “The cash would be used to fund Hezbollah—at least initially—and subsequently other terrorist projects. It became a money pit, and it did not matter what sect of Islam, Sunni, Shi’a, or other that the actors represented.

      “It was the one area where they profited from cooperation and did not try to kill each other.”

      Agent Brown picked up the summary.

      “We even suspect that Mohammad Atta even tried to sell antiquities to fund his portion of the 9/11 attacks and various tribal leaders in Afghanistan have traded antiquities for drugs they turned to cash for the Taliban. So, there are some splinters off the Iranian-based operation, but the one in Iran is the one that is the main provider of art and antiquity theft funding to terrorism.”

      “Who is going to be on the SVTC?” Kate asked.

      “Interpol art team members, including Jacques Hassan, a French Algerian agent who seems to have a confidential human source that could be the pipeline into the Iranian operation. We are not sure who else, since this was set up by the Interpol Stolen Works of Art Department and is coming out of its headquarters in Lyon. I suspect folks from Scotland Yard’s Art & Antiquities Unit, the Italian Carabinieri’s Division of Cultural Heritage, and maybe Spanish, French and German units, we just won’t know until it starts—and, maybe not even then. I don’t believe that the Czech Republic has a dedicated arts unit, but since they play into this, probably a representative from their Bureau of Criminal Police and Investigation Service and someone from the 30-member Czech NCB office.”

      “All of the country Interpol offices are called National Central Bureau or NCB,” Grafton reminded Kate.

      “Okay, it is time to log on,” said Bob Massey. Shortly a conference room, supposedly in Lyon, France appeared. There were several men present, all wearing suits and open collared dress shirts.

      “Hello. For those of you who do not know me, I am Ray Foucault, Deputy Director of the Stolen Works of Art Department. We will conduct the conference today in English, primarily for our American friends.”

      Grafton bumped his knee under the table against Kate’s.

      “Pompous asshole...” he mouthed quietly as he pretended to cover a cough with his hand.

      “Agent Jacques Hassan is on my right. He will carry most of the meeting, as he is the assigned case agent. My assistant is on the other side to take notes. We will now do a roll-call to memorialize our attendees.”

      As Foucault called out a country, that country’s representatives appeared on a smaller screen inset into the wide screen. Great Britain, France, Germany, the Czech Republic and Portugal were represented. Kate feverishly tried to write the names of each member as they fired them off.

      Hassan, a darkly handsome man of small statue began.

      “Good day, as the Deputy Director said, I am Jacques Hassan. I operate out of Lyon but am involved all over Europe in art and antiquity trafficking. As many of you know, Interpol believes that art theft, behind drugs, human trafficking, and money laundering, may be the fourth largest money crime in the world.”

      “Yet, it leaves no paper trail and, usually, a weak money trail. Why is this? One, it is run—or at least our suspected Iran operation is—very professionally and with the utmost security. Two, the buyers are usually either rich collectors who know how to keep their mouths shut and how to pay quietly, or they are museums that do not want to question the provenance of an acquisition that they want. As always in crime, greed supersedes all.

      “There has been some activity in the Czech Republic that we think will move stolen art to the Iranian operation, wherever it is. We know it is not in Iran but believe it to be either in Europe or perhaps Hong Kong. I would like my friend from the Czech POLIS to share what he suspects now.”

      “I am Pankrac Dusek. I have investigated a series of robberies of valuable icons from Orthodox Churches throughout the Republic over the last month. They have not shown up in the usual—how you say? — “fence” operations. I do not think they have left the Republic yet. Hassan and I have put a great deal of pressure on a Romany who often couriers stolen objects out of the region. He looks at thirty years in prison if he does not help us, so he is trying to get the courier job now. It is arranged for him to meet Hassan on a cruise boat where he does a show when it is docked not far from Budapest. But my friend Jacques does not speak Czech or Hungarian.”

      “And that, Mlle. Mahris is where you come in,” Foucault commented.

      “When is this rendezvous?” Kate asked.

      “On Tuesday, four days from now,” he responded.

      Will Grafton glanced at Kate, who nodded affirmatively.

      “When and where do you want her?” Grafton asked.

      Jacques Hassan responded that she should be in Budapest for briefing and cover by Sunday afternoon and that he would email the exact location.

      They exchanged email addresses and Foucault continued, “Once we get the Romany inside, we can track the shipment to wherever it is going and put that location under strict surveillance until we have sufficient evidence to raid it and shut the operation down for good. Thank you all, and Bon voyage Mlle. Mahris.”

      The screen went dark.

      “Well, that’s a start,” Massey commented.

      “We will process the paperwork necessary to transfer Kate to a temporary duty status at the NCB.”

      “I have a question,” Kate said.

      “Why isn’t the FBI all over this?”

      Brown responded, “We will be watching closely. While the Counterterrorism Division and FINCEN will be observing, our art theft agents operate under Title 18, Section 608 of the U.S. Code on theft of major artwork. But this artwork was not stolen in the U.S. or from U.S. interests. I will give you contact numbers for both our Legal Attaché agents in Hungary and the Czech Republic, as well as the State Department regional security officers or RSOs in case you need backup, but this looks pretty tame to me.”

      “Will I just meet with Hassan and the CHS on the riverboat and leave, or go somewhere else?” she said, asking about the confidential human source.

      “Don’t know. That’s up to Hassan and the circumstances.”

      “We will get her TDY’d over to NCB and get some tickets. As part of the Cadre program, she already has a maroon official passport. I take it she will not be travelling undercover?” Will Grafton asked.

      “She may adopt a temporary cover once she pairs up with Hassan, but for travel to and fro, she can be herself. With all the biometrics now at immigration points, it’s a lot simpler.”

      They all shook hands and the two from ODNI walked back to the Metro, this time in crowds of federal employees fleeing DC for the suburban environs in which they lived.

      Back at the ODNI headquarters, it was still light. Kate had thoughtfully parked the Discovery at the end of the parking lot in anticipation of a later dress-down and power walk. She logged on and checked emails. On the unclassified side, she read one from MacLachlan, who said he was off for parts undisclosed for a few weeks and would call her as soon as he returned. She knew he would.

      Kate logged off and walked to the parking lot. Most of her coworkers had left, so she did a practice counter surveillance scan, opened the door and stripped. She fantasized about doing her power walk in just running shoes but dismissed the thought as a career ender. But she was halfway tempted. Kate put on the sports bra and shorts and walked as briskly as she could for forty minutes. Upon returning to the Land Rover, she decided to put on regular shorts and a top over the sports bra to avoid getting her business clothes sweaty.

      She headed home, stopping on the way for a quick taco salad. The next adventure had just begun.
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      Cedar Creek, Virginia And Points East

      

      MacLachlan was at the cabin alone which was something he had always enjoyed. Now, the place seemed empty. He was easing into retirement by taking quick missions and teaching jobs for the IC and selected corporate and private entities. Now, there was this person about whom he spent an inordinate amount of time thinking…and smiling. And, she was on track to work fifty hours a week and perhaps be in harm’s way, for the next twenty years. Maybe a twice a month, few weeks a year relationship would be okay. Maybe not. He was conflicted as he put protectant on the hull of the Kevlar canoe. The iPhone rang. No caller ID. His usual type call.

      “Hello?”

      “Mack, it’s Henry.” MacLachlan knew who it was and where he worked, and that “Henry” was just a convenient one-time name for having to use a non-secure phone.

      “Hi, Henry. What’s going on?”

      “Without going into details, a person needs to have his daughter safely and securely moved a couple of hundred miles. When we got wind of it, we recommended you as being trustworthy and competent. We lied, of course!” Henry joked.

      “With your massive assets and budget, you can’t help?” MacLachlan asked.

      “No. Out of our swim lane. You still got that mailbox at the post office in Strasburg?”

      “I do.”

      “Watch for an envelope there no later than day after tomorrow. I think you will be interested. He asked how much you would charge, and I said probably $30k plus expenses for three days. Should more than compensate for the closeness, but it’s kinda got a little potential combat pay figured in.”

      “I know you cannot go into more detail here. I will wait for the envelope. Either way, thanks for thinking of me.”

      “Didn’t think of anyone else when this came up.”

      “Henry” who was a senior DEA agent, rang off. MacLachlan knew the assignment was probably Mexico or Central America. His friend’s specialty was intelligence on the cartels, such as the Zetas. He would check the post office box tomorrow and again the next day.

      The envelope arrived the following day. Much as MacLachlan thought, it was to move a wealthy retired Mexican politician’s daughter across the border to college in the Texas. The trip was several hundred miles and several of the man’s bodyguards would accompany them as far as the Rio Grande and the point of entry.

      MacLachlan called the man, knowing he had to be careful about giving too much away on the call.  He knew the line was likely to be tapped by one or more cartels.

      “Senior Guzman. My name is Smith. A mutual friend, Henry, said you may have work in my area of specialization. Perhaps we could meet at your home on Saturday, does that fit into your schedule?”

      “Yes, Mr. Smith, it fits quite nicely. I take it this is a tentative acceptance?”

      “It is. If, for some reason, I do not take the job, there will be no cost to you related to the meeting and I can perhaps recommend several others who would be appropriate to assist you.”

      “Very good. Call this number when you arrive at the airport. I will have a car there by noon on Saturday. If you arrive earlier, you could eat or walk around our beautiful new airport, call, and check periodically for a large man holding a sign with “Sr. Smith” on it.”

      “I will see you on Saturday.”

      MacLachlan knew that Mexico had very restrictive laws about Americans bringing firearms in country, but that Guzman probably had a virtual armory. He called a friend at Customs & Border Protection and advised that he would be returning from Mexico and would be reentering the country by car at the Brownsville/Matamoros border crossing. He stated that he would have his late teens “niece” from Mexico with him en route to college in Austin. The CBP agent assured his old friend that he would facilitate the reentry and gave him a name and contact number to call just before entering the point of entry.

      MacLachlan then called another friend, this one a retired Marine gunnery sergeant who lived in Harlingen, Texas. His name was Hiram Bentson, but everyone close to him just called him “Gunny.”

      “Gunny! It’s Mack.”

      “Hey, you damn old Gyrene, how’s it hanging?”

      “It’s too active to ever hang, Gunny.”

      “Yeah, yeah, tell it to the Navy or somebody else who might believe that!”

      “Want some quick money, totally legal and maybe a little dangerous?”

      “Sounds like my kinda gig…”

      “I will confirm on Saturday afternoon by a coded email, but it’s to meet me on the U.S. side of the Brownsville/Matamoros POE and ride with a VIP teenager about 350 miles or so up to Austin. You should rent a big SUV and bring a lot of firepower and ammo for both of us. If you can, grab a Kevlar vest in medium for the girl. One for you, too.

      “All sounds easy…is there any more? Like who does not want her to get to college?”

      “Her dad is a former politician who has been an archenemy of the Zetas, among others. And, there is one more thing. Fly or drive to Austin and do as much of an advance job as possible, you know, a cartel-oriented threat assessment. Check for hard guys hanging around the entry points, parked on campus, as much as you can do without being a cop or fed. If you spot somebody, email me at the usual address and let me know. We will still do the job but will take the… obstacles…into account.”

      “I was thinking ten grand plus reasonable expenses would be fair. What do you say?” MacLachlan continued.

      “Assuming I don’t get killed, it would be very fair.”

      “Let me sweeten it. A five hundred-thousand-dollar life insurance policy for the month. Just email me who the beneficiary should be. Knowing you, it would likely prompt the early retirement of some 20-year old Texas hooker.”

      “Deal! And, you are probably right on the beneficiary. But I do have a nephew who is a pretty good kid. Only an E-4, but he has potential.”

      “Send me his particulars and email me Saturday with your findings from the University and the description of the SUV.”

      “Mack, what’s the worst kill zone?”

      “I don’t know yet. Certainly, the couple hundred-mile run in Mexico. I thought about a small plane but dismissed it. They would expect it and it would be too easy to bring down or sabotage. I suspect that a shoulder-fired rocket on their part is not out of the possibilities. Certainly, the crossing would be dangerous. There will be gridlock and we would be unarmed for almost a mile between when the bodyguards stop, and you start. I will have a bodyguard drive the car over and come into the U.S. long enough for the transfer, but he will have to be unarmed.”

      “Can’t this politician pull some strings?” Gunny asked.

      “It would raise too big a red flag,” MacLachlan said.

      “How do the bad guys know Missy is going to college this weekend?”

      “He has electronic surveillance on his house and phones. He knows he is being monitored and probably knows his mail—like the college acceptance letter—is also being checked by moles in the local post office or on his servant staff.”

      “Sucky way to live, huh?” Gunny asked rhetorically.

      “Yeah. He just retired but was a major thorn in the side of the cartels for years. A number of his cops were found beheaded. I will look forward to getting your emails and seeing your ugly damn face on Sunday.” MacLachlan rang off.

      MacLachlan’s next call was to the ODNI, where he direct-dialed Kate.

      “Hi, Sunshine!” MacLachlan began.

      “Is this my instructor in all things?”

      “Yes, particularly certain things we cannot discuss on a monitored line.”

      “Oh, go ahead. Talk dirty to me,” she said.

      “As tempting as that is, I have to go out of town this weekend and wondered if you would like to meet for dinner at your favorite country French restaurant in Northern Virginia tomorrow? I am not out to dazzle you with tuxedo-clad sommeliers, just to have a good meal we both like.”

      “Oui, Monsieur! I am already slightly dazzled anyway. What time?” Kate asked.

      “Only slightly? You name the time, based on how long it will take you to get there.”

      “For you, 1800 hours. What would you like me to wear?” queried the redhead.

      “As little as possible.”

      “I will be leaving from work,” she said.

      “You could change in the Discovery,” MacLachlan suggested.

      “Humph! See you at 6:00!”

      She hung up wondering if this was a second totally random shot about her parking lot escapades. Or, did he know something? How could he? Maybe if he was the southern gentleman he claimed to be and held her door when she was leaving, she would make it worth his while and also invite him home for the evening. It would be interesting to see how he handled uncomfortable chairs. She already knew how he handled comfortable beds, sofas, rugs and…oh, well.

      The next evening, Kate did not change beside the Land Rover, tempting though it was. Instead, she wore a short skirt and blouse to work and some high heels, sexy ones, but they did not cost the price of an okay used car. She elected to go very frilly underneath the blouse. As to beneath the skirt, well, let that be a good boy’s reward. Or, better yet, a bad boy’s.

      MacLachlan arrived at the restaurant at five—one hour early—to do his SDRs. He circled the parking lot, only about half filled at this hour, in the Bat Jeep. He had already squared blocks, done two U-turns (after one of which he had parked facing the way he had come). So, far, everything looked clear. He thought briefly if he would have to do this the rest of his life, then shrugged to himself. Of course, he would. He envisioned wheeling a chair around a rest home for old spooks, doing SDRs in the corridors and decided that would not be his fate thirty-five years from now.

      He backed into a front corner space and watched from the blackened windows until Kate arrived. She backed in and he was immediately there to open her door, albeit with a free strong hand near the Glock 19. She got out slowly and in a very unladylike fashion. He looked her in the eyes, and they were exuding mischievousness. This one was one great surprise after another. And, with a genius level IQ.

      They ate simply, allowed a foray into the pastry selection and finished with several cups of rich, French roast coffee.

      “Long drive back to Cedar Creek, Mack.” Kate began. “Why not follow me home and stay over? You are not one of those ‘wham bam, thank you ma’am, not gonna wake up in your place’ guys are you?”

      “Not with you.”

      “Right answer, though it begs the question, have you been that way with others?”

      “What others?”

      “Bingo! Another right answer! Follow; I will drive slowly for you.”

      “Don’t forget to do a few counter surveillance tricks, okay? I will try to keep up.”

      He opened the door to the Land Rover Discovery for her and she very slowly eased in.

      MacLachlan later commented favorably (but lying with an ease honed from years as a spy) about the uncomfortable chairs. He even sat in one for a while. He did have to admit she made a pretty good cup of coffee. They fell asleep after midnight, sweating and exhausted in the apartment, though the air conditioner was turned down to 70 degrees.

      After a water-saving shower the next morning, they had more coffee, kissed and headed in opposite directions, agreeing to try to rendezvous after he returned from Mexico and Texas, yet before she left for Europe. They had exchanged broad geographical itineraries, but nothing more about their assignments.

      MacLachlan closed his cabin and headed to the storage facility. There, he packed a thin, wear-under-a-suit bullet resistant vest, a fighting knife with fixed blade, and a couple of sets of utilities to wear on the transport. To avoid TSA questions, he packed these items in a duffle he would check and carried toiletries, a Garmin GPS, iPad and iPhone with built in Wi-Fi hot spot, and a bag of appropriate chargers in his carry-on. He slipped a true-name passport in his pocket, along with a thousand dollars. He called a taxi to meet him at the nearby coffee shop in 30 minutes and began the walk.
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      Mexico, Texas And Oklahoma

      

      MacLachlan checked his duffle and headed to the gate. An hour later, he boarded the plane for a two-leg trip to Mexico. Arriving in-country two hours early, as he had planned, he watched for persons conducting surveillance.

      He picked out two and wrote them off as Mexican feds. As he walked around the airport, he missed two Zetas watchers. Both had been well-trained in previous government careers and were literally the best money could buy.

      At the agreed upon time, he went to baggage claim and spotted two very tough looking men in suits; one carried a sign that read “Sr. Smith”. He introduced himself and began an hour ride to Galeana, in the State of Nuevo Leon, the location of his client’s ranchero. Like him, the two were career warriors— “hard men”—in the vernacular. One had been Mexican Special Forces; the other had served on the President’s protective detail. They clearly could wear suits without looking like cops out of uniform yet handle themselves well.

      MacLachlan sat in the back of a hardened Toyota Land Cruiser as it sped at eighty miles per hour along a paved highway, then a gravel two-lane road. Neither man spoke much after the initial sharing of bonifides—MacLachlan had not expected that they would. He did learn that the “shotgun” rider, armed with an M-4, had been a senior enough federal security official who, after duty on the Mexican President’s protective detail, had been to the FBI’s National Academy in Quantico. Both men were fluent in English; MacLachlan did not use his fluent Spanish. Why give away too much?

      They passed through a guard gate without having spotted any surveillance. The cartel plane had stayed at a high altitude once the Toyota had been identified leaving the airport complex by the two watchers there.

      Retired Judge Rolando Guzman greeted them at the front door. The two men shook hands and went into the Judge’s lavish office, where they shared a cool drink and talked.

      “I take it that your name really is not Smith,” the Judge began.

      MacLachlan smiled and did not nod either assent or dissent.

      “There is a slight change in plans…my daughter’s acceptance to the University of Texas is real, but she is not going to college there as the cartels think. She was accepted at the University of Oklahoma under an assumed name which she will use for some time, maybe the rest of her life. The registrar is aware that the grades they received earned by Amelia Guzman and the student that they accepted named Marina Montoya are one and the same.”

      “I know that the trip will be many miles longer, so your stipend will be doubled, if that is acceptable to you? How will it be paid?”

      “It is most acceptable Your Honor; please wire it to this account number, when your daughter safely contacts you from Oklahoma.” MacLachlan gave him a slip of paper with a series of numbers to an account in the Isle of Mann. He asked a number of questions about past cartel—particularly Zeta—actions against the Judge and how much capability they had to detect communications, travel and identities. The Mexican’s responses suggested that, due to literally billions of dollars in drug profits, he would be dealing with adversaries as well-funded, well-trained and capable as any he may have ever faced. MacLachlan knew the man was correct.

      “When would you like to leave?”

      “After daylight in the morning, sir. I believe that darkness will be a greater help to the enemy than to us. While daylight will not prevent an attack on our little convoy, it will make it easier for us to see it coming. I had to come here unarmed; what equipment can you provide?”

      The retired Judge smiled and led MacLachlan to an armory.

      “My men—and, you will have the two you have met and three others in the lead and chase vehicles—will wear vests and Colt .38 Supers on the 1911 pattern. There will be M-4 carbines and shotguns in each vehicle. Yours is somewhat armored; the two others are not.”

      MacLachlan also chose a .38 Super Colt 1911. He not only was familiar with 1911’s, he knew people like legendary Texas Ranger Frank Hamer, who tracked down Bonnie and Clyde, had carried one in .38 Super caliber extensively due to its ability to penetrate well. Plus, having the ability to exchange magazines in a firefight had merit. He selected a Galco holster and took two boxes of fifty rounds and four extra magazines. He also selected a Remington 700 hunting rifle with a Leupold 3x9 power scope. Picking up five boxes of .308 rounds, he asked where he could sight it in. He was shown a canyon and paced off 100 yards before setting up a makeshift target. He suspected any firefight would come under the category of close quarter battle or CQB, so he dialed the telescopic sight down to 3 power magnification and fired five rounds to warm up the barrel. MacLachlan then sighted the gun in for 100 yards. He then moved the target halfway back to see where it would print at 50 yards. He policed his brass and stuck the remaining four boxes of 20 rounds each in his pocket.

      MacLachlan met with the five men who were going to accompany him. The retired judge sat in. Already knowing the background of two of the men, he quickly found that the remaining three had local police backgrounds…lots of violent experience but without much tactical training. He also found that the three vehicles were a Suburban with light armor—Kevlar panels in the doors only, and some ballistic film on the windows, which still went up and down—and two Diesel F-250 Ford pickups.

      The three local security officers spoke broken English and MacLachlan did not want any margin for error, so he surprised them by switching his op plan presentation to pure Castilian.

      The men spread out a map of the State of Nuevo Leon. The pointed to the rancho near Galeana and outlined the fairly direct route, northeast to Linares, south on Mexico 85 to Nueva de Padilla, then north ultimately to Matamoros, where the point of entry, or POE, to the U.S. was located.

      “Are there any obvious kill zones that worry you?” MacLachlan asked the two senior operators. They looked at their employer, who gave an almost imperceptible nod, and then the former protective detail guy spoke.

      “Our adversaries do not worry about collateral damage or police interruption, so anywhere along the route is possible. The first twenty-five kilometers from the ranch are through some rough country with small hills that would be good ambush points. I would expect them to try ramming, roadblocks—things like that before we ever get to Linares.” The man, whose first name was Carlos, was a stocky fit man with pock-marked cheeks and flecks of gray beginning to show in his heavy black hair. He wore a brush mustache, clipped to military specifications. The other man, Paulo, was very similar in appearance, though thinner and without the childhood acne. Both appeared to be men MacLachlan was glad to have on his side.

      “I know you have varying experience from light to very high at protecting people, so I am going to present my plan in straight forward terms, risking insulting the experience of our experts.”

      “I want our Special Forces operator, Paulo, with me in the middle car, which will be the armored Suburban. One former police officer will be in the lead, or blocker, truck. Use the one with the brush bar on front. The remaining two men will be in the chase vehicle. They will be the “cover” of our plan to “cover and evacuate.” We will stay in constant radio communications in Spanish, with me directing the actions. If I am taken out, Carlos will take over, using his executive protection experience to lead.”

      The most experienced operator, Carlos, looked puzzled at not having a “ride” assigned.

      “With the Judge’s concurrence, I would like Carlos to precede us undercover by at least ten minutes in an old, but dependable vehicle that does not look like it is part of this or any other motorcade. His job will be to watch for and radio back threats and choke points—places where you have to slow down and become a better target. He will be our advance team and distant eyes”

      The Judge nodded affirmatively. Carlos added, “I can use the farm truck. It looks like shit but has a 350 engine that runs well. It will be the perfect undercover advance vehicle.”

      “The blocker will be our near-term eyes and will watch for threats ahead and possibly plow through them. Remember, if vehicles are parked engine-to-engine, hit them from the rear. If a big truck, go around or back up. Just get off the ‘X’. Call signs for us will be, Farmer for Carlos, Uno for blocker truck, Padre for Paulo and me, and Dos for the chase truck. Everybody got that?”

      That night, at a characteristically late dinner, he met the Judge’s wife, grown son, youngest daughter and Amelia, his ward for the next several days. He had apprised the Judge about Gunny and the pass-off just beyond the entry.

      Amelia was an attractive young woman of eighteen years. Like the Judge, she was tall and had a regal bearing. Also like him, she would likely fight extra pounds for the rest of her life. Right now, she was winning the battle, but only modestly. Her personality was engaging, yet quiet; when addressed, she lit up the room with her smile. Until then, she remained restrained. She did not at all appear to be the spoiled rich kid that MacLachlan had feared. Had she been such, it would not have been a deal breaker. Professional executive protection operators did not have to like their protectees. Just ask the U.S. Secret Service. Over the years, he had protected despicable terrorists, while escorting them to black site prisons that did not appear on any map…but, many had been against less funded and trained foes than the Mexican cartels.

      Following coffee, brandy and Cuban cigars, MacLachlan turned in. He did not have to set an alarm; he woke up at 5:30 every morning. He did calisthenics, noting that his long-term regimen became harder and slower each year…but then again, it had started off pretty darn strenuous even for young Marine years ago…

      Before going to sleep, he laid out his travel outfit, black tropical weight cargo pants and matching shirt and steel-toed black low-quarter combat boots. He had a black baseball cap, but as an attention diverter, it had an embroidered Mickey Mouse on it, instead of the Under Armour insignia, muted American flag or other more tactical-appearing icon. He hoped as someone was aiming at him, the sight of the cartoon character might give them enough surprised pause to kill the shooter. MacLachlan next field stripped the automatic pistol, oiled it and checked it for function. He loaded all the magazines and placed them in pockets of the Kevlar insert carrier vest, also black. He clipped a Seal Pup fighting knife upside down on the front of the vest. He dared a suggestive late-night text to Kate and was rewarded with a picture text that he hated to delete. But, in the interest of her safety if he went down, he did delete it.

      Before daylight the next day, he met for a final run-through with Judge Guzman, Carlos and Paulo. They had had the other three do a mile-out perimeter sweep of the rancho at 0300. It was clear. They had returned to catch an hour or two of sleep and then get geared up.

      Amelia came out of the rancho with her brother and at least six Louis Vuitton bags.

      MacLachlan motioned the Judge aside and asked if he could have them held for subsequent delivery to a dead drop address he would have Gunny (an “associate”) set up once back in the U.S. Guzman agreed.

      “Amelia, you need to leave these for later delivery and carry one small bag you can run with,” MacLachlan ordered, already formulating a change in plans that he would not share until the last minute.

      Carlos was right, the old Chevy truck did look like shit. As a matter of fact, it had that very horse excrement in the bed. But the engine sounded robust. MacLachlan shook hands with the operator and waved him on.

      In the next ten minutes, there was an understandable amount of hugging, kissing, and crying, then MacLachlan ushered the young woman into the rear seat of the Suburban. He shook hands with Judge Guzman and said, “Your Honor, I will guard your daughter with my life and expect to deliver her safely to the University of Oklahoma no later than two days from now. I will send you vague, but understandable text messages from a variety of clean phones along the way to let you know our progress and situation.”

      To the blocker and chase truck drivers, “Drive as fast as you can, considering that these heavy duty pickups are not sports cars. And, be sure to stay close, but still able to not hit us from behind if we slam on brakes—we will offer the same courtesy to the blocker truck.”

      They left, tires spinning in the loose gravel as a teary-eyed Guzman family watched. High above, and unseen, a cartel Cessna watched also.

      “Radio check, this is Padre. Farmer, do you copy?”

      “Si.”

      “Uno?”

      “Si.”

      “Dos?”

      “Si.”

      “Okay, let’s move out fast. Radio silence until someone has something to report!”

      The trucks quickly accelerated up to around eighty miles an hour, slowing for curves in the gravel secondary road.

      The unseen Cessna above radioed instructions.

      Carlos drove the old truck fast, keeping an eye out and maintaining a ten-minute head start on the other three vehicles. An hour into the trip, fifty sheep blocked the road ahead, shepherded by an old man with a straw sombrero. There was a pile of rocks on the left, so he veered around on the right to pass the animals without slowing down. As planned, the old man pushed a key on a cell phone and a hidden IED exploded as the truck passed by. The Chevrolet reared up on its left two wheels and rolled twice.

      Carlos, dazed and bloodied crawled out, dragging the M-4 carbine with him. A dozen armed men materialized from the foxholes in the soft sand that had hidden them. They opened fire. Carlos was fast and professional and fired the semi-automatic rifle as fast as he could pull the trigger. Five men fell before the first, second and third rounds hit him. He fell, the radio silent on his belt.

      The blocker truck approached the wreck and radioed the driver’s observations back to MacLachlan.

      As they closed the distance rapidly, they could see six or seven armed men barricaded behind the upside-down farm truck. They and MacLachlan knew that Carlos must be dead.

      “Swerve to make a harder target, then hit the upside-down truck in the last several feet of the rear to spin it around onto the men behind it! Dos, pull ahead and stop. Provide heavy covering fire to hold their heads down until Uno can hit them!”

      The second F-250 pulled alongside the first and spun to a stop, broadside. Through its open passenger window, the shotgun rider opened up with his M-4, laying down a withering rain of fire, changing his 30-round magazine once, and continuing to pull the trigger as fast as he could. The driver did the same over the truck’s roof. As the blocker truck entered their field of fire, they ceased. The men behind the truck popped heads and guns up in time to feel the big pickup slam into the rear of their barricade and crash it into them.

      “Good job, Uno! Now, go!” MacLachlan ordered. The diesel roared and the truck careened down the road.

      Paulo expertly steered the Suburban in a wide path around the carnage. The blocker F-250 took a route that scattered sheep, but stayed out of MacLachlan’s range of fire, allowing him to work the scope and bolt on the hunting rifle at the men laying, leaning or crouching at the upturned farm truck. He dropped four with headshots, spraying a pink haze, as the heavy rounds exploded their skulls. As he fired the kill shots, he wondered if his adversaries were armed with rifles from USDOJ’s ill-conceived “Fast & Furious” program. He did not have time to ponder the question but promised himself to be furious about the possibility when time allowed.

      MacLachlan put the rifle down and pushed Amelia in the floor of the back seat as they neared the kill zone. He covered her with his body. From his vantage point just below the window, he saw Carlos’ body.

      Without reloading the carbine, the ex-policeman in the blocker vehicle’s passenger seat drew and emptied his pistol at the wreck, hitting several wounded and several previously unhurt cartel thugs, screaming invectives all the while. He then crossed himself and slammed fresh rifle and pistol magazines home as the truck gathered speed and caught up with the Suburban and lead F-250.

      “Padre, this is Uno. Do you want me to contact the police?”

      “Negative, Uno. Let’s hold off until we complete the mission. There is nothing we can do for our friend, and we don’t care about the others. Too many questions and delays if police get involved. We may let the Boss handle that end later.”

      Amelia got back on the seat, her cheeks tear stained. She had seen violence before and had ridden in fast motorcades virtually all her life. But Carlos had been a family protector. And, now he had died bravely to keep her safe. She burst into tears. MacLachlan, without experience with crying women, had patted her on the shoulder. She buried her face in his vest and sobbed. He hugged her, all the while scanning for more threats as the truck sped towards the next intersection…the next kill zone.

      The three trucks turned south onto Mexico 85 and picked up speed on the better road. They hogged the passing lane and ran consistently at between 80 and 90 miles per hour until the outskirts of Nueva Villa de Padilla. They turned north towards San Fernando and sped in the direction of the Port of Entry, or POE, at Matamoros. No snipers slowed their pace, but high above, the Cessna kept a close watch.

      At the Mexican side of the POE, MacLachlan sprang his surprise on the group. Instead of driving through with one, unarmed driver, he outlined a plan whereby one former police officer would guard all of the vehicles at a point before any screening, so he could deploy weapons if necessary. The other four, with handguns, would provide a human shield around Amelia all the way to screening, and then peel off so their weapons would not be detected. They would return to the trucks and the rancho.

      MacLachlan would take Amelia through Immigration—hopefully sped up by his prior arrangement—and meet Gunny just on the other side. Gunny would be armed and would hand a McDonald’s bag with a handgun in it to MacLachlan as soon as they were clear of U.S. screening. The choke point of vulnerability would be between where the Judge’s men left, and Gunny picked up. There were literally thousands of people clamoring to get through to both legitimate and illegitimate jobs in the U.S.

      The operators did not shake or hug or give any more than professional nods to one another as they parted. They were good men, hardened and good shots. MacLachlan may use Paulo’s talents in the future. He was saddened by the loss of Carlos but had no time to think about it.

      He stayed beside and slightly behind Amelia. As he scanned from side to side, looking at hands, he saw movement to the girl’s left. Her right seemed clear. MacLachlan moved behind her and directly on her left as a large man pushed aside a woman and child and came at them with a knife.

      MacLachlan yelled “Cuchillo!” the Spanish word for knife to alert Mexican police.

      The big man moved fast, and MacLachlan grabbed his knife hand with his own right hand and pulled the man’s wrist forward, bringing him slightly off balance. He put his left armpit over the man’s knife arm and took control of that arm. Stepping one step back, he placed a foot between the man’s legs from behind and lunged towards the man with his upper body. The man went down hard. Wanting to cover and evacuate his ward, MacLachlan stomped the man on the instep and snap-kicked him in the testicles. As the man grabbed his groin, MacLachlan stepped around him and kicked him in the side of the head with steel-toed combat boots. He pressed Amelia onwards towards Immigration as the crowd closed behind him and Mexican police whistles blew.

      MacLachlan did not know if he had killed the man; he put the chances at 50/50.All he wanted to do now was avoid Mexican police and get across the border.

      Amazingly—he had not expected this—he saw his Customs & Border Patrol friend close ahead, waving him on. Within seconds the two were on U.S. controlled concrete. They were hurried to a secondary screening room and quickly had their paperwork viewed and stamped. Even better, they were put in a white Tahoe with the green CBP slash on the side and driven to where Gunny waited, grinning but deadly alert.

      Gunny ushered them into a black van; they had quickly thanked his and MacLachlan’s CBP friends for the favor and professionalism that characterized that agency.

      Overhead, the Cessna watched them board the black van from its position in Mexican air space. The observer radioed a description of the van to units waiting nearby on the U.S. side of the border.

      Gunny nodded to Amelia as MacLachlan ushered her into the van and pointed to the passenger seat “shotgun position” for MacLachlan. It was well-named, as there was a Taran Tactical-modified Benelli shotgun muzzle down alongside the console. A Burger King bag sat on the passenger seat. It had a Beretta M-9 pistol in it and several magazines of +P hollow point rounds. MacLachlan press-checked the pistol and stuck it in his waistband. He checked the 12 gauge and decided to pump a shell into the chamber only when he needed it. He turned to Amelia.

      “You ready for the American part of this adventure?” She nodded; a small smile appeared on her tear-stained cheeks.

      “I am as ready as I ever will be. Do you think we have gotten away from them yet?”

      “Don’t know. I sure hope so. This thing is starting to look like a new sequel of Die Hard.”

      “Buckle in but get ready to unbuckle and jump down as flatly as you can if I yell for you to do it, okay?” he continued.

      “Okay.”

      “Gunny, let’s roll!”

      “Got a bait and switch plan going here, Mack. We are going to haul ass to a covered garage with a lot of traffic and pop out in a totally different vehicle, so don’t fall too much in love with this rental van.”

      Making good on his word, Gunny drove fast and expertly, his skills honed by Afghan and Iraq motorcades, to a parking garage. They pulled in and he pointed to a red Ford pickup with off-road tires.

      “Put your stuff in that one,” Gunny said as he beeped the unlock with a key fob.

      “It’s a Raptor. Factory built like an off-road racer. Fast and tough. If we head off road, they’d have to be rally drivers to get within rifle range of us.”

      “Subtle, too,” MacLachlan observed.

      “Since they have no idea we are in it, we are hiding in plain sight. That does make it pretty damn subtle,” Gunny replied.

      The truck roared as Gunny hit the starter and settled quickly into a deep, high testosterone rumble.

      “Here’s a map of a route to University of Oklahoma that gives us good highway, with ease of dropping off and running off-road almost anywhere along the way. If they are in regular SUVs and are not experienced and handsome Marines, there is no way in hell they can catch us!”

      MacLachlan countered with “MANPAD?” Referring to a man portable air defense weapon, a shoulder fired rocket like the U.S. had left by the thousands in Afghanistan when the mujahedeen were our friends fighting the Russians. Later, they had been turned against American troops in combat against the Taliban.

      Gunny scoffed, “Pollyanna!” as he accelerated and MacLachlan was thrown against the seat while trying to hook his shoulder harness.

      They covered miles of Interstate without a threat materializing; the retired Marine’s ploy had worked so far. After a several hundred miles, they filled up the large tank and went through a hamburger chain drive-through. Amelia got an up-sized double burger, fries and a chocolate shake. The two Marines followed suit and simplified the order for the adolescent on the microphone. MacLachlan drove and let Gunny eat and rest. Amelia began to feel comfortable with the two men and slowly began to chat. A charming young woman, she soon won them both with her quiet wit and sense of humor. After a few hours, Gunny resumed the wheel.

      A hundred miles before the Oklahoma line, MacLachlan became worried about a tan SUV that had been behind them for a long time. Gunny sped up. The SUV sped up.

      The older Marine, seventy-three, but far more dangerous than most twenty-eight-year old combat Marines, swung the wheel and they began to cross pastureland at eighty miles per hour. The SUV stayed on the pavement, so Gunny veered off, creating distance. Soon, the tan vehicle was out of sight and determined by the pair to just be a normal fast Texas driver instead of a cartel hit team. Or, so they hoped.

      The red Raptor roared across the Oklahoma line and up I-75. No surveillance or kill teams were observed. They approached Norman, home of the University of Oklahoma, by nightfall. They quietly checked Amelia in to her dorm room under her new name, Marina Montoya. That had been her great grandmother’s name.

      “What do you need me to do, Mack?” Gunny asked as the three sat in her dorm room, temporarily vacated by her new roommate, Carla Thompson.

      “I think we are okay here, Gunny. Why don’t you email me the gas costs to add to your fee and I will transfer the funds tomorrow? If you are going to get yourself killed by a jealous husband, do it in the next few weeks, before that big insurance policy expires, okay?” He grinned at his old friend, who was a noted ladies’ man.

      “How will you get home?”

      “I am not so sure exactly where home is any more,” MacLachlan began,

      “But I will get you to drop me at a local car rental. Don’t forget about setting up a blind drop in Austin for the rest of her luggage, then send it here to her new identity. I think after I take this young lady to the beauty parlor and shopping tomorrow, I may just drop down to I-10 and drive back to Florida. A long drive without anyone shooting at me might be nice.”

      Amelia, now Marina, hugged the rangy Marine Gunnery Sergeant and thanked him.

      “You may have a tough look and a gravelly voice, Gunny, but I think you are sweet!”

      “Humph!” he snorted, “I was a senior drill instructor at Parris Island. Don’t let anybody ever hear you say ‘Gunny’ and ‘sweet’ in same sentence!” She leaned over and kissed him on a leathery cheek. He actually blushed, then gave the girl a big bear hug.

      “I will come by for you at 9:00 tomorrow morning,” MacLachlan said.

      “Classes don’t begin for several days and we are going to do a little transformation on you before I leave…”

      “What do you mean?” Marina asked.

      “Just keep an open mind and I will show you in the morning. Did Daddy leave you a big credit card?”

      “Yes, “she began hesitatingly. He put a finger up to his lips and winked. He had her text “safe in place, details in a.m.” to her father.

      The two former Marines left and chatted about guns and ops and told some new “and there I was” stories on the way to a national car rental chain that was still open. MacLachlan picked up a one-way Malibu with a Florida drop-off, prepaid the tank of gas.

      The two men stood facing one another with direct eye contact. Both nodded and they parted, the laconic, respectful way warriors have since time immemorial. There was no need for words, the wishes for safety; the thanks…all were in the eyes and nods. Nothing more was necessary.

      MacLachlan found an extended stay, though he was only planning to stay one night. He needed the kitchenette. After checking in, he went to a brightly lit supermarket and bought a prepared Caesar salad, a microwaveable baking potato, a big ass steak and a cooler bag with blue ice and snacks for the trip back. He purchased a bottle of Shiraz to go with the steak and bottles of water for the trip.

      The next morning, a rested, showered and well-fed MacLachlan knocked on “Marina’s” door at the dorm. Her roommate, a skinny blonde with a tattoo of some sort of Polynesian symbol on her left shoulder, greeted him. Marina was ready.

      Their first stop was an eyeglass and contact lens chain. Marina wore contacts for nearsightedness. As she was moving for years to come, she had a Texas ophthalmologist’s prescription with her. They found a color that at least somewhat modified her brown eyes. For times when she was not wearing contacts, they got her big glasses that changed her appearance a bit. Their next stop was a hair salon, where her long black hair was cut short and light highlights dyed in. At a mall, she bought sufficient clothes and toiletries to replace those sent as a subterfuge to Austin.

      After lunch, he took her back and had her call her father from one of six other things he had purchased for her with cash—clean, no-name phones with varying state area codes. She advised her father that she was safely ensconced at the “University”. He asked that MacLachlan be put on the line.

      “Well, Mr. Smith. I understand you had an eventful trip?”

      “Yes sir. I am sorry about Carlos. He died protecting your daughter. And, he took some of the bad guys with him. He was a good man.”

      “He was like a son to me. The whole family will mourn his loss. He did not have other family, so we will bury him in our plot on the rancho. You lived up to the somewhat elevated capabilities your friend used when he suggested you. The fee was wired, but I have added a small stipend today.”

      “Thank you Judge. It was an honor working with you. We have Americanized your ‘new’ daughter. You may have difficulty recognizing her. You may have to retain my friend Gunny, whose address I will email to you today, to come and fend off suitors.

      “I may well have to do that! She needs to focus on her studies. Maybe in four or six years, the cartels will be under control and she can come home safely. Or, maybe I will sell land that has been in my family since they were Conquistadors and move the whole family to the States, too.”

      “If you decide to do that and need help, you know how to reach me.”

      “I do, my friend. Gracias and Vaya con Dios!”

      “Y Usted, Alcalde. Hasta luego y tengas cuidado. Be very careful until we meet again.”

      After a few more words with her father, Marina hung up.

      “You going to be okay?” MacLachlan asked. She grinned broadly. She was going to be fine.
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      Southern U.S., Northern Virginia, And Eastern Europe

      

      Kate had move into high speed mode as she readied for the trip. She was going to fly to Germany, then to Budapest, where she would rendezvous with Interpol agent Jacques Hassan. While she was excited about the adventurous nature of her first assignment with the Cadre, she had misgivings about Hassan. She neither liked his looks—though other women might—nor did she totally trust him.

      She received her travel credit card from Will Grafton and placed it in her purse next to her official passport. Everywhere she was going to go had facial recognition. The Czech Republic already had had her face on file since college days as Katrina Mahris. Grafton had made sure that her maiden name was prominent on all of her credentials before signing off on her status. She secured her ODNI creds with the Special Deputy U.S. Marshal form that allowed her to be armed everywhere in the U.S. and gave her broad powers of arrest that she was warned to never test. She Googled weather for both Hungary and the Czech Republic. She was flying coach on Lufthansa and switched her computer over to Unclassified, selected Internet and uploaded several Kindle books for the over eight-hour flight.

      Kate went to Tyson’s Square Mall after work and picked up a medium-sized Louis Vuitton suitcase with a roller for much more money than she really wanted to spend. But, she thought, how could she wear $1200 shoes and carry a cheap suitcase? The purchase made perfect sense in her genius level brain. So, she did not give it any further thought. In an abundance of caution, she did not pack the Louboutins.

      Once at home, she microwaved some chicken noodle soup and made a grilled cheese sandwich. That, with a large mug of green tea satisfied one of her cravings. To at least partially satisfy the other, she called MacLachlan.

      “Can you talk?”

      “I can! I have finished the assignment and am on the way back to Florida by car.”

      “Why by car? They have these things the Wright Brothers developed…”

      “It was a quick, but…demanding assignment. I needed the time to unwind. Driving without snipers and IEDs helps me do that. So, I went to a national chain car rental lot, found a car with Florida plates and negotiated to return it to Florida for them for the price of the rental and no drop-off fee. So, here I am wishing you were sitting beside me as I approach New Orleans on I-10 eastbound.”

      “Are you going to stop? It’s almost 8:00…”

      “I called ahead for a room at a small hotel I know in the Quarter. I already grabbed a sandwich to eat while driving, so tomorrow I will get up early and get some beignets and café au lait at Café Du Monde before hitting the home stretch.”

      “When you are eating powder sugared little donuts, I will be boarding a flight to Europe”, she said being careful to not disclose her actual itinerary on an open line.

      “If it gets hectic and you cannot call me before boarding, fly safely and be safe in general. Keep the new eyes you grew in the back of your head peeled, okay?”

      “Yes, Mr. Capstone Instructor!”

      They chatted briefly about getting together after she got back, and then they rang off.

      MacLachlan crept through the perpetual wall-to-wall people in the French Quarter, most of whom were staggering drunkenly in the street. He pulled into his hotel, regretting the decision to get off the Interstate and delay his trip for good coffee and beignets. He consoled himself that, after a good night’s sleep, a hot shower and plenty of café au lait and a plateful of beignets, he would chide himself for tonight’s remorse.

      Unarmed, an unusual state for MacLachlan, he placed what he had every reason to believe was an uncomfortable chair against the doorknob in his room. Carefully placing pants, shirt and shoes for immediate access in case he had to evacuate quickly, he put his high lumen tactical light on the night side table, kept the old Rolex on his wrist and fell asleep quickly. He seldom remembered dreams, but the next morning, he vaguely thought they were about a titian-haired beauty. No surprise there.
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        * * *

      

      Kate arrived at Dulles the prescribed three hours early. A silly delay at TSA made her unnecessarily late, but she finally cleared Immigration, her new Louis Vuitton checked and essentials in a carry-on briefcase. She missed the window to call Mack.

      She settled into her tourist class seat and checked the in-flight movies. The first was a science fiction, a genre that she did not care for. So, as the plane began its high climb, she got out her Kindle and began a book about the life of Dusko Popov, the real life spy who Fleming likely used as the basis for James Bond. Several hours later, she had kicked off her shoes, told the persistent old lady beside her that she was an IRS agent and asked her if she had ever been audited. That shut her up for the trip across the Atlantic. Kate did isometrics in her seat. That done, she ate lunch and dozed off. She did not blame Mack for driving from wherever in the west he was back to Florida. Flying was no longer fun.

      Dinner, a few wines and Dusko Popov finished, Kate went back to sleep until awakened by the cabin lights and the announcement that they were in pattern to land in Germany.

      Several hours later, she was on a smaller jet en route to Prague, her favorite city in the world. She would surprise her uncle, Tomáš, after the mission. She could not wait to see him and go to some of their favorite coffee shops and museums. He had retired from the government in a vague security capacity he would never discuss, but about which she had very definite suspicions. He was exceedingly pleased when she told him she had become an intel analyst, though without naming the agency. He did not ask where she worked. That confirmed her suspicions about his past, because as her closest living relative, he always wanted to hear everything about her.

      During this flight, she re-read unclassified notes about art theft, the International Police Organization and some Internet printouts from Prague papers. She wanted to catch up on what was going on in the city and revisit and refresh on some of the vernacular she did not use daily in her job when studying collateral intelligence from the area.

      As she approached Prague, an Audi A-8 pulled onto the expressway and accelerated towards Budapest. The driver was a compact handsome man in his mid-forties. He had a neatly trimmed beard and could have been Hispanic, Middle Eastern, or maybe Greek. He wore an Italian suit, cut especially to drape subtly over the CZ-75 9-millimeter in the holster behind his right hip. A small Walther hid in his jacket inside pocket, its suppressor currently removed from the threaded barrel. Submachine guns, suppressors attached, were in the boot of the car. Three other suited, very large and tough men filled the passenger compartment.

      The driver had been born in Spain of a middle-class family, descended from a pirate who had been a buccaneer out of Hispaniola several hundred years ago. His ancestor had a signed privateer charter from the King of Spain to legally break the law, as long as the murder and mayhem were levied upon enemies of Spain. He did that, though he was somewhat loose in his definition of who was an enemy of Spain at any given time. Targets of opportunity were conveniently deemed enemies and the plunder from them was divided unevenly between himself and his crew.

      The descendent, born as Juan Felipe Garcia-Gonzalez, had not used that name for almost thirty years. He had had the misfortune to fall in love with a beautiful Basque girl in his first year of college and followed her home on break to the Basque area. There, he had whimsically joined the ETA with her. The Basques considered the ETA to be a legitimate political entity seeking separation from Spain. The rest of the world considered the ETA to be a terrorist organization.

      Juan Felipe had found he was good in combat. Very good. Which he found out, without remorse, after taking the first of many lives. But then he killed the wrong Spaniard, was identified and became widely and heavily sought for murder. He escaped to France and decided to do what any mercenary on the lam would do, he joined the Legion Étrangère…the French Foreign Legion.

      As per policy, he had to adopt a nom de guerre for his first year. Always proud of his piratical heritage, he chose to be known solely as Pirata, the Pirate. He liked the idea of a mysterious single name; the Legion did not care a whit.

      Pirata made it through the tough boot camp and became expert with the FAL, pistols, knives, grenades and everything necessary to a warrior of his time. He became that warrior, getting bloodied in Algeria, Somalia and several smaller French possessions. Pirata rose to the rank of Sergeant Chef, or Senior Sergeant within four years and added battle ribbons to his tunic. He had retained his pseudonym, though, since murder of a government official was not something that the Spanish would likely forget five years later, or even twenty. He wore a beard, had some scars on his face and generally wore expensive sunglasses, so with a different name, he was unlikely to be recognized. They did not have his fingerprints on file, and he had left Spain long before any sort of facial recognition programs had been in use.

      Men of Pirata’s experience have a great value in the mercenary marketplace. On leave in Marseilles, he was approached about a security manager job for a ranch in Southern Africa. Apartheid was on the way out, but in the hinterlands of Africa at that time, things moved a bit more slowly. He took the job for several years and excelled. He assisted a number of protestors, poachers and others to unmarked graves. He then moved to Sri Lanka for a decade, where he banked a great deal of money protecting a rubber plantation. There had been, in his region, an unspoken bounty on members of the Tamil Tigers of Eelam. In the course of his military and security career, he learned how to stay generally within the confines of the law, but to make forays across the line undetected whenever necessary. And, he learned how to manage men, budgets and develop very sophisticated operational plans. His significant pay, bonuses and bounties were covertly invested in Pirata’s version of a pension plan. His retirement, if he ever lived to retire, would be very comfortable.

      He had, with his current position, moved further south of the demarcation line between legal and not-so-legal. He was the security and operations director of a company called Privatni Depozitar, or the Private Depository, in Prague. The company, headquartered in a villa outside of town, ostensibly offered safekeeping services for bonds, jewels, bullion, furs, and other baubles of the rich and famous. But the enigmatic Virchni Reditel, Lija Cernosek, who served as Managing Director, made sure that the Depository’s prices for storage exceeded the budget of all but the very wealthy. Those he allowed to be customers served as a front for his real business. The Private Depository in Prague was the headquarters of an Iranian operation to collect, store, fence and dispose of stolen art and antiquities from around the world. A healthy cut went to running the business, the rest funded Hezbollah.
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        * * *

      

      Cernosek had been a rabid jihadist during his first quarter century of life, when he used his real name. As he and his tastes matured, he became much more the businessman and raconteur. He now did not care how the Ayatollah du jour’s portion was spent. He was still a Muslim who believed the West represented a cesspool of infidels, but it was the wealth that made him arise in the morning. The more profits, the more he received and banked in private banks around the world. One day, in the next five years or so, he would retire to the South Pacific and live on a fairé for the remainder of his days, with a Polynesian beauty or two or three to keep him happy in his stilted hut above the Pacific.

      He, in an unguarded moment, shared this plan with his right arm, Pirata, but suspected the man had his own similar agenda. Today, he had sent Pirata on a very sensitive assignment. He knew the mercenary in the thousand-dollar suit would complete this with discretion and finality.
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      Budapest & Prague

      

      The Interpol agent, Hassan, met Kate at the Budapest airport. He drove a Renault very fast, cursing at Hungarian drivers and stabbing his strong French cigarette at them with each epithet.

      “I have scanned the car, we can speak openly,” he began.

      “You are to be my wife or mistress—your choice—on a river cruise from Budapest. We board tomorrow. Tomorrow night, Gypsy entertainers will come aboard at the first stop along the river. During a break, my source will tell us about a stolen art shipment that will transit Europe. He is part of the operation, but thinks they are discriminating against him because he is Romany. He calls them Nazis, though I seriously doubt they are. But Nazis decimated the Romany population in the 1930’s and 40’s, so they call anyone they don’t like Nazis, I suspect.”

      “What is his name?”

      “Marko Voicu is what he calls himself. Who knows?”

      “From my years in Prague and Eastern Europe, that sounds pretty Romany to me…have you used him as a source before? Has his intel been vetted?”

      “No. He is new to me. These people are hard to get to talk.”

      “What enticements have you offered him?”

      “The usual, Euros. Many Euros. We will now see if I, or at least Interpol, is going to get its money’s worth. I do not like Voicu, but I seldom like the turncoats and how do you say in America—snitches? —that we have to use.”

      “Could he be playing both sides?”

      “Maybe. But I am craftier than he is. And, I am not above killing him.”

      Kate wondered how that fit into a law enforcement scenario but kept her thoughts to herself.

      Hassan pulled into a parking place in front of a small hotel. He did not offer to help her with her bags but strode into the establishment ahead of her.

      “Reservations for M. Hassan,” he stated to the desk clerk, who pushed a guestbook forward, reached for Hassan’s credit card and proffered one key.

      “We will need two rooms,” Kate said, not at all amused by Hassan’s assumption. He glowered at her but said nothing. She had surprised herself with the authoritarian voice and its effect. A little Bureau, a little Agency and a little Spec Ops went a long way in her confidence development.

      “Will they both be on the same card?” the desk clerk asked.

      “Oui.” Hassan took his key and started for the elevator.

      “What an obnoxious ass…” Kate thought. She hoped the rest of the intelligence and operations officers and agents during her career would not be like this one. She would watch him. No doubt she could learn refined tradecraft by doing so…and, how to be a better asshole.

      In the elevator, Hassan announced he would be dining at ten o’clock. Kate feigned jet lag and said she was going to order from room service. They agreed to meet at nine the next morning to leave for the dock and board the river cruiser. She had always wanted to go on a Danube or Rhine cruise on one of the long, wide, but low boats built for bridges and locks. But she would much rather be going with one very tough guy back in Virginia, instead of this international police popinjay.

      Kate arose at 6:30 the following morning and found a shop with good pastries and coffee. She ate and tucked a couple of croissants in her bag, in case she got hungry later. By nine, she had checked out and was waiting with her bags for Hassan to show. He did at 9:30, and they placed their luggage in his Renault and departed for the dock.

      Once aboard, they were shown to their stateroom. It was small, had a bath, and, thankfully two twin size berths. They were only going to stay one night, so did not fully move in. They went to the top deck and sat in comfortable chairs, watching Hungary glide by as they drank Evian water with limes and Hassan lit cigarette after cigarette. Kate managed to move her chair upwind and enjoyed the passing scenery. She had toured much of this area by car with her uncle Tomáš as a teen. At that time, he was still working. Now in his seventies, he was still a man to be reckoned with, she thought.

      As they left Budapest, they passed the ruins of the Roman city of Aquincum and the famous Buda Castle. Kate took rapid fire pictures with her iPad. Hassan moved his eyes side to side, looking more at the passengers than the passing countryside. Kate guessed, like Mack, Hassan has lived a long time on the ragged edge and his OPSEC was what kept him alive. And—she had not begun to fathom the extent of MacLachlan’s operational security.

      The cruise boat unexpectedly docked at a small village. The public address system announcement indicated a minor engine issue with one engine which may delay them for several hours, but the dinner and entertainment would go on as scheduled. Kate had no reason to be concerned about the delay inasmuch as it did not hinder the meeting with the informant, Voicu.

      It began to get cooler as the afternoon progressed. Kate went below for a jacket. Presently, Hassan entered the room and announced that he would report in to Lyon and then take a nap. Kate went back to the observation deck and enjoyed the watching daylight pass into darkness on the river. She went to the lounge and ordered Irish coffee and sipped it until time to go dress for dinner.

      She found Hassan already in a suit and tie. She gathered her outfit and went to the bathroom in their room and quickly dressed in a short black dress, high heels and tied her hair tightly back in a bun that would have done any prima ballerina proud. Lipstick, eye makeup and she was ready for the world, whether it was ready for her or not.

      Hassan was standing in the room when she arrived and looked slightly up to her. Too tall, but really quite beautiful. He guessed they could have given him some timeworn female cop or bookish analyst. This one may be cold, but she would look good on his arm.

      They went to the compact but well-appointed dining room and were seated. Hassan chose their wine without consultation with either the sommelier or Kate. She was not a wine snob and suspected that she would like it regardless. His Gallic rudeness was bothering her less and less. Once she determined he was an asshole through and through, her expectations dropped accordingly…and he lived up to them. What a shame, she thought; the French have some of the most charming men in the world. But, then again, he was not really a Frenchman.

      Hassan chose lamb and couscous to follow a salad; Kate selected a fish dish and loved it.

      A variety of entertainment—amazingly good, she thought—led up to the night’s headliners, the Gypsy show.

      It began with timpani of sound and flourish. Hassan subtly pointed out Voicu. He was darkly handsome, of medium height and athletic build. His dancing and musical abilities were excellent and blended well with the other musicians and a female performer, likely his wife or sister.

      After thirty minutes of fast-paced Gypsy music and dancing, they announced a short recess.

      “I need a cigarette and some night air,” Hassan stated and stood up. Unbidden, Kate arose and followed him onto the main deck. Towards the boat’s bow, they heard a woman singing a Gypsy song, plaintively, her capella voice beautiful as it carried on the evening breeze. The crowd immediately moved to the bow to watch the unexpected show. Voicu stepped out of the darkness and was beside them even before the experienced agent realized.

      “We have not got much time to talk,” Hassan stated. “What do you know about the route and manifest of the art delivery scheduled to come into Prague?”

      Before Voicu could speak four darkly dressed hard men surrounded them. Hassan drew his 9mm CZ-75 automatic instantly, but before he could fire, Kate heard a metallic sound, like “plank”. Pirata, who already knew his target had died instantly, replaced the suppressed .22 Walther that supplemented his primary weapon, in his waistband.

      She watched, in shock, as a small black hole appeared on Hassan’s forehead, just above the bridge of his nose. He crumpled. She tried to grab his now dead weight and was pulled to the deck by the effort. As she tried to rise, the short dress now almost at her hips, she felt a sharp blow behind her head, above the base of her spine. The lights went out and she collapsed as unceremoniously as Hassan had.

      Voicu melted away in the darkness, carrying a white envelope thick with Euros. His part in this op was over. The next time he would see the compact bearded man who had clipped Kate with a practiced karate chop would be at the end of the run with the art convoy.

      Pirata and one of the large men in the black suits stood empty-handed but ready in from of the two crumpled bodies on the deck. The largest man had been Pirata’s junior sergeant in the Legion. The other two, now lifting Hassan to the rail, were former Russian Spetsnaz special forces operators, a group now highly sought after for often extralegal security assignments worldwide.

      Pirata nodded and they gently slipped the body of the Interpol agent over the rail and soundlessly into the Danube, now blacker than Strauss’ blue. With only the purr of a large Yamaha outboard, drowned by the songs still being sung on the bow, a dark Zodiac launch eased up beside the rail. Its operator threw a line up to one of the Russians, who held it instead of securing it.

      The boat operator reached to the floating body of Hassan and attached a hook and loop belt around the dead man’s waist. He attached a large bag with gym weights and the body sank silently into the Danube. As the two former Spetsnaz operators lifted the unconscious Kate down to him, he reached under her arms, cupping breasts and placed her upright on the seat.

      As the former senior sergeant Legionnaire kept watch, the leader and two Russians climbed down to the launch. Then, he joined them. Pirata sat next to Kate propping her up. The boat’s operator allowed it to drift astern of the cruise boat, engaged reverse on the large outboard and backed away from the crowded bow portion of the boat, quickly disappearing into the darkness. Out of sight, the boat was turned 180 degrees and throttled up to plane. The crew and passengers were unaware of a dead body and missing passenger. They were now far away from the large vessel. Pirata considered it a perfectly executed op…and, it was, except for having to kill the agent. He would have much more likely been a better intel source under enhanced interrogation than the newly arrived female.

      As Kate began to stir, Pirata removed a small syringe from a case in his inside suit pocket. He carefully swabbed Kate’s bare shoulder with alcohol from a foiled packet and injected a mild sedative into her upper bicep. It was weak enough to allow her to walk with help, yet strong enough for her to appear conscious, but inebriated.

      With that appearance, she walked with help from Pirata on one side and a Russian on the other, up the dock at a small town five kilometers away from where the op commenced. She was placed on a blanket in the trunk of the Audi. Flex cuffs restrained her hands in front of her (she would have disapproved, having learned at Quantico to NEVER cuff someone in front) and at her ankles. Pirata thoughtfully held his trigger finger under her nose assuring himself that she could breathe sufficiently with the gauze bandage stuffed in her mouth and held securely by adhesive tape that circled her head. He patted her on the bottom as she lay in a fetal position on her right side, then closed the trunk. He did not worry about escaping carbon monoxide entering the trunk and asphyxiating her. After all, he drove an Audi.

      The four men and their cargo turned onto a main road and sped in the night towards Prague.

      Kate’s senses began to clear after an hour or so. In the dark, an eerie green T shaped item formed towards the rear side of the trunk. She knew it was an emergency trunk release and one pull would pop the trunk. But she got a sense of speed and guessed they were going in excess of ninety. Popping the trunk and rolling out would be suicidal at this speed. She bided her time; they slowed to enter a town. She guessed it had to still be dark, though she had no idea of the time. The car slowed to a stop, possibly for a traffic light and she acted.

      Kate twisted around; the hem of her skirt now knotted around her waist and pulled the green glowing emergency release. The trunk popped open and she rolled out, bruising her shoulder and skinning her right knee. Pushing up, she began to run, slowly until she kicked her remaining high heel off. She picked up speed, running towards a service station. Behind her, she could hear doors open and curses in Russian. Two very fast men were in pursuit and closing fast. She turned and did a front snap kick into the first man’s groin. The second one, another Spetsnaz, barreled into her, knocking her down hard. He dragged her to her feet and punched her in the midriff. She went “whoof” and bent at the waist in extreme discomfort; he clipped her behind the ear with a knife-edge hand blow and she lost consciousness immediately. At the late, dark hour, no one had witnessed the attempted escape.

      A very sore Kate awoke sometime later—she had no idea how long—back in the trunk. This time, her hands were securely flex-cuffed behind her. The back of her head and her gut hurt like hell.

      Not knowing what had happened at the aft deck, the mate replaced the electronics that the Russians had taken off one of the diesels and wondered if he should report to the captain. The incident seemed a bit odd to him. But he decided and merely called the wheelhouse and advised the captain that they were good for a long whistle and pulling away from the temporary dock.

      They thought the momentary bump against the propellers was just floating flotsam and jetsam, not the body of an Interpol agent whose hook and loop belt had failed, letting the weights sink and his body rise.

      Hours later, Kate was helped to a basement holding cell, one of two built earlier in the week at the estate that housed the headquarters of the Privatni Depozitar. The plastic cuffs were removed from her hands—the ones on her ankles had been cut off upon being lifted out of the Audi’s trunk. She was given a simple medium gray house dress, one that would have suited any elderly Czech babushka lady, and plastic slippers. She was ordered to change and was accorded privacy by Pirata’s men. She did so and signaled being redressed. A meal of a salty, flavorful soup, some bread and bottled water was brought to her. The cell, which seemed to be set up for a long-term resident, had a bunk bed, bedside table, a ladder back wooden chair and a chair with a built-in chamber pot. A naked 40-watt bulb glowed permanently and out of reach, even by chair, in the center of the ceiling. So, she thought, this was to be home. She began recounting all the Agency training on captivity but was still too drugged for much success. So, she slept fitfully dreaming of escaping in a canoe, draw-stroking around waves. A familiar stentorian voice gave directions from behind. The dream faded into a myriad of unmemorable images, and she tossed and turned on the small bed, almost falling off.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          12

        

      

    

    
      Lyon, Northern Virginia, Prague

      

      At Interpol Headquarters, Ray Foucault was very uneasy. Jacques Hassan had not checked in. Though he knew Jacques to be somewhat of a rebel to Interpol’s strict protocols, this was a major operation with a lot of foreign eyes on it. Something was wrong—he knew it.

      Foucault dispatched the nearest headquarters agent to Budapest, not totally trusting foreign nationals in the local National Central Bureau office, though their local connections might have provided answers much quicker. Luckily for Foucault, the nearest agent was in Prague.

      Before passage of the several hours it took the agent to reach Budapest, the local NCB chief called Foucault.

      “M. Deputy Director, this is Balint, from Budapest NCB. There is a problem that has occurred.”

      “Continue, M. Balint.”

      “The cruise ship stopped this morning at the next port of call—a small village with ruins of a castle. While the passengers were disembarking, a roll call was done for the buses to the castle. Neither Agent Hassan nor Mlle. Maharis were present. A search of their room indicated that the two beds had not been used, yet their baggage was still there. I sent the national police to conduct a search and they have still not appeared. I have a very bad feeling about this…”

      Ray Foucault had an immediate surge of acid reflux himself and reached for the always-at-hand antacid bottle on the credenza behind his desk.

      “I was already beginning to worry, as Hassan has missed his scheduled report to me after talking to the Gypsy…have your national police begun questioning everyone on the cruise?”

      “Yes, though no one saw the couple after the first intermission…and, I am given to believe that the woman was quite noticeable, and people would have remembered her.”

      “Yes, yes…the stateroom. Have you a crime scene team coming?”

      “Already there.”

      “As I will be, certainly by this afternoon. In this matter, Jacques reported directly to me as his handler. I must come to Budapest. Once I have flight times, can you or an associate pick me up at the airport and take me to the small town?

      “Of course, Deputy Director. The town is but a two-hour drive from the airport. I think I can do it in an hour and a half, however.”

      “Bon, bon! An associate will call you with the travel particulars. I must get very busy and will see you sometime this afternoon!”

      The Deputy Director broke the connection. He had to brief his Director and probably the Secretary General of Interpol, since a damned American was involved. He had his assistant call Bob Massey at the US NCB.

      Massey immediately called his FBI liaison Paul Brown, who alerted FBI headquarters and Will Grafton at the ODNI.

      The FBI’s Office of International Operations sent a secure, priority email to the local Legal Attaché, or Legat. That supervisory special agent walked down the hall in the Embassy, motioned for his friend, the State Department Regional Security Officer, or RSO, to follow and they stopped at the office of the CIA Chief of Station.

      SSA Alex Stein briefed the two other men, plus several CIA operations officers who were in the office at the time.

      “We have a missing Interpol agent working an art case. Worse, we have an ODNI tactically-trained intel analyst female with him also missing.”

      The group put together an investigative plan quickly and the Bureau and Agency operators left the Embassy in government vehicles for the port at Budapest as well as the stopping point where the engine was repaired and the next town, where the pair had been discovered missing. The RSO reached out to both diplomatic and developed sources to spread the word and maybe get quick answers the most reliable way—by spreading money and promise of favors to that portion of the population that operated in plain sight and total anonymity, porters; waiters; petty criminals, cleaning staff; and taxi drivers.

      The call from FBI International Operations to the ODNI was routed directly to Section Chief Will Grafton, whose first response would have been expected by anyone who knew him, “Shit!”

      Grafton got a summary of the actions being taken to locate Kate and Hassan and took prolific, if undecipherable to others, notes. He called in the FBI’s liaison to the ODNI and briefed him, asking for direct contact names and numbers at the Legat Office.

      That done, the former spy leaned back in his leather chair and put highly polished two-toned wingtips on the edge of his desk. He made a pyramid with his hands and leaned his forehead against it and thought. What he was entertaining would be a breach of policy, even for someone at his policymaking pay grade in the government’s senior executive service. What he was planning would be tramping on everybody’s hallowed ground—Bureau, Agency, State, Interpol, Hungarian authorities—every-damn-body.

      So, the experienced warrior did what his gut told him. He prepared to piss off people around the globe, as well as here at home.

      He walked out of his office, telling his secretary that he had an unexpected meeting downtown, something every USIC player had very frequently. Walking out to his Carrera, he started the engine, engaged the clutch and rumbled off towards the nearest big box store.

      Once inside, he bought a cheap cellular phone for cash. Back in the car, he activated it, using a false name and an out-of-state area code. He entered the serial number from the hundred twenty-minute card. He immediately dialed the cell of one James MacLachlan.

      “Yes?” MacLachlan answered.

      “You know who this is?”

      “I do.”

      “Got a clean phone handy you can give me a number for?”

      “I’m driving I-10, just west of the Florida line. Give me a while to find and set one up and I will call you. I’m assuming this is not good.”

      “Just call this clean number, okay?”

      “Okay.”

      MacLachlan pulled off the Interstate near Orange Beach, Alabama and found a convenience store that sold phones. Twenty minutes later, he was dialing his old friend.

      “It’s me. What’s up?”

      “Kate went on an op with an Interpol agent. They were supposed to meet a Gypsy musician last night on a Danube cruise boat to get source information on a purported shipment of stolen art or artifacts transiting somewhere in the Czech Republic/Hungary area. They are MIA right now.”

      MacLachlan’s heart dropped into his stomach, but tradecraft and experience took over within seconds.

      “What’s being done and by whom?”

      Grafton briefed him about the assets being deployed.

      “I felt like you should know. The chemistry between you two is pretty obvious.”

      “I must be slipping…”

      “No, you probably have been alone for too many years, my old friend, as I have. But I called you only as a friend, not to deploy you or for you to do any hero cavalry shit, okay?”

      MacLachlan did not reply.

      “Mack if you go over there and mess in the alphabets’ turf, they are going to be really ticked and send you home. Your chances of getting any work in the future will be decimated. I know you did that unsanctioned stuff to get those boys decades ago, but this is different. We have a better infrastructure to handle this sort of thing now than in the 80’s. A lot better.”

      “Will, hang on to this phone, in case I get any bright ideas to run past you, okay?” MacLachlan asked his friend.

      “Only if you call me CONUS (referring to Continental U.S versus OCONUS, which is outside of same.)”

      “Will, let me do some thinking about whom and what I might know that might help. I will stay in touch. Thanks, buddy.”

      “You can thank me by keeping your ass in Florida, or Kansas with Toto, or any damn place other than Eastern Europe. You would be totally unsanctioned, totally a NOC and totally incurring the wrath of every agency that ever combined letters of the alphabet into a name.”

      MacLachlan knew exactly what he was going to do, as did Will Grafton. He had a true name passport, a good credit card and adequate travel clothes. He also had a lockbox in a private bank in Paris with his usual kit in it.

      He pulled off onto the Pensacola Airport exit, thinking, “Boy, they really need to change the airport code for this place.”

      He dropped the Malibu at Enterprise and bought a ticket to Atlanta, thence to Paris to get his money, gun and knife. There, he would take a Eurail high speed train to Prague, and head to Budapest by rental car. It may have been a few hours slower than flying all the way, but it gave him more options and was harder to track.

      By that night, MacLachlan, unsanctioned, was en route to Paris and points east.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, he deplaned at Charles de Gaulle Airport and took a taxi to the second arrondissement and Rue Reaumur. He walked up the steps to a private bank and gave the bank officer who approached him a white slip of paper with a number on it. He was escorted to a desk, where the number yielded a signature, scanned onto an automated account system. He signed his name on a signature card, which then compared favorably to the signed image on the screen. This procedure obviated the need for safe deposit box keys. He was escorted to the vault, his box withdrawn, and he was left with it in a private room.

      MacLachlan knew it was not necessary, but still scanned the room for hidden cameras as best he could without sophisticated technical security countermeasures equipment.

      He opened the box and withdrew a 9mm Browning Model P-35. It was loaded and two loaded 13 round magazines were also in the box. He took out a minimalist belt slide holster and threaded it onto his belt behind his right hip. Racking the slide of the 9mm would be too loud in the mausoleum-quiet bank, so he put the gun in without a round chambered, just as his Mossad friend Yaffa had years ago. He dropped the two extra magazines and the automatic knife in his blue blazer pockets. He placed the roughly five thousand dollars in Euros and a similar amount in dollars in his duffle. He withdrew a well-used Canadian passport in a name for which he had a good legend. Closing the box, he rang for the attendant, watched it being returned to its slot and departed the bank, only slightly more dangerous than when he came in.

      MacLachlan went to the Gare de l’Est train station and bought a Eurail pass. Soon, he was on a train east.
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      Eastern Europe

      

      Kate did not have any idea of what to expect; would these people torture her like terrorists? Would they sexually molest her? Would they let her go?

      She did decide that what she knew was so generic that withholding it would be of little use. She knew that the Romany was a confidential human source for Interpol, but that he likely was playing to the highest bidder, which appeared to be her captors. She knew that their objective was to obtain intel on a transit of stolen art objects or antiquities (she did not know which) across Eastern Europe. It was probably going through Hungary or the Czech Republic or both. Given that information, she assumed that Interpol, working with national police of the country or countries involved, would track it to its endpoint and execute warrants, both search and arrest. She knew she was there because she knew the language, the area and art. That, she thought, was pretty much all she knew. And, releasing that information to avoid torture, would not hurt anyone’s case. In intel-speak, it was plausibly deniable and kind of a gimme.

      As to questions about herself, she was an intelligence analyst on temporary assignment to Interpol. Her primary agency was the U.S. Office of the Director of National Intelligence and she had no law enforcement authority…okay, she was a Special Deputy U.S. Marshal, but that did not carry any weight in Europe.

      They came for her at 3:00 in the morning. It was the two Russians, she thought…or Tajikistanis, or Chechnyan’s, or whatever. They dragged her out of the bed and down the darkened hall to another room. It had a one-way window, like on TV, and a solitary chair in the middle. It appeared to be bolted to the floor. She was shoved into the chair and her hands cuffed to the armrests and her ankles to the legs of the chair.

      The smaller of the two, albeit only by an inch and ten pounds, asked her, “Who are you?” in a Slavic accent.

      “I am Katrina Mahris, a U.S. citizen and you had better let me go right now!”

      “Who do you work for?”

      “I am temporarily assigned to Interpol’s Stolen Works of Art Department as an analyst.”

      “Why were you on the boat with the agent?”

      “Because my education is in art and I speak several Eastern European languages.”

      “Are you police? Or, are you intelligence officer?” he asked in slightly broken English.

      “Neither, I told you I was an analyst.”

      He slapped her hard on the left cheek with his open right hand. Her head snapped back, and the instant pain and shock brought tears to her eyes, as well as a fiery look that would have done him in, if looks could kill.

      “What does Interpol know about these so-called art thefts you are talking about?”

      “Nothing. The agent you murdered heard a rumor and tried to get it verified by the Romany. But, the man with the beard killed him first.”

      “I don’t believe you.”

      “It’s the truth.”

      The larger Russian walked behind her and gathered her now-free, tousled hair in his fist and pulled back. He put a towel over her head.

      “You have perhaps heard of ‘enhanced interrogation techniques?’” he asked.

      “Water boarding?”

      “You could call it that. By the time I am through, you will call it whatever I want you to.”

      He began to pour water onto her face through the towel. She had received training on water boarding. Training that told one what to attempt at first, then ended with the conclusion it would not work for very long. Kate was a strong woman and was determined to go down fighting. She clenched her eyes and lips tightly and took a deep breath.

      Her actions worked for exactly twenty seconds. Then, they stopped working and she began to get water in her nose quickly, then her mouth. She was gagging and choking and could not get any air. Absolute terror took over and she knew she was going to die. And, horribly.

      “Damn them all to hell,” was her last thought as she lost consciousness.

      They revived her with an ammonia inhalant and did it all over again, following with a series of similar questions. She gave the same answers and they did it again. This was not something she was getting used to. Kate felt each time would be the last water-logged breath she would ever take. In her clouded thoughts, she hoped Mack would come after her death and kill all of them slowly and painfully. She gagged and sobbed out of abject terror. This was far worse than her instructors had told the class…far worse.

      The lead interrogator, who she thought had Russian as his first language from his accent, put his hand on the top hem at the front of her gray servant’s dress and ripped downward. She heard a “click” sound as an automatic knife opened, and her bra fell away. She was blind and in the dark from the wet towel and did not have any clue as to what would happen next. And, she was terrified beyond anything she had ever felt.

      The man known as Lije Cernosek watched her intently, enjoying his view of her nude body. Out of caution, he had not stepped in until she had the towel over her head, obliterating her vision. He knew from Pirata that she was beautiful, though he had not seen her face. He stepped out and was followed by the two Russians. Pirata, outside, glared at him with ill-hidden disgust.

      She sat naked, wet and terrified for about twenty minutes, then, she heard a door lightly open, and then close. A different voice spoke to her, low and almost consoling.

      “Kate, are you telling us the truth?”

      “Yes!” she sobbed. She thought it might be the good-looking one with the beard. The one who had killed Hassan.

      She felt her hands and feet being freed and a blanket gently wrapped around her nakedness. The two Russians, one on either side, lifted her from the chair and she was led back to her cell and placed on the bed. Another dress was draped over the chair. She was never able to see if the one with the kinder voice was the compact, handsome man with the beard. But she knew it was he.

      She was left alone and sobbed softly to sleep, wheezing. She knew about secondary drowning, where a person is resuscitated and later dies inexplicably in the hospital from drowning. Would that be her fate? Her final thoughts, before restorative rest, were that they were using some sort of good cop/bad cop technique on her. It would have worked even if she had known more. As it was, they would probably continue variations of it until she broke down completely. And, that was exactly their plan.
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        * * *

      

      U.S. agents scoured the stateroom for clues and found none. The cruise line was being very cooperative to avoid any worse publicity. They were, after all, a for-profit company.

      Those same agents spoke at length with the Rendorseg, or Hungarian National Police, whose agents had conducted both the forensic investigation and questioned the crew and passengers thoroughly.

      The only clue, such that it was, was that a .22 cartridge case was found wedged and bent between the deck and a door sill at the stern of the boat. It was an Aguila sub-sonic, which indicated that it was the lower power round used in suppressed firearms. Silencers, though banned without special license in the U.S. by the National Firearms Act of 1933, were popular in Europe, even among hunters.

      The agents, both U.S. and Hungarian, knew that this hunter was likely not after game. Their thoughts were confirmed when the body of Interpol Agent Jacques Hassan popped up in the Danube, somewhat worse for wear and sporting a .22 hole in the center of his forehead. The probability was looking bad for Kate.

      MacLachlan got off the train and spotted a likely hotel, it was medium priced, and central to everything he needed. He then rented a high-grade European cell phone when he arrived in Budapest. He made sure it had the capability to call anywhere in the world, especially the United States. He immediately called Will Grafton’s burner phone.

      “Hi. What’s new?”

      “So. This ‘unknown caller’ bullshit does not tell me where on planet earth you are.”

      “Hmm. Looks like it works then. What is the latest on Kate?”

      “Not good. Massey at Interpol U.S. just texted me. The body of the Interpol agent she was with has floated to the surface of the Danube. He was shot in the forehead by a small caliber gun. Which sounds like a pro. Remember how the Israelis used to get up close and personal and unload a .22 Beretta in the target’s face, so he would know who was killing him and why? But there is no sign of Kate.”

      “Any forensic evidence in the room?”

      “Nope. Nor did anything come out of interviewing about sixty people.

      “How about the Gypsy or Romany or whatever?”

      “He is a small-time con man. Everybody had a shot at interrogating him, including some less than…empathetic Hungarians. He claims he thought he heard something about an art theft and told Hassan, but that it never materialized and by the time he went out on intermission to meet with Hassan—he claimed not to know anything about Kate—Hassan was not there.”

      “Okay. The boat was at dock. Was it a regular stop?”

      “No. Massey said there was an engine issue that forced them to stay there to fix it.”

      “So, was the shooter a passenger?

      “Doesn’t appear so, all were accounted for and were primarily American senior citizens.”

      “So, he or she walked on or came by boat. Would the latter have been possible?”

      “I guess. Nobody mentioned that possibility. Massey said it was pretty dark according to the FBI agents who briefed him via teleconference.”

      “Back to the Romany. Is he still a contract player on the cruise? And, what’s his name?”

      “Yes. And, his name is Marko Voicu.”

      “Anything else you can think of that might be useful?”

      “Hell no, Mack! I am breaking every rule by telling you this much, especially since I don’t know where you are right now!”

      “When I get back, I ‘m gonna give you a great big hug.”

      “You do and I will kick your punk ass all the way down 95 to Florida.”

      “Good, then we will go fishing.”

      “You’re on. Watch your six, and bring me my analyst back in as good a condition as I sent her out, will you?”

      “I promise you that I will do my best to do that, Will.”

      MacLachlan went to a local travel office and booked a single room on the cruise that Kate had been on.

      Will Grafton sat back in his chair, a worried smile. His dangerous plan was underway.

      MacLachlan arrived in Budapest and took a taxi to the cruise line’s dock. He boarded and took a short nap, not moving into the stateroom.  He awoke, took a quick shower, and went to dinner.

      Following dinner, the entertainment rose to its high point with the Gypsy song and dance show. MacLachlan watched Voicu closely, memorizing every feature and how he moved. He knew he would be able to pick him up just by his stride in the dark…as he had with prior contracts.

      But this time, there was no contract, no sanction. It was like Hamadi years ago. Personal. He had to get Kate back. If he was too late to do that, people would die. A lot of people. He had the money, experience and time to devote to it. And, devote he would.

      Shortly after the end of the headliner show, the boat docked at a small Danube town. MacLachlan watched Voicu, his female singer/dancer and several musical accompanists leave. They had a van parked near the dock. At this time of night, there was no taxi and MacLachlan did not have a car. Luckily, he had only brought an empty duffle for looks, so it weighed less than two pounds. It was a tan one like Kate had brought to the weekend at the river.

      Having no other option, he walked, then jogged, then ran after the lights of the Peugeot van.

      Unaware that an American bent on death and mayhem was running behind his van, Voicu drove the twisting country road slowly to protect the musical instruments crammed in the vehicle, along with five people.

      MacLachlan watched the taillights go out of sight, but then caught the glow of the headlights on a white barn, as the van went down a dip in the lane. He threw the bug-out bag he had been carrying in a yard, and then he saw a rusty bicycle. Negotiating his own trade, bag for bike, he got on the bike and found it to ride far better than an initial assessment would have indicated. He pumped faster and faster, now again seeing the taillights of the van. After several more kilometers, the van pulled into a small trailer park.

      MacLachlan wheeled up beside a tree and peered around it, watching the Romany group unload the cased musical instruments and place them in a shed. The group then broke up, going to several trailers. Voicu and the female singer went to the same one, painted robin’s egg blue with a somewhat garish yellow trim. After a while, the light in the blue trailer went out. Soon, the entire trailer park was dark. As he walked slowly with as much stealth as he could muster, the only sounds he could hear were crickets and some snoring coming from several of the aluminum abodes. He listened at the end window of the blue trailer and heard the sound of passion building, then releasing, then silence.

      He checked the van; the keys were in the switch. A fire pit was in front of the trailer. MacLachlan took some of the black soot and darkened his face, but not uniformly. Rather, he applied it like war paint for dramatic effect as well as to keep his white visage from glowing in the darkness.

      Circling the trailer, he did not see a second way out. He surmised that one window was removable for fire safety purposes but was unable to detect which one.

      There were three other motor vehicles in the trailer park. Opening the tactical knife, he sliced the rear tire stems off each. Then, taking the knife, he quietly pried the blue trailer’s door open. Slicing the pie as a SWAT operator would on a tactical entry, he peered in and allowed his eyes to adjust to the interior, which was even darker than the night outside.

      He saw long black hair splayed on a pillow and a white, bare shoulder below. The wife or girlfriend or whomever was sleeping soundly. Voicu was snoring.

      MacLachlan did two things at once. He clamped his hand over the woman’s mouth and nose and slammed the flat side of the Browning soundly against the side of Voicu’s head. He suspected that Voicu might have gotten a mild concussion. His primary worry now was that the woman was struggling and clawing at him like a tiger. He placed the muzzle of the 9mm against her temple and her eyes grew round with terror. He held a finger of silence up to his mouth and she nodded. As he took his hand away, she opened her mouth to scream just as he had thought she would. A hard roundhouse fist to the jaw put her out for a ten count…or maybe a thirty count. He took the knife and cut strips from the sheet, first gagging, then tying the woman like a bulldogger in a rodeo would. He was, after all, from Texas.

      He then gagged and tied the naked Voicu and wrapped the remainder of the cut-up sheet around him, leaving the woman uncovered and unconscious. He dragged Voicu out to the van and placed him in the rear of it. Going back to the trailer, he locked the door from the inside then closed it. No reason to make it easier for her rescuers to get details about what happened any sooner than necessary.

      Luck seemed to be favoring MacLachlan tonight. First the bicycle, now his luck reflected by the van being parked on a small rise. He slipped the gearshift into neutral and let it roll silently down towards the road. When it stopped rolling, it was some distance from the trailers. He engaged the clutch, turned the key and pressed the starter button. After a couple of wheezes, the van started and MacLachlan eased it slowly out into the lane and drove at a snail’s pace for the next ten minutes. Voicu seemed to be awakening, so MacLachlan hit him again, evening things out by choosing the other temple this time. Symmetry is everything, he thought.

      The big question for MacLachlan now was where to hole up and question the Romany. There was no convenient Holiday Inn, safe house or other retreat. He would look for an abandoned farmhouse, but this area was too frugal for anyone to abandon anything standing under a roof.

      Morning found the van parked out of sight of the lane and behind a tumbledown barn. Voicu was tied to a tree and a remaining part of the very handy but suspicious smelling sheet had been used to fashion a blindfold. With the soot and darkness and surprise the night before, MacLachlan was sure that the man could not begin to identify him. And, he wanted to keep it that way, in case he had to use extreme methods to extract information from the man.

      “Wake up, Voicu!” MacLachlan ordered in raspy German. “Do you hear me?” MacLachlan kicked the man in the side of his knee sufficiently hard to get his attention without being debilitating.

      “Screw you,” Voicu began in German, but was cut off by a flat hand slap against the darker of his two temple bruises. “Stop that you fool! Do you want to kill me?” German was clearly not his most fluent tongue.

      “Do you want French or English, swine?” MacLachlan asked in the former tongue.

      “English,” Voicu replied sullenly.

      The Romany heard a sound that had been familiar to him all his life, the “clack” sound of an automatic knife, a switchblade, being opened. He automatically tensed.

      MacLachlan drew the edge of the blade gently along the side of Voicu’s neck, tracing a red line that started to bleed slightly. The man recoiled, unable to see what was going to happen next, but knowing which hundred things it could be.

      “Whether you live or die, and how painfully either is, is not of consequence to me. Where is the woman who was with the Interpol agent on the boat?” MacLachlan asked him.

      “I do not know.”

      “Is she alive? Answer truthfully, as if your life depends on it. Because it does.

      “What is in it for me?” the man asked.

      “Living with both testicles and your tongue…and, perhaps your sight. That’s all.”

      MacLachlan touched the fine point of the knife against Voicu’s thigh, adjacent to aforementioned testicles. The man recoiled, arching his back as much as his restraints allowed

      “Maybe with the bearded one, I saw them shoot the agent and knock the woman out. They had a boat alongside. They probably put her in that. She was alive when they took her. I promise you that.”

      “I need names, places and reasons. Now!” He kicked Voicu again beside the knee, but much harder than before.

      “He is called Pirata. He is head of security for the Private Depository in Prague.”

      “Is or was that where the stolen art’s headed?”

      “Maybe.”

      This time the tip of the blade pierced a left ear lobe. Voicu screamed.

      “You are such a little girl. Now, tell me, is that where the art goes?”

      “Yes, damn it!”

      “Why would he take the woman there?”

      “To see what Interpol knows about their operation.”

      “Are you part of it?”

      “I drive sometimes.”

      “If I find you are wrong, you double-crossed me like you did the Interpol agent, or you go to the police, I will make one call and your whole little tin trailer village will be murdered. Slowly. Do you believe me?”

      MacLachlan knew that his resolve coupled with the blindfold and pain appearing unexpectedly at a different spot each time was working. So, he pricked the base of the man’s nose with the point bringing a scream, followed by “Yes, I believe you!”

      “Who are you?” Voicu asked. MacLachlan fell into a cover character.

      “I am a competitor of Pirata and his employer. I have connections all over the world and I can have a piss ant like you eliminated without a second’s delay.”

      “You are not an agent of Interpol, or someone?”

      “Fool, do you think government agents kidnap and torture people in the person’s own country. They are bound by laws and warrants. I am bound by profits. I do not care whether I leave here with your dead body hidden in the old barn you may see before you die, or whether you live to be a hundred. But, just know this, my reach is long, and it is certain. You betray me and you will lose everything you hold dear, balls first,” he said, punctuating the threat with a strategic prick of the four-inch blade.

      Glad that he had taken the opening to suggest he was, himself, a crook, MacLachlan shut up. He knew Voicu would talk to someone. So, better to have them worried about violent competitors than cops.

      He untied the man and took him into the old barn, where he tied him to a sagging support beam. Knowing that the van was likely reported stolen by now, he decided to disable it and threw the rotor as far as he could. He removed the bicycle from the rear of the van and pedaled off towards civilization. He ditched the bike in a pond outside of the next town and rented a Vauxhall to return to Budapest then drop off. He wanted to call Will and get all the possible intel he could on the Private Depository in Prague but knew he could stretch his friend’s allegiance only so far. So, at his hotel in Budapest he turned on the wireless on his iPad and did the next best thing, Google.

      After an hour on the iPad, MacLachlan had developed a password-protected file with commentary on the Private Depository, Google Earth maps of it and surrounding country roads—the Depository was not in Prague’s financial district as one would suspect, but rather in the country, having previously served as an estate. Google Earth showed a low building of indeterminate materials hidden behind the building MacLachlan had begun to think of as the “manor house.” That must be where the art is warehoused, he thought.

      He rented a Hyundai Genesis for drop off in Prague. He knew it was fast and picked a maroon one, only because that one had a much darker window tint than the others in line. He put his meager travel gear in the trunk in a new athletic bag that he bought to replace the bug-out bag he traded for the bike. He moved out of Pest and accelerated up to just beyond the posted speed limit. No need to excite local gendarmerie after having just kidnapped and tortured a citizen.

      MacLachlan passed the border into Bratislava, still on the D2/E65 highway. Though in a hurry, he stopped to eat quickly in the outskirts of Brno, roughly halfway between Budapest and Prague. Brno, a major firearms producer was the home of CZ. He had used CZ-75 pistols many times and held them in high esteem. He ordered bottled water and chose something called Vepřo-knedlo-zelo from the picture on the menu. He was pleased to find it was roast pork with dumplings and sauerkraut. It was a bit heavy for his needs at the time, but delicious none the less. Soon, he was back on the highway, aimed for Prague.

      MacLachlan located a small inn on the Depository side of Prague. He remembered that Kate had talked about an uncle in the city. Perhaps a potential ally or at least a source of local information and equipment. He knew the man was a retired government official named Studrich, Tomáš Studrich. MacLachlan located him in the inn’s phone directory and called him on the new burner phone.

      “Mr. Studrich. I am a friend of Katrina’s, visiting here in Prague. She suggested that I call you and buy you a cup of coffee. Would that be agreeable to you?”

      “What is your name?”

      “MacLachlan. Mack MacLachlan.”

      “Is that like Bond. James Bond?”

      “Hardly, I am a mere security consultant.”

      “Who teaches young women how to stay alive and how to canoe?”

      “One might say that.”

      “Come to the Ebel Coffee House in Prague 3, near the Vinohradska in two hours.” And then Studrich hung up.

      MacLachlan got a strong vibe of tradecraft. He immediately drove to the third district and parked his rental. He walked to the location he had found on the Internet and passed it. MacLachlan did several surveillance detection routines and took up position a hundred feet diagonally across the street. He ordered a beer and read a newspaper carefully folded to allow him to watch the coffee house. He only knew that Studrich was tall, about seventy and fit, according to his niece, who clearly adored him.

      No sooner had he commenced his surveillance, MacLachlan spotted a tall older man conducting practiced, second nature surveillance detection techniques. MacLachlan got up and went into the news stand behind where he was sitting and idly shopped while looking out of the window. Finally convinced this was Studrich, he purchased a package of gum and walked across the street to where the man was sitting, sipping a black coffee.

      “Mr. Studrich?”

      “Tomáš to Kate’s special friend,” he said as he rose from his chair.

      MacLachlan stuck out his hand. “Mack, to Kate’s special uncle.”

      “Perhaps, Mack, we can enjoy coffee and the wonderful view here. Prague has the most beautiful women in the world. And, most of them pass by this very spot. Then, we can go talk in a place with no ears. How is my Katrina?”

      “I should answer that once we depart and both do our surveillance detections.”

      The older man smiled. “I suspected you would get here before me. I would have set up across the street with a newspaper, were I in your business,” he suggested.

      “That caution is indicative of a life of, shall we say, adventure?” MacLachlan said.

      Tomáš Studrich nodded in agreement and stood up. “My car is around the corner. From the serious expression, perhaps we should drive around a bit and speak where we cannot be overheard.”

      MacLachlan suspected Tomáš Studrich was a former Hungarian operative. He was glad Studrich recognized the need to speak candidly as soon as possible. MacLachlan followed him to a dark blue Mercedes. It was not new but looked as fit as its owner.

      Never one to mince words, MacLachlan asked Studrich a pointed question, “Did you retire from BIS, the Czech Security Information Service? You move more like a counterintelligence operative than a bureaucrat or cop.”

      “Did Katrina tell you that?” Studrich queried, not answering the direct question.

      “No. My gut did.”

      “You seem to have a fairly introspective gut.”

      “I will take that as a ‘yes’” MacLachlan replied.

      “Moving back to my original question, how and where is my Katrina?”

      “I don’t know. That is why I am here.”

      “Are you here officially?”

      “No, the FBI, CIA, State Department, Interpol, Hungarian National Police and likely the BIS are on the case. They may know I am here by now and if so, are looking for me to expel me.”

      “You have no official sanction?”

      “Not a whit, Tomáš, not a whit of sanction. I am somewhere between a tourist and a rogue agent at this juncture. And, I suspect my status will worsen as I get closer to the truth.”

      “So, you are suckering an old pensioner into your mess?”

      “Bullshit. I am reaching out to the only person in the world who cares for Kate’s welfare as much as I do. One who may have access to the type equipment and skills I will need to find and free her. Her partner agent with Interpol was murdered. They either have her, and I am going to free her, or they killed her and I am going to kill everyone in their organization until I cannot pull the trigger any longer. Like Charlton Heston, they will have to pry the gun from my cold dead fingers.”

      “And mine, Mack…and mine. How can I help find out what happened to my niece, then, how can I help you get her back?”

      “Because of my unsanctioned presence here, I am likely already a persona non grata, so I have no up-to-date source of what is happening in the investigation. The friend that told me she was missing has stretched the limits of the law and possibly jeopardized a very exceptional career. So, I will have nothing from the U.S. assets on the ground in this part of the world. I have worked with virtually all of them, except for the FBI here, but I know the word is out by now. I may be able to press some DIA friends but may not also. How is your pipeline with your former employer?” MacLachlan asked.

      “Not bad. In my business, much like yours, we do not retire; we just stop getting assigned cases or missions and start getting pension instead of salary. My friends know that Katrina is my niece, they just have not connected the dots between a beautiful art student and a U.S. spy. Otherwise, they would have contacted me already.”

      “Analyst, Tomáš, analyst. She is not a spy.”

      “Semantics, my new friend. She works for the coordinating body of all U.S. spy agencies. To anyone else in the world, that makes her a spy. She talked about your course and glossed over the rest of her training, other than to say it was physically and mentally demanding and fun.” Tomáš said.

      “That’s my girl! She has had tactical and tradecraft training, but not experience. She is smart and tough, but I am afraid vulnerable to professionals. Any updates you can get on the case would be great. I talked to my own source, and he told me where she probably is.”

      “And, you are going to be mysterious with me about it?” Tomáš finished.

      “No, I am going to tell you everything I know. Once you promise not to tell your friends at BIS, who will immediately get warrants and raid the place, thereby endangering the very person we both care so much about,” MacLachlan responded.

      “I will not tell them.”

      “Okay. The man I, er, spoke with, told me she was probably being held by the operators of the Private Depository. And, I suspect being held somewhere within its boundaries. Take a look at this Google Map of the site.”

      The older man reached into his pocket, retrieved some tortoise shell reading glasses and put them on. He carefully scrutinized the overhead views.

      “Looks like country west of the city.”

      “It is. I would kill for a satellite shot that was real time and showed what type guards and how many.”

      “That, Mack, I cannot provide you.”

      “I know. And, I can’t ask for it because one, I am not representing the U.S. Government and, two, it would give away a key piece of intelligence only you and I have.”

      “Will you tell me the source?”

      “Sure you want to know? He was not treated like the BIS would treat him as to rights and privileges.”

      “Screw that. Tell me.”

      “His name is Marko Voicu. He is the Romany musician who was Interpol’s informant.”

      “How did you obtain this information?”

      “By moving him to a private place and questioning him.”

      “I see. You kidnapped him, and then tortured him? Is he still alive?”

      “He is. And, he thinks I am one of the smugglers’ criminal competitors. He believes I will cut his balls off and kill his entire trailer village if he tells anyone. He never saw my face.”

      “Did you interrogate him strongly enough to guarantee the truth?”

      “I did.”

      “I would have killed him.”

      “I should have.”

      “I do not know him, but I know this Voicu name. They are all crooks—tough, smart and professional liars. You really should kill him, even now. If you do not, you will live to regret it.”

      MacLachlan knew that Kate’s uncle was right. This was a serious game and her life hung in the balance. He had killed many times before without hesitation. He was not quite sure why he did not kill Voicu when he had him. Had caring so much for someone all at once softened him? If so, he needed to get his cold edge back and quickly. Any hesitation to react could be fatal to him, Kate or Tomáš.

      “I will start surveillance on the Depository, and then take him out,” MacLachlan said.

      “No. I will talk to my former associates for an update, then I will kill him. The Gypsy bastard set my niece up and may have gotten her tortured or worse. You will kill enough people before this is over. Grant me this one.”

      The contractor nodded his assent at the uncle’s request.

      MacLachlan briefed Studrich with everything he knew about Voicu, his job, his home, and his family. Making sure that the uncle knew how to contact him, MacLachlan got out of the Mercedes at a corner several blocks from where the rental was parked. He did his usual routine, taking thirty minutes and walking fifteen blocks to go the three to his car. Once underway in the Hyundai, he repeated the automotive version and did not spot any tails. He went back to his inn and began to formulate and reformulate his operations plan.
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      Hungary And The Czech Republic

      

      Tomáš Studrich had been a security agent for both the Eastern Bloc and the democratic Czech iterations. He had operated legally and in a highly extralegal capacity and he was comfortable either way. He knew how police determined evidentiary trails and how to avoid them. The Gypsy, more properly Romany, would be easy. He already knew from BIS contacts that the Hungarian National Police, Interpol and the FBI had jointly interviewed him and learned nothing. That was good; MacLachlan had already obtained subsequent collateral intel that was probably all the con man had to offer. So, now the Romany was merely a liability and he drove the Mercedes to the first town of any size in Hungary and rented a Skoda. Studrich threw a duffle in the back seat and drove on to the small port town where Voicu and his group disembarked nightly from the river cruise boats. He had learned from brochures that the several lines all used Gypsy entertainers and the darkly handsome headliner in each line’s brochure was the same man. And, that man fitted Mack’s close description of Voicu. Close enough for government work, he surmised and grinned evilly.

      While the entertainers performed on the docked boat, Studrich munched on a sausage sandwich and wetted it down with a Tavoli Galaxis beer, which he drank straight from the bottle. He used a switchblade knife to slice off a piece of Gomolya cheese. As he finished the last of the sandwich, cheese and the Galaxis, the music stopped. There was applause from within the boat and within minutes, people were wandering out on both decks and into the town.

      Later, he saw the Gypsies bring their instruments out and load them into the van that Mack had described to him. Obviously, they had found another rotor, because the engine started promptly, and they motored off.

      The former agent started the Skoda and followed carefully. He watched as they turned in to the trailer park. He pulled the car into the bushes, out of sight of the park and got out, carrying a bolt action 8mm K98 Mauser rifle from WWII and wearing latex gloves. The rifle had been a cheap surplus, but was powerful and highly accurate, even with iron sights.

      Voicu was standing in the light, directing the unloading. Studrich shot him through the heart. Remembering that his wife had seen Mack briefly, he shot her dead as she began to scream. He picked up the ejected brass casing and got back in the car with one empty case still in the chamber. He left at a normal speed as the trailer park went out of control.

      He shrugged as he drove and then concentrated on the return trip. He left the car at the now-closed rental office, placed the keys in a slot in the office door and walked to his Mercedes.

      On the way back, he passed an old-fashioned waterwheel mill he had spotted on the trip over. It, too, was long closed for the night. He pulled in, ejected the spent shell into his hand, wiped the Mauser clean of any fingerprints and tossed it into the deep pool downstream from the wheel. He took both brass cases and, removing the gloves, buried brass and latex under a downed, rotten log near some bushes. Mission accomplished, he drove home non-stop.

      Reaching home, he figured he needed a celebratory treat, so he cracked the seal on a bottle of single malt Hammer Head whisky left from the Communist days. He savored the slow burn as the aged spirit slid down his throat, brushed his teeth, put on blue and white striped pajamas and went to bed. He slept like a baby.

      MacLachlan, on the other hand, was not sleeping like a baby. He tossed and turned. Finally convinced that he could not sleep, he dressed and took the rental car for a ride past the Private Depository for the first time. It was an impressive place. It looked just like what it had been—an estate of a member of Czech royalty, when they had such bourgeois things. There was a guard gate at the opening in a tall stone wall. He could see a uniformed guard inside. As he drove by at a normal traffic speed, he thought the man looked more like a mercenary than a rent-a-cop. He could not tell anything about nationality or weaponry or other security people or measures. But he was sure that there was plenty of each. This was not going to be a walk in the park.

      All of a sudden the strain of the past few days hit him, so he drove back to the inn without passing the Depository again (he was sure that they had cameras watching from all directions and did not want his car to be seen more than once). Once back at the inn, he laid across the bed fully clothed and dozed off immediately.

      The next morning, he was sitting at the breakfast room sipping coffee and eating scones when something in the Prager Zeitungon paper front page caught his eye. It was the picture of a trailer park with crime scene tape around much of it. Two body bags were shown. Smaller pictures further down the column showed the faces and names of Marko Voicu and his wife, Dorothy. He deciphered the words for Hungary and Romany.

      MacLachlan could not interpret more, but it was clear to him that Uncle Studrich had had a busy night. He was momentarily sad that the woman had to die, too, but it had been he who told Studrich that the woman had briefly seen his face. Studrich’s name had not appeared anywhere in the multi-page article, so he figured the uncle was not a suspect. MacLachlan doubted the old fox ever would be.

      MacLachlan went to an electronics store and bought a Nikon SLR and a 28-300mm telephoto lens to use during his surveillance. To save squinting through the camera when he did not want to take a photograph, he also purchased a small, but powerful pair of Steiner binoculars.

      MacLachlan knew that the most important part of disguise is to change the focal point; most disguises did not require prosthetic noses, fake beards or the like. He had intentionally not shaved since he got the call from Will Grafton, so he had a pretty good steel gray five o’clock shadow. It would pass for a beard within a week. At a pharmacy, he picked up some heavy framed minimal power reading glasses to add to a disguise, if needed. He bought a hat of the type he saw frequently on the streets of Prague, but which would have been out of place in Sioux City. He added some thin leather driving gloves that would protect his fingerprints, yet still not look out of place this time of year in a sophisticated European city.

      He had been relieved to note, in last night’s drive-by, that the Private Depository, though an estate, had had suburbia with shops grow up on the opposite side of the road that fronted it. He had been afraid that he would not be able to conduct his surveillance undetected by its security forces. Now, he felt confident he could.
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        * * *

      

      Within the Depository, Director Lije Cernosek summoned Pirata to his office, along with his Lebanese Deputy Director, Dr. Moukhtar Adbikhair. Adbikhair was a devout Shi’a and a full-time representative of Hezbollah. In addition to running the day-to-day operations under Pirata, he assured that the lion’s share of the net profits was diverted to the Lebanese terrorist organization, founded and supported in Lebanon by the Ayatollah in Iran. Cernosek, however, first diverted what he considered an appropriate amount of gross profits to his Swiss account, before deducting operational expenses, such as taxes. By every outside view, the Private Depository was a legitimate organization. He did this by virtually owning the soul of the controller of the firm, who hid funds from both Czech tax authorities and from secular Iranian auditors.

      “We have had some unfortunate developments. There is, as you know, a shipment of art objects en route that have been stored secretly just outside Beirut. Our agents, posing as rioting Iraqis, removed them from various Hussein palaces during the initial fall of that city. We have sat on that asset long enough—I felt it was now time to liquidate the art and provide funding to our brothers in arms. This Syria thing is draining Hezbollah’s money. Now, however, I am hesitant to try to bring several lorry loads of “hot” product through Hungary and into the Czech Republic and into our laps. Pirata, do you have thoughts on what we might consider?”

      “Director, I feel as you do. It is too risky, with a dead Interpol agent and a missing American agent for us to invite suspicion to our…business venture. We continue to interview the woman strongly and I believe that she is telling us the truth and knows nothing that will harm us. As to the shipment, I have located a warehouse in Western Turkey where we could temporarily cache the objects. I would propose that the lorries then proceed empty to Greece or Romania and standby out of sight. This can be facilitated quickly upon your concurrence.”

      “There are two matters that disturb me,” Adbikhair began. “Why did you kill the Interpol agent? He would have clearly been of more information that some woman. And, after you answer that, why have not you had the woman raped and killed, since you say she has no information for us?”

      The handsome security director glared at the Deputy Directory with dark eyes.

      “I killed the agent, Hassan, because he was drawing a gun on me with full intent of killing me and any of my men he could. As to the woman, I do not rape or kill innocents and I hold women on a higher plane than the gutter where you hold them. You want to end up dead or testifying at your murder trial in The Hague, then go ahead and kill her. You have no idea what a shit storm will rain down upon us. We are already in jeopardy. She has seen the Russians, but neither my assistant nor me. My recommendation is to gag and bind her, put a bag back over her head and transport her to the Ukraine and drop her off in front of a bus station late at night. She has no idea who we are or where in the world she is. She is a liability only if she is found here.”

      “I agree with Pirata,” the Director said. “Begin to put that plan into effect. But first, we should all go to the warehouse and consider what items in our inventory share the characteristic of small size and great value. I have not lived this long without being careful. We should divide some of our wealth in case this location falls into government hands. We can rise from the ashes like Phoenix anywhere in the world, but it would be quicker and easier with several hundred million Euros to call upon.”

      The three got on the golf cart that Cernosek used to move around the site from his first-floor office. He placed his cane beside him in the right front seat; Pirata drove, slightly uneasy with Adbikhair behind him. He considered the man untrustworthy and a pig and grinned at how pissed the Shi’a Moslem would be at being compared to anything porcine.

      Pirata considered himself a professional warrior and security man. He was in it for the money and not religious fervor. Having grown up a Catholic, he quietly despised the jihadis, but liked the hundreds of thousands of Euros he was salting away yearly. Illegality did not worry him; what he had done during apartheid was immoral, if not illegal at the time and place. He had a strong code of right and wrong that revolved around himself, not Hammurabi, Solon or the early Americans who wrote their Constitution. As long as he stuck to it, conscience was not an issue.

      Guards in black fatigues and carrying submachine guns opened the heavy steel doors of the warehouse. The building was of vault quality with reinforced concrete walls, floors and ceiling. The entry was a mantrap, in that the second set of steel doors could not open until the first set had closed and their bolts thrown. Fire suppression lines ran through the ceiling, with both heat and smoke sensors. Infrared motion detectors were positioned carefully so that a human could not move anywhere within the large building without setting of alarms when the facility was armed. Once armed, guards at a central station within the main manor house watched interior cameras, exterior cameras and alarm panels. No guard patrolled within.

      Cernosek, in his native country, had studied history and taken his engineering degree and masters in it at Oxford. He was an organized man and one look at the alignment and cataloging of the contents of the warehouse illustrated that to even the most unlearned eye.

      They rode past Macedonian and Persian urns, past statues from all over Europe, then into the even more climate controlled area where frescos, oils and watercolors were hung. Cernosek had Pirata slow as they passed these, his favorites. Some were by artists known to virtually everyone, others, often as valuable, were known by a few art cognoscente. Finally, they came to the portion with a large bar across the door and two MP-5 wielding guards. They stopped as the bar was slid our and the thick steel doors were opened for them.

      Within this, the last and most secure portion of what was effectively a museum of European and Middle Eastern history, was the most transportable contents of the Private Depository. The walls were covered by safe deposit boxes containing gold bullion, gold coins, Faberge eggs, diamonds and other precious stones.

      Pirata stopped the golf cart and the men dismounted. Cernosek withdrew a list from his pocket and a variety safe deposit box keys; due to the secure situation and the fact that only he had the keys, five keys were all that were required to open all the boxes.

      The Director nodded for the other two to follow him as he took his gold-headed black cane and limped off the aisle into the box area. He opened certain doors and had Pirata and Adbikhair remove the boxes and stack them on the bed at the rear of the four-seater golf cart. In all, thirty boxes, unopened were stacked and strapped to the cart. The men mounted up and the cart was turned 180 degrees and retraced its path all the way back to the side door of the manor house. Pirata, along the way, called several guards to assist with offloading the boxes and taking them inside. Two carried boxes, while Pirata escorted them to the Director’s Office and two, armed with submachine guns, remained at the cart guarding the unloaded ones. The Deputy Director stayed there, insuring no one opened a non-secured box.

      Director Cernosek had preceded the first load of boxes to his office and opened a vault equivalent to that in any branch bank. The boxes were placed inside. The controller was summoned and, after Pirata and the Deputy were dismissed, assisted Cernosek in conducting a full audit of the boxes’ contents.

      The Depository had a state-of-the-art valuation and inventory system that tracked and updated precious metal and precious stone prices daily from the top exchanges in the world. Several art experts, hand-picked by Cernosek, worked with the Depository’s IT department to develop a program to track sales and insurance valuations on virtually every other type art in the inventory. A companion system tracked the wants and needs known legitimate purchasers. This list was of hundreds of private collectors and museums that were past and future likely purchasers. Their shared a common trait. They dealt in cash and were not constrained by worries about where the art came from. Provenances could and would be altered, or rich collectors would put them in vaults for their sole enjoyment.

      The two men verified that all items were present and accounted for, as they knew would be the case. The value of the boxes’ contents, which would fit in the boot of Pirata’s Audi, exceeded four hundred seventy-five million Euros. Cernosek considered almost half a billion to be a minimal backup, should he lose the Prague site to government agents.

      He knew that Pirata and Adbikhair held no fondness for one another, so he formulated a plan that would be an adjunct to Pirata’s plan to store the current convoy in Turkey. In the secondary plan, Pirata and Adbikhair would escort one of the Depository’s unmarked armored vans to France, where he had a safe house in Marseille. The two enemies would keep one another honest. Plus, he would include the American woman, duly drugged and blindfolded in the back of the van. His business had sufficient reputation that an armored van and its escorts could pass through border crossings along the pass without having to have anything but paperwork inspected.

      MacLachlan was unaware of this, as it had all occurred beyond his view from across the street. He had seen a change in guard shifts, but no vehicular movement into or out of the Depository. As darkness fell, he munched on a sandwich and drank now-warm Perrier water. He had moved the Hyundai several times from street parking to lot parking, all across from the target. Tomorrow, he thought he would rent a van, unless he got enough intel today to hit the Depository. A federal SWAT team, supported by warrants, would probably have a total group of twenty people, if not more, to hit a location with guards stateside. He would do it as he had for years, alone.

      He walked into the delicatessen in front of which he had parked several times during the day to pick up something to eat and drink for later.

      By the register, he saw a sign “upstairs room for let, by day or week.” He inquired and found it to be available and fairly priced. He rented it for two days with an advance payment in Euros and bought a foam ice chest, some ice, bottled water, several six packs of Heineken, cheese, cold cuts and a variety of crackers. He found the room sparse, but the window had a good view of the gate across the road. He put away the food and drink in the ice chest and called Studrich.

      “Tomáš, can you speak freely?”

      “Yes.”

      “I gather from the papers that the two loose ends were tied up.”

      “One might say that.”

      “Listen, I want to try to go around behind the target tonight to get an additional perspective. I found a room above a restaurant across from the target and rented it for a couple of days. Would you mind slipping over and taking my place behind the window watching while I reconnoiter?”

      “Can you give me an hour?”

      “That would be perfect. There is a deli across from the gate. Park in the lot, go in and take the stairs on the right. I am in room 2.”

      “See you soon.” The older operator rang off with no further commentary.
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        * * *

      

      Once Tomáš had arrived, the two chatted briefly over a Heinie and cheese and crackers. MacLachlan donned dark pants and a dark turtleneck sweater and ball cap. He departed by the rear of the building and circled about two blocks, then walked down a sidewalk that paralleled the front of the Private Depository. At the corner of the Depository’s wall, he turned right and walked into the dark. Half a mile later, he reached the rear wall corner and made another right. Halfway along the rear portion of the wall, a tall tree stood thirty feet away from it. Too far to facilitate climbing over the wall from. MacLachlan could handle the wall without climbing a tree. It might serve as an observation point, however.

      MacLachlan climbed two thirds the way up the tree and positioned himself on a branch close to the trunk. Though he could peep through the leaves, they effectively hid him in the dark, especially with his dark outfit.

      At this hour, there was virtually no activity. He saw the long storage building shown in the Google Earth photograph. Motion-sensor lights were strategically placed. He saw them come on as a rifle-armed K-9 patrol with what appeared to be a large Malinois came within fifty feet of each. Luckily, the wind was blowing towards MacLachlan and the dog did not catch his scent.

      It would be very difficult to breach this site solo, but he had to do it. He wanted a better grasp of the interior and sat in the tree and conjured up a way to get it. Had this been a sanctioned op, he would have had access to satellite photos—maybe even a drone, if the country allowed it—backup teams, around the clock surveillance and co-opting of staff by trained intelligence elicitation operators. This one-man operation sucked. But he did not have any other options.

      MacLachlan climbed down and carefully retraced his route back to the room, watching for any tails. There were none.

      “So, what did you learn?” Tomáš asked.

      “I learned that this will be very difficult. Clearly, they are using this site to protect something very valuable, so I am going to hazard a guess it is the warehousing operation for the stolen art and antiquities.”

      “Makes sense. That means lots of security and very professional…probably mercenaries.”

      “Probably. Listen, I have come up with a plan. Do you have any former BIS operators who would risk their retirements to pull off a ruse at the front gate to save Kate? We cannot let real police or intel know, since your information still has them futzing about Hungary and not looking here. Once they figure out what the Private Depository is, they will gather warrants, Interpol and probably FBI, CIA, and DIA agents and appear en masse at the front gate. Before they get to wherever Kate is, they will move her or worse.”

      “That being the case, why do you want them?” Tomáš asked.

      “I want, after looking the interior over tomorrow, to position myself to find and rescue Kate inside, while you are creating a bureaucratic smokescreen outside.” Once I have Kate, I will call my friend at the US Office of the Director of National Intelligence, tell him I have her and have found what they are looking for. I will meet with you to exfiltrate. At that point, you and your cohorts disappear, and the cavalry will move in quickly. Maybe I will call him tomorrow and tell him Prague, so they can marshal assets and stage for a raid. What do you think?”

      “On the surface, it seems good! But, how will you get in tomorrow to look around?”

      “I will have my Isle of Mann banker email a letter of credit for up to one million dollars to the Director of the Private Depository, tell him that I am a collector in town and need to speak privately with him. I will then call and arrange an immediate meeting. I will tell him the truth, except for my Canadian identity, and tell him that I am a security contractor executive who was involved with the overthrow of the Sadaam Hussein regime and happened to come into possession of a number of items that were in one of Qusay Hussein’s palaces. I will do some Internet research tonight on painters and throw out a few names to tease him. I will tell him we interrupted a small group ransacking the place and, upon…strenuous… conversation, it came out that they were acting as agents for the Private Depository. If he does not kill me, he will probably let greed take over and want to make a million or so,” MacLachlan responded.

      “What if he wants money wired first?”

      “I will wire it.”

      “Contractors must do well.”

      “Some do; and, I live fairly frugally. I have no family to speak of and a fair amount of money hidden around the world, virtually all earned tax-free outside the U.S.”

      “This could work. How will you get a gun in?” Tomáš asked.

      “I will wear one. If they take it away, I will get another. It is the MacLachlan version of gun control. If you have no gun, kill someone who has one and take his. It happens every day in the American cities with the most restrictive gun control laws. In places like Florida, Texas and Arizona…not so much,” MacLachlan said. The older man promised to check around and call MacLachlan.

      Tomáš Studrich was pensive and considered each aspect and risk of the ops plan. Without governmental authority and support, it was about the only possible way to get Kate out. But it largely depended on the speed, accuracy and cold-heartedness of one man. Studrich was concerned that the American had not automatically killed the Romany and his wife. Would he hesitate here and that moment cause Kate to die? He would do some quick checking with some of his sources tonight, while MacLachlan was researching painters. Tomáš knew that he was too slow at seventy plus to do the inside work, but he also knew he was not opposed to killing anyone who got in his way. He thought the American would too but would withhold his judgment until after he spoke with a few people. He drove home and began calling retired friends to help and others outside the BIS to check on MacLachlan.

      Studrich’s calls were successful; he got three middle-aged retired BIS agents to agree to help and meet at his apartment early the next morning. A careful man, he did a brief background check on MacLachlan. A couple of calls to various intelligence agencies in Europe gave him descriptive responses about the contractor, good cleaner; deadly, good man when the shit hits the fan; and similar. That mollified the older agent’s concerns about the younger man.

      MacLachlan had been similarly successful in his research. He found that a small Van Gogh called Poppy Flowers and worth $50 million had been stolen and ended up in Kuwait. While it had been since recovered, it gave him the idea to invent a companion piece, unknown to the art world and in the same collection in Kuwait. That fictitious piece had found its way onto the wall at Saddam Hussein’s son’s palace. An undiscovered Van Gogh would rock the art world on its legs. MacLachlan studied the history of the real painting as part of his cover story.
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      By nine o’clock the next morning, MacLachlan had verified that his Isle of Mann banker had wired a million-dollar line of credit to the Private Depository as his bonafides with the Director of that institution. The wire had also said that Paul Dusay, which was a Canadian cover identity he had used for years, and was the name on one of his lockbox passports, would present himself at the Depository at 10:00 a.m.

      MacLachlan chose a very short time between arrival of the wire and himself so the Depository would not have time to check further about M. Dusay.

      He knew that the retired “pretend” BIS agents led by Studrich would stage across the street in the building where he had rented a room. They would watch him enter the gate from the room and, once he cleared security, a twenty-minute clock would commence before going to the gate and claiming to have search warrants. The agents did, in fact have appropriate search warrants; however, they were counterfeit copies of warrants the group had served for a third of a century—when they used warrants at all.

      MacLachlan had shaved his multi-day beard and dressed in his blue blazer, gray wool slacks and expensive loafers. He wore a white shirt with the collar open and no jewelry except for his old Rolex. The cocked and locked Browning 9mm was in the small of his back, tucked into his belt, with spare magazines and the switchblade in jacket pockets. From his bag, he had obtained a handcuff key and slipped it under the insole of his right loafer. A single edged razor blade went under his left insole. He punched a small hole in a bottom collar seam of this shirt and inserted two lock picks.

      He took a deep breath and guided the Genesis to a stop at the guard gate. He presented his Canadian passport and said, “Your Director is expecting me.”

      Across the street, the retired agents watched and synchronized their watches and the countdown began.

      The guard, spoke English, but with what sounded like a Middle Eastern accent. He told MacLachlan “The Director is unavailable, but the Deputy Director, Dr. Adbikhair will see you. Park your car there,” pointing to a spot by the door to the main estate building, “and leave the keys in the ignition.”

      “A guard will meet you there and do our security scan on you and lead you to the Deputy Director.”

      MacLachlan slowly pulled forward, towards the second guard, while subtly slipping the 9mm out and onto the seat. He did the same with the magazines and knife, knowing they would be found in a search as soon as he was out of sight, but hopefully buying him a few minutes. He covered everything with a copy of the Prague Post newspaper. He intentionally dropped the keys under the seat, meeting the spirit, if not the actual order of leaving the keys in the car.

      Outside the car, the guard gave him a thorough “cookie cutter” hand-wanding, followed by a pat down for things like a Plexiglas knife taped to a leg or suspended from a neck lanyard. The steel shanks of his loafers hid the key and razor blade. Finding nothing, he led the contractor into the building and down a long, marble hall festooned with the estate’s original life-sized oil paintings of several generations of owners who favored one another in their lack of physical beauty.

      The heavy wooden door at the end of the hall had a brass plate with the word “Režisér”; MacLachlan took that to be the Director’s office, based on its positioning and size.

      To the left—and their apparent destination—a less remarkable wooden door bore a brass plate engraved with “Vikář.”

      The guard rapped lightly on the door and opened it unbidden. A man in his sixties sat at a large desk. He was wearing a suit, but no tie, and was bald. He had a black beard and appeared to be from the Middle East. MacLachlan could not tell if he was a Saudi, Persian, Iraqi, Syria, Lebanon, or from perhaps Kuwait. But he knew he was not very far off in his placement of this man’s homeland. The Deputy Director was on the telephone, speaking to someone in rapid Arabic. After keeping MacLachlan waiting five minutes, he hung up.

      Rising, the Deputy Director came around the desk. He extended his hand but did not smile.

      “I am Dr. Adbikhair, the Deputy Director. You have come upon us rather quickly, Mr. Dusay.”

      “In my business, speed is characteristic.”

      “And, what business is that…your banker did not say.” He held the cabled letter in hand, waving it with a flourish before setting it on his desk.

      “I am a contractor in the security world. I have a firm known by few, but they are the only few that matter. We provide countries and persons a high level of security in dangerous places. One of those places was Iraq.”

      “Ah, Mr. Hussein. A Sunni,” he stated with obvious disgust.

      “I take it you would be Shi’a?”

      “Yes, but that is not germane to our brief time here. Why did you send a million-dollar letter of credit to our institution and appear suddenly?”

      “First, the letter of credit was to convince you that I am real and can afford the best. Secondly, is my reason for being here. My firm was hired to protect the ‘national treasures’ of Iraq by the coalition forces—specifically the Americans, who were throwing money around as if it were confetti. One of our charges was to protect the home of one of Saddam Hussein’s wretched sons—Qusay. Several looters virtually attacked the palace. We killed all but one, who, under questioning, said that he worked for Iranian interests that moved art and antiquities across to this very institution.”

      “That, Mr. Dusay, is preposterous. We store and protect the cherished possessions of others.”

      “Bullshit, Deputy Director, my Sikh guards got every bit of truth out of the survivor that he had in him. Then, unfortunately, he died. That an institution such as yours would send agents to a warzone and target specific palaces for art got me to thinking, maybe I better see what is REALLY here.” He continued, as the man became increasingly uncomfortable.

      “You are perhaps aware of the Van Gogh painting Poppy Flowers? It is small and has a dark background in tribute to another artist Van Gogh held in high esteem. It was stolen and found its way to Kuwait, another oil rich country adjacent to guess where? Iraq! That little painting is worth probably $50 or $60 million. But, here is what you do not know, Qusay had a similar one that I have had quietly verified to be an unknown Van Gogh from the same time period. He likely painted the two at the same time as companions, but the one I now have is unknown to the art world. Can you imagine what an undiscovered Van Gogh might be worth? Surely more than the known brother or sister painting!”

      Adbikhair had suddenly become more interested. “And, you wish to store this painting here at the Depository?”

      “Hell no! I want you to use your art underworld connections to liquidate it for me at a fair, but healthy fee on your part.”

      “And, yet, you still seem to think we are criminals, operating in the underworld of art?”

      “Look. I don’t give a flying shit what you do for a living. I just want to unload this treasure quickly and at a fair price. If you’re not interested, I have another source in Hong Kong who is. You are just closer and more convenient. Thank you for your time.”

      With that, MacLachlan turned on his heel and started for the door, furtively glancing at the old Rolex. Ten minutes had passed since he parked.

      “Wait a moment. Please sit down,” he said, motioning to the leather arm chairs in front of his desk. “Allow me to make a brief telephone call.”

      Adbikhair punched four digits into his phone and turned his back towards MacLachlan. He spoke in Arabic to someone obviously in the building or at least the site. MacLachlan figured it must be the Director or some hired art appraiser.

      “Perhaps we may be able to direct you to an interested collector, M. Dusay.”

      “Excellent! There are several private matters we need to discuss. Your discretion is an absolute requirement.”

      With that, MacLachlan quietly closed the door and withdrew a piece of folded white paper. It had a picture of the Poppy Flowers painting on it. The guard outside opened the door, with some question and alarm registering on his face.

      “We must have privacy, or no deal!” MacLachlan snarled under his breath. The Deputy Director motioned for the guard to withdraw and close the door behind him.

      MacLachlan extended the picture to Adbikhair, who move closer to view it. As the man moved in, MacLachlan simultaneously grabbed a wrist and pulled him forward, off balance, and clasped his hand around the man’s mouth and nose. He raked his shoe down the side of Adbikhair’s right leg, across his ankle, causing the ankle to collapse. Adbikhair went down. MacLachlan also went down, hand still over Adbikhair’s mouth and nose. He caught the man to prevent a thump as he hit the Persian carpet and placed his knee on the man’s chest. He slid his hand off the nose, allowing the Deputy Director to snort in as much air as he could, while still unable to make a sound above a faint grunt.

      MacLachlan reached into the inside breast pocket of his blazer and withdrew a maroon Mont Blanc pen. Holding it like a fencing foil, he placed the point in the corner of Adbikhair’s left eye.

      “If you yell for help, I will push this pen two inches into your eye. You will be blinded and in such excruciating pain that you will soil your pants and cry like an infant. But it won’t matter. Because after I do that, I will snap your neck and you will die instantly. Then, I will place your smelly dead body in your chair, turn it towards the window and tape a phone against your dead ear. I will quietly and slowly walk out and ask the guard to escort me to my car. If he hesitates, I will kill him, take his submachine gun and kill every swinging dick I see between here and the front gate. Do you understand me?”

      The Deputy Director nodded almost imperceptibly because of the pen’s point in his eye.

      “Do you know that I will and can do these things?” Again, a small nod.

      MacLachlan slowly removed his hand from the man’s mouth, but slightly increased the pressure of the pen in the corner of his eye. Adbikhair’s left tear duct was already flowing heavily.

      “Where is the American woman? Tell me the truth. This is your only chance. You will not be any sort of martyr if I kill you. You will just be dead. And I will piss infidel urine all over you.”

      “She is in a cell in the basement.”

      “Stairs?”

      “The door midway in the hall. On the right when you are leaving.”

      “Guards?”

      “Two of my people and maybe two of Pirata’s Spetsnaz security people.”

      “Who is this Pirata?”

      “Head of security.”

      “Thank you. I hold you no ill feelings. I actually hope you have 29 maidens awaiting you.”

      Adbikhair looked quizzically at MacLachlan, but then his eyes rolled uncontrollably as the contractor quickly twisted his head to the right snapping his neck.

      Leaving the Deputy Director on the floor, MacLachlan went behind the man’s desk and picked up the cable letter of credit that was proof that he had dealings with the organization, albeit under one of his cover identities. He rifled through the drawers, found a couple of flash drives and placed them in his pants pocket. What he sought was not there—a handgun. Using the Marine Corps philosophy of improvisation, MacLachlan saw a brass letter opener with a leather handle on the desk. Palming it, blade up behind his right wrist, he rushed to the door and opened it, causing the guard to jump.

      “Come in! He is having a heart attack! Help him!”

      The guard missed MacLachlan closing the door in his haste to get to his boss. MacLachlan grabbed him from behind, again enclosing the man’s mouth with his hand to prevent a scream as he plunged the letter opener into his kidney. As the man went down, the blade was withdrawn and stabbed into his heart. MacLachlan kept his hand in place for several minutes as the man convulsed and died.

      MacLachlan was now armed with a pistol and a Nikonov assault rifle, Russia’s current issue long gun. He secured spare magazines for both from the man’s belt and went to the door. The hall was empty. He looked at the stainless Rolex Oyster Perpetual. He only had five minutes before Studrich would commence the fake warrant service.

      Studrich and the team of former BIS agents pulled dark cars to the gate at exactly the appointed time. Though not as spry as they had been a decade ago, they jumped out and Studrich waved the forged search warrant under the guard’s nose. The man immediately stepped inside the guardhouse and called Pirata. Pirata called the Director.

      Lije Cernosek had feared and prepared for such an instant over the past few days. He had moved the millions in easily transportable art from the safe room in his office to the capacious boot of his Mercedes S-Class, instead of Pirata’s Audi as the latter had been told would happen. Cernosek placed an all-important 6 GB flash drive in his shirt pocket.

      He had prepared sufficient evidence in his office to indicate he had ordered his auditor to conduct a forensic investigation of Pirata, because of suspicions that the former mercenary was using the Depository as a front to conduct criminal art theft operations.

      The Mercedes was lightly armored and had black windows.

      He told Pirata to deal with the police and quickly stepped out into the hall as MacLachlan exited Adbikhair’s office. The two men stared at one another with a familiarity neither could identify, but one which went back many years.

      As MacLachlan raised the pistol, Cernosek ducked back into the Director’s office.

      MacLachlan, puzzled at the familiarity of the man, heard a deadbolt click after the heavy door slammed. Kate was his first and only mission, so he strode to the door in the middle of the hall, eying in each direction. Quietly turning the handle, he then kicked the door open and, dropping to his knees peered around the jamb from a height that would throw off any shooter inside. There was none, so he quickly descended the stone steps into a well-lit basement, all the time praying that he would find Kate safe and unharmed.

      As he reached the bottom of the steps, a guard appeared at the bottom landing and looked up in shock. MacLachlan had no choice. He shot the man between the eyes with the pistol, fearing he had probably alarmed everyone in the city. Realistically, though, the estate had thick walls from several centuries ago and sound did not carry as it would in a modern building.

      He rounded the corner and saw a room with bars on a window in the door. Looking to make sure no hostiles were in the hall, he quickly peered in. Kate had risen from the bed, hearing the shot.

      “Hi, Honey. Let’s get out of Dodge! Move to the front corner; I have to shoot the lock.” Kate stared back for a second, though not at all surprised at the identity of her rescuer…after all, who needs SEAL Team 6, when they had a MacLachlan? She stepped back to the corner.

      He fired the CZ-75 twice and pulled the door open. The woman rushed to his arms, but he shoved her powerfully back in the room as one of the Spetsnaz appeared from the other end of the hall and raised a Makarov pistol in MacLachlan’s direction. Both fired at the same time and both highly trained operators missed, having followed their respective close quarters combat training by rote and moved as they fired.

      MacLachlan squatted inside the cell and eased his pistol around the door jamb, about two feet off the floor. He emptied the rest of the magazine in the direction of the Russian. The slide locked back, and he ejected the magazine, which hit the floor with a metallic clatter. He heard the other man move towards the door, and MacLachlan swung the Nikonov assault rifle into action, spraying the hall with bullets. He heard sodden thumps and the noise of the man hitting the floor. He slammed a spare mag into the pistol and handed it to Kate with a quick kiss. Completing a combat reload of the short assault rifle, he peered around the door, “slicing the pie” in tactical fashion.

      There was no one there, so they went back up the steps and checking the hall by the executive offices, entered it. Kate burst into the hall high, MacLachlan came in low.

      Pirata was at the end of the hall, ignoring the police presence due to having heard shots, a black pistol in his hand. When he saw Kate, he pointed it at her and aimed. MacLachlan shoved her to the left and drew a bead on the bearded man. He noted that, in the millisecond before he had become visible, Pirata—for that is who MacLachlan presumed this man was—dropped his gun to low ready and nodded at Kate. MacLachlan also dropped his gun to low ready. The two men’s eyes met for a brief moment and they nodded at each other, too...a salute between warriors. Pirata turned and disappeared around the corner.

      Pirata, not yet aware his employer had set him up as the fall guy, had formulated an escape plan after he had learned Interpol was closing in and, particularly after he had killed the agent. He exited a side door and took the golf cart past the storage facility. He scaled the wall at the rear corner of the site and got into a non-descript Skoda parked nearby and left with five million Euros of filched diamonds in his pockets.

      Between the stair way door where they now stood and the main door to the estate, was a marble hall approximately fifty feet long. Two Hezbollah, Pirata’s assistant and the remaining Spetsnaz were coming down the hall towards them, closing fast in a V formation.

      When they saw the two Americans, the front two dropped to their knees and began raising their Nikonov assault rifles to their shoulders. The rear two fanned out against the walls, half protected by alcoves.

      MacLachlan shot first, hitting one Lebanese in the shoulder, knocking him over as he squatted in the kneeling stance. The other front man, a former Spetsnaz, fired his assault rifle on semi-auto mode, pressing the trigger for each shot. An ornate lamp on a table beside MacLachlan disintegrated and a second shot grazed MacLachlan’s right bicep, burning like hell. MacLachlan had already flipped the selector switch to full auto and sent bullets down the hall at a high cyclic rate. The Russian was hit multiple times, as was the fallen Lebanese, who was part of Adbikhair’s Hezbollah team.

      As a second Lebanese stepped out, Nikonov already shouldered, MacLachlan shifted rifle to his weak side and shot him with a burst of five shots to the chest.

      The fallen Lebanese, though grievously wounded, fired from the floor, hitting MacLachlan in the shoulder with a full metal jacketed round. It was a through and through wound from a 5.45x39 mm high velocity rifle round. MacLachlan stumbled forward and Kate, still behind MacLachlan, saw the wounded Russian raising a rifle towards them from the floor. She aimed her CZ-75 pistol and shot him first in the groin, then, as he dropped the rifle and clutched himself in pain and horror, and Kate fired three more times, two in the center of mass and one in the forehead, though off to the left a bit, her aim marred by her anger.

      The former Legionnaire ducked behind his alcove until the firing was over, surveyed the damage and decided discretion was the better part of valor. He knew where to rendezvous with Pirata in a few weeks and disappeared from view.

      MacLachlan got to his feet unsteadily; he had killed six men in less than that number of minutes but would be suffering from shock and blood loss soon himself. With Kate supporting him, alternating her gaze between his wounds and the area ahead and behind, MacLachlan pulled a spare 30 round magazine from one of the fallen men and reloaded his rifle. He handed it to Kate.

      “It’s still on full auto, Kate. Your Uncle Tomáš is here with some of his former associates. They were the diversion team.” Kate was still pumped with adrenaline from the firefight. That high would soon drop precipitously. She had tears of relief and of fear for MacLachlan streaming down her face. But they did not slow her movement or resolve to usher the both of them to safety and medical care.

      MacLachlan knew that multiple hits, including one below his collar bone, from a high-powered rifle were serious. The arm wound stung; the through-and-through was numb. He knew from experience that the numbness was from trauma shock and would give way to excruciating pain. He had to stay operational long enough to get Kate to her uncle. Shock would set in soon. He was already unsteady on his feet and it was difficult to focus. Out of sheer mean ass Marine will, he stumbled down the hall, assisted by the beautiful woman he had grown to care so much about. He had to keep her safe at all costs, including his life. Any tango that got in their way had to—and would—die immediately.

      Tomáš Studrich rushed towards them as they came out of the main doorway. His friends had already disarmed and handcuffed the guard. One of the former BIS agents held the guard’s Nikonov at the ready.

      Studrich hugged his niece, then noting MacLachlan’s wounds, opened the door to his Mercedes and nodded for both to get in. Kate helped MacLachlan as he fell into the back in semi-consciousness and Studrich gave her clean handkerchief to pad and press firmly on the exit wound on MacLachlan’s back.

      “I am taking you to the hospital,” Kate said.

      “No, too many questions. I know a doctor in Budapest who will work on me without making a report.”

      The former BIS operative responded, “Too long a drive. You will go into shock soon and the bleeding has not abated. Looking at the handkerchief Katrina just inspected, you would not last the several hours the drive would take. And, the roads will be full of police and federals looking for people escaping from here. I may have someone here who can handle it…um…circumspectly. I will call him.”

      “No, Tomáš first call your buddies. Have one remove my car with its illegal weapons. He should clean the weapons and wipe it clean inside and door handles. Then return it to the airport rental agency. The contract is in the glove box. Have one of your guys call the BIS and get them to secure the scene. Kate, there is a cellphone in my pocket. Call Will Grafton and tell him you are free, okay and that the Private Depository is the storage site for the stolen art and artifacts. He will get the FBI, Interpol and the rest on the way while BIS secures it. Don’t mention me, please. Oh, and while you are in my pockets, give Tomáš the thumb drives that are there for the investigators.”

      With that, the veteran of many firefights lost consciousness.

      Katrina Mahris dialed with one hand bloodied with the blood of the man she loved and the other pressing a compress into that man’s back to keep him alive.

      “Will Grafton,” he answered.

      “It is Kate! I am in Prague and have gotten free. The Private Depository is the site where all the stolen art goes. It is stored until liquidated and the funds sent to Hezbollah. Czech BIS agents are on the way to secure it until warrants and international feds arrive.”

      “Are you okay? How did you escape?”

      “I am fine. The escape is a long story, and this is an open line. I am going to be with my uncle. You can get his contact information in my foreign travel reports at my former agency.”

      “Don’t worry, Kate. I got that before the wheels were up on your flight over. Do you want a protective team from the…ah…embassy to respond to your uncle’s?

      “No thanks. I have all the protection I need.”

      “I know what your uncle was. How about a friend of mine…is he involved?”

      “What? What? We must be in a bad cell tower area. I can’t hear you. Have to call back later, okay?” She broke the connection.

      “Damn!” Grafton said. He flipped open an old time Rolodex, noted the numbers of his FBI and U.S. Interpol contacts, and began to dial.

      Studrich pulled the car into the garage at his home. He and Kate helped the now semi-conscious MacLachlan out and up the steps. They took him to the small bedroom that Kate used to occupy on her trips to Prague and while studying there. Upon hitting the bed, he passed out again.

      Her uncle brought her scissors and she cut the blazer and shirt away. The front wound was a small hole with some bruising and little bleeding. The rear one was puckered out and still bleeding at a medium rate. Using hydrogen peroxide, she cleaned the two wounds, as well as the long grazing wound on his arm. She taped a gauze pad to his front and rolled him over onto his stomach.

      Folding a larger gauze pad, she placed it on the exit wound and continued firm pressure, wishing for a battle pad of clotting material to stop the bleeding. Her uncle stuck his head around the door.

      “My doctor friend that I play chess at the park with is on the way. He goes back to my days with BIS. He will not tell anyone.”

      Looking at her unconscious patient, she asked “Do you think he needs an operating room?”

      “It could go either way. Let’s wait until Josef gets here. He has handled bullet wounds many times before.”

      “Any of them for you?”

      He shrugged non-committedly.

      Twenty minutes later, the small, balding physician arrived. He and Tomáš clasped one another and the former agent led the doctor to the room where MacLachlan still lay unconscious. He examined him for forty-five minutes. In that time, he sutured the entry and exit wounds after cleaning and cauterizing both—during which the unconscious man screamed out—and gave him a shot for tetanus and a strong painkiller. A conscious MacLachlan would have refused the later; an unconscious one had no choice.

      The doctor and Studrich made plans to move MacLachlan to a small, discrete clinic on the outskirts of Prague. They would do it by car, once the contractor was conscious. They would support him on either side instead of calling more attention by using an ambulance. By doing it at night, anyone who may see them would assume a dinner guest had had too much to drink.

      MacLachlan’s non-attributable cell phone rang. Kate recognized the number as Will Grafton’s and stepped out into the hall.

      “Kate don’t pull that ‘bad connection’ shit on me ever again. I invented tricks like that before you were born. The FBI Legat wants to debrief you ASAP. Foucault from Interpol was already in Budapest. He should be in Prague by now. You have to tell them all you know for the case and about the raid that apparently freed you. You could be subjected to a polygraph, so don’t get cute with the facts. I know it was MacLachlan. There will be people who will be able to ID him from restaurants, hotels, car liveries and the like. You have to tell the truth. He should get the hell out of country before anyone can talk to him. You got all this, young lady?”

      “I have it, sir. But it may not be so easy to move Mack right now. He was shot several times rescuing me.”

      “How bad?”

      “One is an arm graze. The other is a clean through and through, but close up with an assault rifle. He is being worked on now but has not been conscious for over an hour. Will, I cried when he screamed out as the wounds were cauterized with limited anesthesia.

      “He has lived through a lot of bullet and knife wounds. He will live through this, but I doubt his career as a government contractor will. He was rogue…unsanctioned. A lot of agencies in the U.S. and Europe are going to be pissed. Big time pissed. I may be able to spread the word that one of the IC members or a foreign entity or insurance company hired him to track down the art theft operation and saving you was a side benefit. I could play it that the employer, whether governmental or private, will not acknowledge it…I will try. That could keep him from the enmity of the rest of the Community. Such things do happen some times.”

      “Will, I hope this is his last mission. It was certainly successful. He found out what the different federal police and international police could not find out. And, he did it without drones, satellites, STE phones or the Hostage Rescue Team or Special Ops. And he brought me out through a hellish firefight, and I didn’t get a scratch thanks to him. If they don’t like it, to hell with them!”

      “I know, but you need to drop back into analyst mode and be rational and non-emotional, especially for the FEEBs, when they talk with you. They are sharp and will smell a lie a mile off. A car is probably pulling up out front right now to take you to the Embassy. Play it honest and cool. Keep the emotion out of it, you understand? There is no reason for both of you to lose your careers. And, you will, if you play it one iota off the straight and narrow, Kate. You have a lot of experience as an analyst and even more potential. I’d like to have you around here for a while, so stick with the damn program!”

      Following Grafton’s advice—no, orders was how she perceived them, she sat down with her uncle to speak quietly and develop a story that would be what the American intelligence agencies would call “plausibly deniable.”

      “Who killed the Interpol agent?”

      “The man with the beard.”

      “You are sure?”

      “Yes. And, he helped me twice, including not shooting me when he had a clear shot.”

      “Is he dead?”

      “Not that I saw; I believe he got away.”

      “Who else can you identify?”

      “Two Russians, both hard men. They water boarded me.”

      “Describe them.”

      “One was older and…. meaner. He was the one who interrogated me during the water boarding.”

      “Is he dead? If so, who shot him?”

      “I did. One in the balls and two in the chest, one in the head. He is dead.”

      Tomáš Studrich grinned in pride at his beautiful, tough niece and asked,

      “So, let us make him the murderer of the Interpol agent. No one would question that. He is dead, so they can close the file on him easily, something police officials like to do.”

      “The other Russian?”

      “Dead. Mack shot him and the two Hezbollah’s. There was another man at the boat and at the Depository. He seemed more like the one with the beard. Taller, but with no beard. Actually, he also was handsome, but meaner looking than the one with the beard. I got the feeling both were Latinos; I am pretty sure I could recognize both if I saw them again.”

      “We will not worry about him—the taller man. He probably ducked into a pre-planned rat hole and is long gone. So, you saw him closely enough to give the authorities a description if you had to?

      “It was dark, but yes. And, he wore what struck me as a better suit than the Russians.”

      “Don’t offer a description unless pressed or a polygraph is imminent. He did not harm you, from what you have told me. So, let him be. I have a feeling that he could be helpful, if we ever encountered him again. Did you know the Romany and his wife are dead?”

      “No! Who killed them?”

      Uncle Tomáš smiled.

      “I believe you heard them bragging before you were brought to Prague. The older Russian was the wet works operator. You heard him talking about killing the Romany and the woman, didn’t you?”

      Kate realized what her uncle was telling her. He killed them.

      “Yes, I absolutely remember them talking about that.”

      “What did you hear about the goings-on at the Depository? About the stolen art?”

      “Nothing. I got that from you and Mack before he passed out and when he briefly came to.”

      “How did he find you?”

      “I have no idea.”

      “Excellent! You have your story. Stick with it and it will be impossible to disprove, unless they catch the Director or the bearded one and they tell everything they know—which I doubt very much. Do you think you will be polygraphed?”

      “I doubt it. I am a victim and not a suspect. I don’t know about polygraph policy at the ODNI. I know the Department of Justice has a no-poly policy, but its sub-agencies do not.”

      “The Embassy car to take you to be debriefed by the best the FBI, Interpol and the U.S. State Department can throw at you will be here soon. Do you think you want a lawyer?”

      “No, that may signal I have something to worry about. So, I will stick with our story.”

      “No, Katrina…YOUR story.”

      Half an hour later, a black Suburban with dark windows pulled to the curb. Kate was waiting.
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      Prague, Czech Republic

      

      Kate sat in the conference room of the Legal Attaché, or LEGAT, who is the senior FBI official in the U.S. Embassy in a foreign country. She sat in a strangely confrontational positioning. The Legat, his assistant, the ALAT, M. Foucault from Interpol and several senior BIS officials faced her at the conference table. Three other hard-looking Americans were there; Kate suspected they were either DOD or from the Agency, or one of the other non-DOJ alphabet agencies.

      She had been forthright and steady, relating the version of the truth and almost truth that she and her uncle had rehearsed. It appeared to have been bought lock, stock and barrel by the assembled law enforcement officers. The taller of the dead Russians, now identified to be one Andre Stransky, was confirmed in everyone’s mind as the primary killer.

      Following a joint agency search of the estate that encompassed the Private Depository, notes were found in the Director’s office outlining his suspicions and investigation of Pirata as the criminal who had besmirched an honest institution. Lije Cernosek had proffered himself as being purer than the driven snow. He even left a hastily scrawled note that he was going underground out of the fear that Pirata and his former Foreign Legion associate, known only as “Moreno” would likely track him down and kill him.

      The seasoned investigators were skeptical about Cernosek’s convenient framing of his security chief and his deputy, but as yet had no intelligence to either corroborate or dismiss the accusation.

      Kate’s tensest part of the questioning was exactly what she expected. It was the part about MacLachlan.

      “Ms. Matthews, can you identify the man who rescued you?” the senior FBI man asked.

      “Yes, it was my former instructor at the ODNI training, James MacLachlan. He’s the guy they brought in to teach us how to deal with the worst situations…the ones that are virtual suicide missions…or, at least the ones that end up that way.”

      “Why did he conveniently appear and shoot what you state is about six people?”

      “I don’t know. I never had time to ask him. It was over so quickly. He was shot seriously, but, once I was safe with the former BIS agents, he disappeared.”

      “How did he get in-country?” queried the Interpol agent.

      “I don’t really know that either. He is supposed to be legendary in the IC—someone the various agencies reach out to for either very difficult jobs or the jobs they do not want to have employees do. It seems logical to think that one of the sixteen members of the U.S. Intelligence Community or the ODNI itself must have hired him to either save me, investigate or bring down the art theft operation, or both. I am just damn glad he showed up. I cannot imagine anyone else who could have done what he did.”

      Kate noted an almost imperceptible nod on the impassive faces of the three hard men, whose names were never offered.

      “What cover identities does he use?” the ALAT asked

      “I have no idea. But you all are talking like he is a bad guy, not the hero he will always be to me. I just hope, wherever he is, that he recuperates from his wounds. He is on our side. He’s not the damn enemy!” At that, the conversation was directed away from MacLachlan, to her relief.

      Foucault spread his hands wide apart on the mahogany table.

      “We have established that Adbikhair and the two Lebanese were Hezbollah from items found in his office and all of their rooms. It would be logical to think that Cernosek is a pseudonym and is Hezbollah, too. We have broken up a major money-making proposition for that group of terrorists.”

      Kate sat stone-faced. She was thinking “’We’ your ass, you bloviating piece of crap” and “Your countrymen have provided more asylum for slime balls than anyone, so shut the hell up.” But she was her uncle’s niece and held her tongue. But in the end, she had to summarize in case nobody got it.

      “So, we have a major crime and terrorism coup and the only victims that matter are MacLachlan, who blew the operation wide open and got shot, and me, who endured ‘way too much enhanced interrogation, right? The other casualties were collateral damage and saved either the Czech Republic or the International Court in The Hague from prolonged trials.”

      One of the unintroduced hard men spoke for the first time.

      “Yep. That’s about it. The cop guys have a nice case and a questionable fugitive or two. The contractor and Ms. Matthews here took care of six or so who won’t have to have a circus trial nor have their asses kissed at Guantanamo. The operation is shut down, so several presidents can gloat at press conferences and this guy MacLachlan, if he is alive, or people like me can make sure fugitives are brought to efficient justice.”

      The LEGAT and ALAT scowled, Foucault was impassive, and the BIS and other hard men showed shadows of a look of agreement, but said nothing.

      The meeting broke up and Kate was relieved that she was not subjected to an interrogation about Mack and the depth of their relationship. That depth was something she had not fully come to terms with herself. Without being unprofessional and betraying the toughness of the Cadre, she had carefully portrayed herself as a victim. Which, of course, she was. How many operatives had been water boarded in the line of duty? She would eschew a medal for just being left the hell alone.

      The unidentified hard operator who had spoken last, connecting himself with MacLachlan as if he knew him, or knew of him, walked out into the hall with her. He gave her a card, which she did not look at until later.

      “Your friend did the impossible, but not for the first time and I hope not for the last. If he needs anything, give him this. You did good too, honey. Really good.” He nodded, something Kate had noticed operators did often, communicating almost by extrasensory perception instead of words, passed her a card, and walked away. He was grinning broadly to himself.

      Kate, pleading exhaustion, turned down dinner with the agents. She wanted to get back to her uncle’s and check on Mack. The black Suburban took her back and she was shocked to find the tall contractor gone.

      Kate faced her uncle, hands on her hips and green eyes blazing.

      “Where is he?”

      “Settle down, young lady, and I will tell you.”
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      Prague, Czech Republic

      

      MacLachlan drifted in and out of consciousness from the time he was assisted down the steps at Studrich’s home, into the waiting car and delivered to the clinic. Once there, and in bed, he fell into a deep sleep, induced by fatigue, his wounds and no small amount of painkillers. He kept dreaming of an ethereal goddess. In his dreams, he did not know whether it was Diana, Athena, Aphrodite or whom. She was just beautiful, draped partially in a filmy white wrap. She reminded him of a painting he had seen…Titian? In his clouded thoughts, he thought flowers…maybe Flora? The vision faded away, but returned later as he tossed and turned, firm hands holding him down to prevent his wounds from opening. He felt a light kiss and some warm droplets hit his cheek. Then, he drifted off again.

      By the third day, he was conscious and off the pain medications. He hurt like hell. MacLachlan, now sound of mind, knew who his nurse was and why he was reminded of the paintings of his dreams. A tired Kate Mahris was holding his hand, her sleeping head resting on it, when he came to. His right hand was bound in a sling to prevent moving the grazed bicep or wound below his clavicle. He withdrew his left hand from her hand and soft face and began to stroke her hair. Had this one come to him earlier in life, he would have changed careers and stayed home all the time.

      Kate breathed lightly as she slept, and he stroked her hair. As great as their sex had been—and there had been a lot of it in the relatively short time they had known one another—this was in many ways more intimate. He smiled at the woman, and then grimaced as a spasm of pain went through his shoulder and upper torso like a bolt of lightning. It was not an unfamiliar sensation, but rather one he had experienced too many times in the last three decades. He knew that for a man in his fifties, he was as fit as anyone in the world. But, with age came a slowdown in the healing process. How many more bullet or stab wounds could his body endure? Maybe it was time to re-orient totally to teaching and consulting. He did not want to be a bank security director or anything with an 8:00 to 6:00 regimen. Money was no problem.

      The place in Florida had been left to him and insurance had rebuilt it after Hamadi had sent the goons to blow it up. Hamadi…something there disturbed him, and he could not quite identify what. He knew Hamadi had been dead for years. The crunch of his body as MacLachlan backed over him in a stolen car in Marseille was proof of that.

      Hmmm…continuing his soliloquy, MacLachlan had paid cash some years ago for the cabin on Cedar Creek. His vehicles and flats boat were paid for and he had a trust set up with a substantial sum in the U.S. and several private offshore accounts. He really did not have to work; in point of fact, he reasoned, he had not had to work for years. He just was not ready to give up the excitement.

      And, too, there was the fact that what he did made a difference. He had sworn a number of times to protect the Constitution, which he regarded as the second most important document in history, next to the Bible. But, his view of the Constitution was more like that of its framers—its rights were for Americans, not America’s enemies. People who blew up school buses, shopping centers, airliners, people who beheaded journalists, they had no rights, beyond the right to die. And, he had helped many of them enjoy that right, with no interruption of his sleep habits.

      Kate stirred and looked up at him with big, sleepy, bloodshot eyes. They softened as she focused. Seeing him looking at her, she smiled. MacLachlan was sure that, had he been dead, that smile would have brought him back to life.

      “Hi, baby.”

      “Hi, yourself, handsome.”

      “Good heavens! You have gone nearsighted while I was out!”

      “Nearsighted your ass. I think you are about the best-looking thing I have ever seen.”

      “Then we have a pretty good mutual appreciation thing going, because while I was dreaming, there was this goddess in virtually every dream. And, she looked like you. Or a painting I saw when I was on the Internet looking up paintings to tease Cernosek with. Maybe, just maybe, you look like that classic beauty. When I am a little more focused, I am going to look it up again and compare. I have to warn you that she was partially covered with a transparent white wrap around her waist and over one shoulder.”

      “I could duplicate that for you so you’d be sure…”

      MacLachlan gave her his best superhero grin in years.

      “Wow! That was even better than the smile you gave me when you were walking out of the gate at Washington National.”

      “I saw you as soon as I got off the plane and started my counter surveillance routine. You took my breath away.”

      “You could have walked over and introduced yourself. Or, are you just shy?”

      “I had studied the bios and pictures of all of the Cadre students. I knew exactly who you were and that I would officially meet you soon after. Why spoil a good surprise?”

      “Did you plan to seduce me when you first saw my picture?” she asked demurely.

      “I am not sure who seduced whom, as it turned out.”

      “How do you feel?” she asked, without response.

      “Like somebody shot me at close range with a high-powered rifle. Twice.”

      “Don’t worry about him. I shot him once in the nuts, twice in the torso and once the forehead. No damn body shoots my Mack.”

      He had no immediate response, so he smiled at her as she continued.

      “I was amazed that you were able to stay operational long enough to get us off the grid and to my uncle. That was pretty superhuman.”

      “Kate, I have been shot several times before and knew what the limits are. I knew that shock would hit quickly, and we had to get out of there immediately. Ya just push on until ya can’t push anymore. So, I did.”

      Kate related the events that took place during her incarceration at the Depository. MacLachlan frowned as she told about the enhanced interrogation techniques. She told him the plan that she and Tomáš had developed and successfully sold. She noted that, through a probable trumped up frame, Cernosek had laid the criminal aspect of the Depository’s operation squarely in the bearded man’s (whose name had been found to be Pirata) lap. She and her uncle were convinced the Director was the real Iranian terrorist/criminal and Pirata was just a senior hired gun. They agreed that he had had the opportunity to kill Kate but had dropped his gun quickly. She related to MacLachlan that the thumb drives he had taken from the Deputy Director had been full of information about what monies were distributed and to whom and how. Unfortunately for FINCEN, she had added, much of the money had been sent to its final Hezbollah recipients by hawala and was virtually untraceable.

      MacLachlan’s interest was piqued. Kate, an accomplished analyst, and Studrich, an experienced agent, thought that Cernosek was really operating on behalf of the Iranians for Hezbollah. There was just something about the man. He had only gotten a glimpse as he partially exited and then jumped back into his office. MacLachlan had seen the right portion of Cernosek’s top half only. The face seemed familiar, but he had not been able to tell anything about the man’s build.

      “See if Tomáš can use his contacts to develop a history on Cernosek. For example, where is he now?”

      “Underground. He claims that since he dimed out Pirata, Pirata is out to kill him, so he won’t come forward to answer Interpol’s and BIS’s questions until he feels safe.”

      “Sounds like a bunch of crap to me,” MacLachlan mused.

      “My uncle says the same thing, though I believe he used a less gentle description.”

      “Pirata showed some integrity in how he dealt with you, water boarding notwithstanding. As miserable as it is, I don’t know of anyone who has actually died or even had injuries from it. And, he could have shot you and did not. That is not the way an arch criminal or tango operates. I have a sense that he is a security or mercenary type who turned his head on some illegality and lined his pockets.”

      “Maybe he did kill the Interpol agent, though Hassan was drawing on him at the time.”

      “Right or wrong, you can’t hesitate when a trained operator is drawing on you. Save yourself and sort out the identities later.”

      “Kate, has Interpol issued any notices on either Pirata or Cernosek?

      “Yes. My uncle said they issued a Red Notice for Pirata and a Blue for Cernosek.”

      “Well, as usual, the dumbasses got it backwards. They should issue an ‘arrest’ for Cernosek and a ‘locate regarding a crime’ for Pirata…I would like to find Cernosek and figure out exactly who he is. I have a burning sensation that we know each other, and it almost seems like he is someone who should have been dead thirty years ago.”

      “Someone you killed?”

      “Someone I was sure I killed until a few days ago…the man who sent a Cuban wet work team to kill me. They blew up my home.”

      “Were you in it?”

      “No, I knew they were coming, but I didn’t know when. As it was, I was outside.”

      “What happened to them?”

      “They died.”

      “In the explosion?”

      “No. Wherever they were when I drew down on them.”

      “How many of them were there, Mack?”

      “Five—no, I think there were six.”

      “You said Cubans. Were they DGI?”

      “Yes. Cuban secret service created along lines of the KGB in the early sixties. Castro lent them out to about anyone who hated America. They were pretty good at wet work.”

      “But, apparently not quite good enough?”

      “Not quite.”

      Kate suspected one day she might respond with equanimity to the casual adventures of one man killing six professionals by himself and not thinking anything about it. After all, she had, with the exception of the Deputy Director of the Depository, seen him do it several days ago. Had he not been protecting her; he would have likely escaped unscathed. The instructors at the FBI, CIA and DOD training had suggested people of this level of lethality existed. She had not believed it. Now, she loved one and had seen proof of it with her own eyes. It scared and excited her at the same time. She had never felt so safe with one person in her whole life, and she knew she never would.

      She had always worshiped her uncle and suspected he was more than the bureaucrat he professed to be, now she saw him in a different light. He was part of the dark world of intelligence. The world Mack had lived in since she was a young girl. And, she was a part of that world too, now. And, she wanted the terrifying, exciting roller coaster to ride to continue, despite the scarier domestic feelings she was trying to suppress.

      “Earth to Kate?”

      “Oh, sorry, I was thinking about this life and how quickly things happen, and people die. Mack, I would die if something happened to you. I really would. I love you so much.”

      “I love you, too, Kate. Forever and ever. Until the last breath I ever take.”

      She rested her face against his left chest, away from the wounds and just lay there quietly. So, did he, thinking, but not at all uncomfortable or hesitant. He could feel his hospital gown become damp beneath her face.
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        * * *

      

      Kate spoke to Will Grafton again, posing the premise that Cernosek was the real villain and Pirata the fall guy. Grafton agreed with her logic, but declined to contact Interpol, stating something to the effect that it was run by a “damn bunch of frogs.” He felt that the cross-up might mix up things enough to shake out the truth. Grafton promised to make some inquiries, along with those Studrich was making among his Eastern European and Middle Eastern sources, about Cernosek’s history. Grafton had known MacLachlan since both were young men and had a great deal of respect for his gut suspicions and knew where the young woman’s concerns were coming from.
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      Tehran, Prague And The Americas

      

      With an uncommon lack of confidence, the senior officer in the Iranian government entered the room where several clerics had already gathered. He was the deliverer of bad tidings, or more properly, the explainer of bad tidings of which they were already aware. He hoped they would not kill the messenger. Girding his resolve, he decided to play it totally straight with these Ayatollahs.

      He was greeted by the oldest and most senior of the clerics.

      “May the light of Allah shine upon you and your family. Enter and tell us the details about what happened in Prague several days ago.”

      “Surely it is part of Allah’s master plan, for otherwise, how could He let the infidels put a temporary end to our operations to fund Hezbollah and destroy the Jews?”

      The men all nodded in agreement and he was told to continue.

      “We have moved this operation repeatedly and the operation has steadily grown its contribution to our cause for over thirty years. This is a setback surely, but it means we will reestablish somewhere else once the emphasis by Interpol and the others subsides a bit. Our inventory lost approached half a billion Euros. We must remember how we got that inventory; its only cost to us was transportation and carrying cost…plus, of course, the loss of the Depository site. But, our…collectors…around the world are still in place. I am looking even now for a suitable site to re-establish our operations.”

      “What of the Director, Hamadi? And, this Pirate person upon whom we are told Hamadi blamed everything?”

      “The Pirate, or Pirata, was a useful infidel who cared only for money. If he takes the legal blame—and he is the one sought most seriously by Interpol—that is better than a brother Muslim being blamed. For that, and that only, we should thank Hamadi, or as he called himself as a cover, Cernosek.”

      “Where is Hamadi?”

      “I do not know yet. I had hoped that he had gone to ground and would surface here with some portion of the value of the Depository. It may still happen, but my hope fades with each passing day.”

      “How much did he take when he left?”

      “All of the records are taken by Czech and international authorities, but our best estimate is 25-40 million Euros…mainly in small transportable items such as diamonds and other precious stones…perhaps some gold coins that he can quickly trade for the currency of whatever place in which he is hiding.”

      “Tell us your current efforts to make these horrible abominations against Allah right.”

      “First, as I have said, I am looking for a new place to set up the operation again. Prague was a central warehouse, but far from our only one. Between five others in the Middle East and Eastern Europe, as well as a shipment that was stopped and sequestered in transit, we have almost as much value diversified as we had in the Depository.

      Second, I have not only our best team out looking for Hamadi, but have spread the word to other brothers out there to bring him in. Hezbollah, Abu Sayyaf, and two teams of Chechnyan’s working independently and unaware of each other’s mission are searching. That gives us searchers in place in Eastern Europe, the Middle East, and the Pacific. Additionally, Hezbollah has brothers in the United States watching airports and points of entry. If they find him with the stolen items—anywhere in the world— they will bring us the items along with his head. If they do not find the valuables, he will be dealt with until he gives them up. Then we will get them and his head.”

      “What of the list of clients established over the years? That should be a large part of reconstituting the operation somewhere else.”

      “We have to assume he still has it. It was kept on a large capacity thumb drive—possibly 6 GB—along with the current inventory and location of our other caches. Our inside people do not report it as having been found by either Czech or Interpol authorities. When we get him, we will get it.”

      “Pirata?”

      “Not worth the trouble to us. Let the infidels or the Zionists catch him. There will be no connection to us, even if he is tortured. It is better the unbelievers waste their time on him and let us track down the real enemy…and, the real money and the client list.”

      “And, what of the man who attacked the Depository, released the girl and killed our brother Adbikhair and others and set this unfortunate setback into motion?”

      “He was hired by some government or perhaps insurance company to track goods is our best information. An infidel mercenary, not unlike Pirata. He became lucky. Some of the people he killed were not Muslim. He was seriously shot and may be dead himself now. He has disappeared, but also like Pirata, the authorities in the Czech Republic, Hungary, the Interpol and the Americans are all seeking him for questioning. My feeling is either let him die of his wounds or answer to the authorities whose investigation he interrupted with no authority. The rumor we are picking up is that he is a Canadian, but I cannot confirm that.”

      The several black-robed Ayatollahs turned away and spoke quietly for a moment among them, and then the most senior turned back to the government minister.

      “Pursue this line of attack and report to us weekly, unless something critical happens, but, if such occurs, we must know immediately.”

      “It will be done, with Allah’s perpetual help.”

      Following several lines of agreeing praise from the clerics, he departed the room. His open white shirt was soaked beneath the tan suit he wore. He knew that he had dodged the bullet on this one so far, but must produce results, or it would not be Hamadi’s head presented to the Ayatollahs, but his.

      The FBI Legat at the Embassy, working with the travel coordinator, arranged Kate’s transportation back to ODNI headquarters the next day. He had already made sure the U.S. Intelligence Community’s supervisory agency would ensure that she had recovery time and counseling due to the trauma of the kidnapping, gunfight where she killed someone and, most particularly, the water boarding.

      He thought that she must be a pretty tough cookie…and damned good-looking. He wished she had chosen Quantico instead of staying an analyst with ODNI. She would make a great agent. He planned to drop a word to FBIHQ to have someone high and persuasive give her a call before she hit the age 37 cut-off

      The subject of the senior FBI agent’s thoughts was helping MacLachlan walk for the first time in several days. Though weak and in pain, he nonetheless found it handy to lean against her, arm around her and hand cupping one breast for support. She did not seem to notice.

      MacLachlan was unaware that one longtime friend and a group of longtime adversaries had taken him off the X. Grafton had sown seeds that he was not unsanctioned (which, of course, he was) but had been hired by an unidentified insurance company and the Iranians had dismissed him as either dead or someone else’s problem. That gave him leeway to heal and investigate further…he just did not know it yet.

      “Mack, I have to fly home tomorrow. Will you be all right without me?”

      “No. I am never all right without you.”

      “Right answer! But, seriously…”

      “As soon as Tomáš’ doctor releases me, I will return to France without stopping for any Immigration checks, board a plane under a Canadian cover and fly to Montreal. From there, James MacLachlan will re-enter the U.S. from which he entered Canada for a north woods fishing and canoeing trip some days ago—I have lost track at this time, but it doesn’t exactly matter.”

      “Then, home to Virginia…or Florida?”

      “Florida. Just like the last time I went ‘way off the grid years ago, I would just as soon avoid answering a lot of questions. If the FEEBs talk to me in DC, they may have some firsthand knowledge about Prague and maybe some memory about my Canadian cover. Whereas, if they cut a lead to Tampa Division, the local agents in Sarasota will just be following a vague instruction to question me about my whereabouts. I have some pretty recent digital photos of a fishing trip in Canada to show them. One has a really big Muskie I caught.”

      “Is it foolproof?”

      “Nope. But, not bad odds. I’ll take them. Plus, I have another ace up my sleeve that I have worked out with your uncle. Unfortunately, you will be at thirty-five thousand feet and miss my—or rather M. Paul Dusay’s funeral. I hate to give up a cover with credentials I have used for twenty-five years, but I think it will help a lot. We have some human ashes and an urn. My new friend Studrich and his retired compatriots will quietly bury them in a private grave side rite two hours outside of Prague. I have already ordered a modest footstone. Then, they will leak to the papers that M. Dusay, a person of interest in the Depository matter, has died of his gunshot wounds and was buried in Brno. If they dig me up, they will find ashes. There is no DNA file on Paul Dusay, so no way to identify him further.”

      “You and my uncle are the most devious, lovable men I have ever known. How will you get to Paris?”

      “Need to know. If you don’t know, you can pass a polygraph. If you do, you are screwed.”

      “Speaking of that…” she said.

      MacLachlan held up a finger to interrupt her.

      “I have big plans for that to be a significant part of your rehabilitation and mine stateside. So, let’s leave it for when we return. From the look in your eyes, I may not survive whatever it is your beautiful mind is contemplating,” he said.

      “First off, it’s not my mind that is contemplating. Second off, what do you mean ‘my rehabilitation?’” Kate asked.

      “Look at what you have been through in the last week! Any police department would put you on administrative leave and have a shrink talk to you about taking a life. Boy, I bet he or she would have a heyday with the ‘I shot him in the nuts first’ bit. And, remember, they water boarded you. That could cause some post-traumatic stress issues.”

      “I am fine, damn it!”

      “Yeah, me too! This sling is just as imaginary as the crap you went through…”

      “You are not going to let me win this, are you?” Kate asked.

      “Nope.”

      “Then, give me a kiss and make it worthwhile.”

      So, he did. And, made it very worthwhile.
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        * * *

      

      Kate watched from the blinds in a downstairs lobby to see if there were any probable surveillance teams on her. She did not want to give away the hospital’s location her Uncle Tomáš had so covertly obtained. She did not see any, but left from the rear entrance, walked several blocks down an alley, then to a bus stop several blocks beyond the hospital’s street. She caught a bus, got off two miles later, performed another surveillance check, and then took a taxi to Wenceslas Square. At the Square, she bought some lingerie, using the store windows to watch for surveillance, did a couple of unexpected U-turns on the sidewalk, then jumped on a bus back to within several blocks of Tomáš’ residence. Later, he drove them to Old Town, where they ate at La Casa Blu. As long as she had known Tomáš Studrich, she did not know that he loved burritos. Live and learn.

      The next morning, the ubiquitous black Suburban picked her up and took her to Václav Havel Airport. The agent in the Suburban had given her the requisite coach tickets; she swore to herself that next time, she would upgrade to Business or First Class with her own credit card at the airport.

      Kate arrived at Dulles, took a Super Shuttle to her seemingly always vacant apartment and left a trail of shoes, clothes and underwear en route to her single bedroom. At ten the next morning, she reported in to Will Grafton by phone. He advised her that she should stay home for a day, then report to a psychologist on DuPont Circle in D.C. for an evaluation, followed by a physician in the same area for a checkup.

      She went to both appointments. The psychologist reported back to Will Grafton that Kate showed no remorse over shooting another human being. The woman, as MacLachlan had predicted, spent an inordinate amount of time on the way Kate had killed him. A testicular shot to get even and a controlled two to the chest and one to the head prompted a lengthy inquiry. Kate protested that she had been taught the so-called Mozambique Drill of two and one at all three training academies. However, it was the first shot to the groin that caused the issues with the psychologist. Kate told her to “get over it.” Not a popular answer. The psychologist did not apprise Kate of any suspicions of PTSD from the water boarding but made a follow-up appointment for two weeks hence to revisit both areas. In the physical, Kate passed with flying colors. She had lost five pounds and was not displeased.

      Two days after Kate reported the results of her medical appointments to MacLachlan, Studrich and four former BIS agents followed a black hearse into Moravia, to a cemetery outside of Brno. It had a pleasant view of the Svratka River. Studrich was sure that whoever the ashes in the urn belonged to would be pleased at the view from his or her grave. The service was brief and the five men, all dressed in black, solemnly drove into Brno for gulyás, or goulash, and Statobrno beer, over which they became much less solemn.

      The men drinking Statobrno and a select few in Interpol and the USIC knew that MacLachlan had been the one who had hit the Depository; to the remainder of law enforcement and intelligence agencies, it had been the Canadian soldier of fortune or investigator—no one was sure quite what he was—who had just been buried beside the Svratka River in the Czech Republic. Long live Paul Dusay… a man whose comings and goings over the past quarter of a century investigators could find, if they looked, coincided with the deaths of a large number of enemies of the country immediately to the south of his own Canada.

      A sixth former BIS agent drove MacLachlan overland across three EU borders, where he made his way to Marseille.

      Marseille was the very place he had killed Hamadi years ago. Why did Cernosek bring back so many feelings about the dead terrorist?

      With a bribe of seven thousand Euros, MacLachlan became a passenger in one of the four cramped staterooms on a cargo ship destined for Canada. Another several thousand Euros guaranteed forged seaman’s papers for entry into the Dominion, where he would resume his true identity.

      Once on the ship, MacLachlan began to exercise in the stateroom; walking would attract too many eyes. He was, according to the cover story, a former bosun’s mate on a tramp steamer and had been seriously injured in a bar fight. The shipping company was bringing him home until he was well enough to go back to sea. He took his meals in the room and exercised much of the day, his shoulder killing him all the while. Over the five days, he was unable to use the new burner phone to contact Kate, so that made him irascible and he focused on the exercise, sweating with the pain as he gritted his teeth.

      By the time the ship cleared the Maritime Provinces; MacLachlan had permanently shed the sling and, at least appeared to be in no way crippled by his wounds. He walked off the ship, presented his seaman’s papers to Immigration and disappeared into a crowd. Several cash bus trips later found him wearing a plaid shirt, ball cap and khakis and using his true name. He picked up a used fly rod and tackle at a consignment store, as well as a used duffle and an assortment of worn leisure clothes and boarded a flight to Sarasota, by way, of course, of Atlanta. He was convinced as was every other Floridian, if he died, he would have to connect in Atlanta, en route to heaven. But then, heaven may not have been a consideration…
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      U.S., Israel & Istanbul

      

      MacLachlan arrived at Sarasota-Bradenton International Airport at 9:15 p.m. He took a taxi north on U.S. 41, the famed Tamiami Trail, though his destination was thirty –plus minutes south. The taxi dropped him at a residence. He intentionally fumbled like he was looking for keys until the taxi had gone around the corner. Only then did he walk around the house to a garage that faced an alley. He had rented this garage for years; it was part of his OPSEC, like the storage facility in Crystal City, Virginia. He unlocked a high security padlock and manually raised the door. Switching on the light, he glanced around. Everything seemed in place.

      A sandstone beige Toyota Tacoma Pre-Runner sat there. He unplugged the cable that kept the battery in peak charge, removed a Glock 19 and inside the waistband holster from a small safe, doused the light, and moved the truck outside. It was fully fueled; it was always fully fueled. Closing and securing the garage door, he warmed the V-6 for a minute or two, and then quietly drove back to U.S. 41. He watched his mirror. There was traffic even at this time in the evening. Sarasota was one of the wealthiest cities per capita in America. Now, the rich young twenty-and thirty something’s were out to party away the money they had inherited from captain of industry grandfathers who had moved there several decades before.

      As he neared downtown Sarasota, the Porsche and BMW quotient rose meteorically, punctuated by the odd pickup truck returning to Arcadia or the slow-moving Venice-bound Grand Marquis’s piloted by octogenarians.

      MacLachlan turned west on Bee Ridge and, soon after, merged onto I-75 South towards his home on Casey Key. It would be good to be home for a while, though he feared he would be lonely for virtually the first time in his life. He had experienced loneliness several times when a certain buxom biologist had left from a several weeks stay to return to the Amazon to search for the ultimate cure for cancer among that jungle region’s flora…before timber and other interests killed off the rain forest and any hopes of finding the miracle cures she knew were there. This time, she had been gone two years. Maybe too long. MacLachlan did not really know. He did know that Kate had fast-roped into his life like a special operator dropping off a black helo with an M-4 blazing.

      Crossing the bridge to the key, MacLachlan remembered the last part of the gunfight with the Cubans sent by Abdullah Hamadi to kill him. It had occurred here. Turning on the barrier island’s main road, he passed the entrances to multi-million-dollar estates before turning into his own property, the value of which was similar. As he passed between two posts at the beginning of his drive, a strip under the oyster shell drive turned on two powerful floodlights. He knew a signal was going off simultaneously in the stilted, metal roofed cracker house at the end of the drive.

      MacLachlan hit an encrypted code garage door opener. The door opened and the light came on. His Hewes flats boat on the aluminum trailer was in there; he guessed he would get a fun car one day, maybe soon. He had not had one since his V-12 XKE had been blown up by Hamadi’s hit team years ago. He took a Sure-Fire flash out of the glove box of the Tacoma and walked around the house looking for proof that all was well. He shot the light in front of himself to make sure he did not step on a snake. He had eaten snakes in survival training and was not afraid of them. He just did not like them at all. And, a Florida home deserted for weeks at a time and off by itself in the palms and palmettos was an engraved invitation to serpents of all sizes, colors and poisons. Luckily for the snakes, he saw none. He was remote enough that the sound of a 9mm round would not alarm anyone.

      MacLachlan retrieved the Canadian duffle from the truck and climbed the seven wooden steps to the cedar house. He unlocked the door and disarmed the alarm system. Things smelled musty, so he avoided the air conditioner and opened windows and shutters to cross-ventilate. The house was on the bay side; he had a chickee hut across the road on the Gulf beach side. But, even the south end of Little Sarasota Bay generated enough breezes in the palms and Norfolk pines to keep the house cool most of the year. He stuck a Folgers cup in the Keurig and had hot coffee before the eggs and toast were done.

      After the late dinner, he lit a Padron 5000 cigar and called Kate. The call was short, since both had had long days. MacLachlan let the cigar burn itself out in the brightly colored Cuban ceramic ash tray and went to bed. Tomorrow, he would run on the beach. His shoulder was not yet ready to swim. He was supposed to take physical therapy for it but based on past experience with gunshot and knife wounds, decided to avoid the inevitable questions and let nature take its course.

      The next morning at dawn, he put on running shoes and shorts. He strapped on a butt pack with the Glock and several extra mags, a tactical knife, light, and some Quik-Clot in it. He fastened a water bottle to the belt and trotted down his lane, across the road and onto the beach. Once there, he turned south and ran to the end of the island. He turned and, retracing his steps, ran past his property to the other end of the island. He had gone twelve miles on the eight-mile strip of sand and wealth and was sweating profusely, despite the morning’s cool air. Though his shoulder ached, he generally felt good. That morning, after a shower, he planned to get out his juicer and pick up some berries, baby spinach, apples and bananas at the local Publix Supermarket managed by his fishing buddy, Jerry. He would make healthy drinks, drink plenty of water and skip fried foods and red meat until he felt he was back in full combat shape. Dammit.
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        * * *

      

      At the same time, a genius level woman was stripping down beside a tall, darkened window Discovery in the ODNI parking lot. Once dressed in running clothes, she power walked for forty-five minutes before toweling off behind the SUV with a damp camping towel and heading in to her cubicle. It would have felt better to strip in the sun, but she had a meeting too near lunch time. She entered the Cadre SCIF dressed in a dark suit and dark blue 4” heels. Her hair was brushed but she had not applied make-up yet. It did not really matter; she was so lovely that she did not really need it.

      Over the next several days, she was subjected to a far more penetrating debriefing than the Interpol and FBI Legat people had given her in Prague; Grafton and his peers knew more details than the previous interrogators and pressed her harder. She told them everything she knew with complete candor and added perceptive analysis. At the end, she fed her new intel into the Eastern Europe mix and began analyzing bits of chatter picked up from the region to see if she and her team could determine where Cernosek was, where other caches of antiquities and objects ‘d art were and how to shut down the operation permanently. There was not a criminal concern so much as the goal of once and for all turning off a flow of funding to Hezbollah that had existed for twenty-five years. She felt she had a personal stake in it and threw her energies and brainpower into it with full force.
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        * * *

      

      In Florida, MacLachlan was healing as only a tough, fit, stubborn man could—very quickly and without a lot of consideration to the pain that plagued his constant exercising.

      He called Tomáš Studrich, burner phone to burner phone.

      “Hello my friend!” MacLachlan greeted Kate’s uncle.

      “Ah! How are you feeling?”

      “Better day by day. Anything new regarding our recent adventure?” MacLachlan asked.

      “Your friend had a pleasant funeral and delicious wake. He is dead and buried. The local papers suggested he was the one who attacked the Depository and was a major person of interest in the case. There does not seem to be any speculation to the otherwise.”

      “Excellent! Thank you for seeing to my friend,” MacLachlan said.

      “You are welcome. Under BIS—not Interpol or U.S.—questioning, one of the Lebanese from the institution told us that the one known as Cernosek was not a Czech, but an Iranian who walked with a cane. His name is Abdullah Hamadi.”

      The line went silent as MacLachlan’s mind raced. His gut suspicions were confirmed.

      “You are sure?”

      “That is what my sources say.”

      “He was supposed to have been killed by an operator over twenty-five years ago in France. He was struck by a stolen car and, appearing to still be alive, run over again definitively.”

      “You seem to intimately know all the details of that incident, Mack…But, people are often hard to kill. Look at you,” Studrich thought aloud.

      “This is a veritable ghost from my past, Tomáš. I have to go after him. Anything on his whereabouts?”

      “Not really. He left with a large amount of easily transportable diamonds, other jewels and cold coins. He apparently also had something just as valuable.”

      “What was that?”

      “A flash drive or thumb drive—whatever you call those things—with a list of client contacts, inventory and cache locations on it. Like what you got from Adbikhair, but probably far more valuable as to its content.”

      “I’ll bet everyone is scrambling for that!”

      “I would assume, but the word is pretty closely held currently. I suspect that the hovno will hit the proverbial fan.”

      “Hovno?” MacLachlan asked.

      “Shit, of course.”

      “Of course, in context. And, you are so right. Everyone, including the Iranians, insurance companies, private investigators hired by persons on the list who don’t want us to know they have been buying stolen art and antiquities for years, all of the art theft agencies of governments. Hovno indeed.

      “I am going to speak with some friends of mine who are not restrained by usual intel agency politics and offer to find Hamadi and…bring him to justice…for free. All I will ask of them is the information flow I will likely be denied by the rest of the agencies.”

      “Since I know that neither the Russians, Chinese or Koreans are your friends, I suspect you mean the Israelis. Not such a bad idea. Maybe you should ask for a reasonable percentage of any treasure you find.”

      “Also, not such a bad idea.”

      “Watch your back. And remember that old Czech proverb, keep your friends close and your enemies closer.”

      “I will. When did that become a Czech proverb?”

      “Just now.”

      “So be it.”

      The two friends broke their connection.

      MacLachlan was in a quandary about how much or little he could tell Kate. She was after all, now a GS-14 with the ODNI and had regular and unexpected polygraphs and non-disclosures. Too much would put her in an uncomfortable position. He decided to operate as he had for years—on a need-to-know basis. And, as of yet, she did not need to know what he had in mind.
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        * * *

      

      MacLachlan sent an email to an old friend he could not call, since he not only did not know his telephone number nor where he lived, but knew that such a call, even if he had a number, would ring bells all over the intelligence world.

      The email was terse, “My dear friend. I hope your health is well. I need to visit you, as I have a proposition you and other of your friends will surely like. Please advise how this can be facilitated. Kind regards, Mack”

      That evening, he received a response, “Good to hear you are still alive, rumor had you buried in Eastern Europe. Fly to Haifa. Drive to Akko and be in the tunnel of your ancestors at noon three days hence. Someone will contact you. You should have married my niece, Steven”

      “That damn old fox! He knew about Dusay’s burial and knew it was me. I obtained the Dusay passport through his niece, Yaffa Segal…he must have really checked me out to know that my great grandfather going who knows how far back, was a Knight Templar. Damn!”

      He had had a torrid love affair with the beautiful Yaffa when they tracked and killed Abdul Harani, whose controller was none other than Abdullah Hamadi. Yaffa and MacLachlan had drifted apart over time and she had eventually married someone. He had no idea where she currently lived but wished only the best for her.

      MacLachlan booked flights taking him to Haifa on Israel’s coast and booked a rental car for the trip north to Akko, or as it is known in both the Bible and world history, Acre. “Three days hence” did not leave much time, so he had to leave the following morning.

      That night he called Kate.

      “I would like to speak with the buxom, wild, adventurous love of my life,” he began.

      “Sorry, she’s on a date with a hot Feeb. You are stuck with me.”

      “Well, if you don’t tell her, the truth is I’d like to be in bed with you right now.”

      “I won’t, because I feel the same. This is Bob, who takes care of Kate when you are away.

      “Bob, your gorgeous ass!”

      “Well, with you down there and me up here, Bob is all I have left. My battery-operated boyfriend, BOB.”

      “Is he as good as me?”

      “He can go hours, but I think you probably are better at keeping me pleased.”

      “Think?”

      “Okay, Mr. Ego. I know it. Is that what you want to hear?

      “Only if it’s true.”

      “It is.”

      They spoke for a half hour and he ended by telling her he had an assignment and would have to be in covert mode for a few weeks but would call her from along the way. She was disappointed that he would not say what or where, but knew that soon, she would probably have an assignment she could not share with him.
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        * * *

      

      Two days later found MacLachlan in Haifa, a favorite city of his. He looked forward to seeing the ancient City of Acre, with its old town, walled port and, of course, the Tunnel of the Templars. There was a long tradition in his family that he was descended from Templars through many generations. How Rotenberg knew this was baffling, unless Mack had mentioned it to Rotenberg’s niece during their time together. But he doubted it.

      He rented a Renault Fluence compact from Avis and drove north to Acre. Once there, he meandered around the port and found a small hotel and got a room. Due to the bad parking situation, he walked back to the port and settled on the Abu Christo waterfront restaurant for dinner, having shrimp and humus, washed down with a locally brewed Tuborg beer.

      MacLachlan walked carefully, knowing that tourists were safe from Israelis, but could be collateral damage from the ever-present threat of homicide bombers. He always used that term instead of suicide bombers. Those asses did not just commit suicide, they murdered innocents in the name of religion, a concept that escaped MacLachlan’s logic.

      He got a good night sleep; the next morning, he had strong coffee and shakshouka, which was eggs poached in a tomato and vegetable sauce, and bread. All in all, he considered, a fine start for the day.

      At 11:00 a.m., he walked to the Templar’s Tunnel, doing SDR’s along his route. Despite the crowds of both locals and tourists, he felt comfortable that he was not being trailed by anyone.

      He entered the tunnel, walking along its wooden pathway and wondered if one of his early ancestors had also walked the same steps as he was now doing.

      Just before noon, he picked out a fit, dangerous-looking man moving towards him in a crowd of English tourists. Like many Israelis, he had on slacks and a loose, short-sleeved sport shirt, worn untucked. Despite style, MacLachlan also knew that could hide a weapon. The man’s persona was not in keeping with the tourists.

      As they came within feet of one another, MacLachlan stepped lightly to the right and slightly lowered his shoulders, moving towards a defensive stance.

      The man noted this and smiled, changing his whole appearance.

      “I am a friend of Yaffa’s uncle,” he said.

      That was good enough for MacLachlan, who smiled back and resumed a natural stance.

      “Let us leave this place; I have a car nearby and lunch awaits us at our friend’s apartment.”

      Mack stuck out his hand, “Mack.”

      “Ari Lieberman.” The two shook and walked on, Ari slightly ahead and leading the way. Outside the Tunnel, they got into a green Ford Focus and Ari Lieberman drove out of the port area with both speed and the precision of either a rally driver or a trained operative…or, perhaps, both.

      The two operators spoke little during the trip, mostly light conversation about Acre, the weather and items of little moment.

      Within twenty minutes, Lieberman nosed the car into a space on a narrow street and the two climbed the stairs of a modest apartment building. The Israeli knocked on the door at 2-D and a familiar voice said, “Come in.”

      The door was unlocked for the occasion of the visit, and MacLachlan saw Rotenberg, visibly aged in the twenty plus years since the two had last seen one another, sitting at a table. A walker was against the wall; a Walther PPK .380 was near his right hand.

      Another man was present, tough and no-nonsense looking, but also with an aura of authority.

      Rotenberg motioned MacLachlan over and down and gave him a big bear hug. MacLachlan was surprised at how solid the old man’s torso felt.

      “You sonofabitch! You should have married my niece!”

      “My old friend, she was way too good for me.”

      “That is probably true. We will speak of her later. You have met Ari. Meet Eli Litvak.”

      MacLachlan turned to the man and extended his hand, the grasp that met his was dry and hard, but the eyes above were not unfriendly.

      “Mr. Litvak, Mack MacLachlan.”

      “Eli to any old friend of Steven Rotenberg. Steven says has known you for almost thirty years. My organization has known you for a similar amount of time. We have never worked at cross purposes, clearly…since you still breathe.”

      MacLachlan was unsure whether this was an attempt at humor or just a fact. Possibly it was both and he took no offense, having already determined this man was one of the faceless leaders of Mossad.

      “So, young man. You said you had a proposal to give me. I thought it would be nice to have my former associates here, since I am an old retiree with no authority to agree to anything beyond the time of my next bowel movement. And, even that is up for grabs at times.”

      “Steven, I see your sense of humor has not become more refined over the years.”

      Rotenberg grinned at the younger operative. The former had been known far and wide for his raucous sense of humor and deadly efficiency. He had been around MacLachlan’s current age when they first met, and a very deadly proposition.

      “I gather from your comment about my burial in Moravia that you are aware of both my, or perhaps, that poor dead Canadian’s, activities at the Depository.”

      He waited a moment for an answer and got none, so he continued. “The Iranians, as I suspect you have known for some time, have run a highly profitable black market for stolen art and antiquities. Once a small expense percentage was deducted, the rest went to fund Hezbollah.”

      Again, no response, but also no looks of surprise or disagreement.

      “The Director, a man called Lilje Cernosek, escaped with a large amount of treasure in easily portable jewels and gold coins. The BIS estimates the amount he took to be somewhat north of 300 million Euros. Perhaps more importantly, the investigators at the scene were unable to find any list of inventory, other sites, or clients. Therefore, the Iranians can reestablish at some other location and continue to fund Hezbollah. The big question now is whether Cernosek will show back up in Iran and/or turn the items he took over to the Iranians. He has to know that, if he doesn’t, he will be the subject of the biggest fatwa since Salman Rushdie.”

      “Now, Steven, here is the clincher, Cernosek is Abdullah Hamadi, the man I thought I killed in Marseilles many years ago!”

      At this bit of intel, the Israelis showed a flicker of surprise and increased interest in the story.

      “I am probably permanently out of the loop with my own country’s intelligence agencies. They consider that I went rogue on this op. And, I did. Just like when I went to France and thought I killed Hamadi. The difference is last time they intentionally turned a blind eye; this time they specifically ordered me to stay out.”

      “That being the case, here is my proposal. I know Hamadi/Cernosek better than anyone. And, I have personal reasons to kill him. Long, deep personal reasons. But I have no intel sources. You want him taken out, I am sure, and would like the money, inventory and client list, if available. So, I propose to go after him with you supplying the intel. I ask no money, unless I can recoup some small expenses from whatever I recover for you, maybe 10% or so. I make no claim to fame if—no when—I am successful. Deal?”

      Eli Litvak thought for a moment then nodded. Again, he stuck out his hand. MacLachlan shook it as Litvak said, “We have a deal.”

      Litvak turned and spoke privately to Ari Lieberman, then nodded to all and walked towards the apartment’s door. As he went through it, he said, “Ari is control. He will give you a clean phone for contacts. Good hunting, Mack!”

      “It looks like a win-win, Mack.” Rotenberg observed. “Actually, with you in danger all over the world ever since you met Yaffa, I am glad she married that doctor. So, of course, was her mother.”

      “How is she?” he asked as a light lunch was brought in by a housekeeper.

      “Still beautiful in her early fifties. Still married to Howard. They have given me two grandnephews, Steven is at MIT and Marvin, Jr. is a bond trader on Wall Street. She is a docent at the Met and on various charity boards. Not as adventurous as being shot at with you, but at least she had that experience long enough to make a well-informed decision.”

      “So, she has been in America? She has managed to keep that from me for thirty years. Good for her, Steven. Tell her I was alive the last time you saw me and wish her my best.”

      “I will.”

      Ari Lieberman spoke for the first time since they arrived

      “When we finish eating, I will take you back to where we met. I believe you had a car parked there. Tomorrow morning, I will deliver a package to you at your hotel. It will have some information on the probable route of Hamadi and a totally clean phone with an international sim card, purchased for cash on the street in Brooklyn, New York. The pre-programmed number in the address book is mine. It routes through several hemispheres and is identified as Cousin Bill, in San Angelo, Texas.”

      “So, I guess Steven told you where I grew up.”

      “No, it was in your dossier at work.”

      Though not surprised, MacLachlan adopted the Mossad’s style of stoic silence.

      “Do you need a gun and a carry letter while you are here in Israel?”

      “Thanks, but no. I will be leaving Israel tomorrow for wherever you tell me Hamadi is headed.”

      They ate quickly.

      “You will probably be heading towards Syria or Lebanon. I do not know for sure yet. Make sure you do not enter a Muslim country from Israel. Even if allowed, it will land you in secondary screening,” Ari said. MacLachlan nodded and turned to Steven Rotenberg.

      “Right. Thanks for everything. Now, my old friend, I bid you adieu again. Hopefully, we can share a glass of wine to celebrate the death of Hamadi sooner than later.”

      As he embraced the old man, Rotenberg said, “I am not getting any younger, so don’t mess around finding and killing him, okay?”

      “I won’t.”
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, MacLachlan sat at the terrace restaurant near his hotel and sipped strong coffee and had fruit and bread for breakfast. Finished, he went back to the hotel. A package awaited him at the desk. He took it up to his room and opened it. There was a typed note that someone matching Hamadi’s description had been seen two days before in a particular area of Istanbul. As promised, it also contained an Android phone. MacLachlan checked the address book. It had one name in San Angelo, Texas.

      He went back to the restaurant and took advantage of its Wi-Fi site to plan his itinerary to Istanbul for later that afternoon. It was circuituitous but got him in that fabled city by darkness. He booked a hotel room in the area where Hamadi or a lookalike had been seen. Mossad hardly ever sent its friends on wild goose chases, so he made his plans with confidence.
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        * * *

      

      MacLachlan had been to Istanbul many times and knew it well. He immediately went to a money changer and changed Euros for several hundred dollars’ worth of Turkish Lira. The capitol of several major civilizations as Constantinople, Istanbul is one of the world’s largest cities and the only one that spans two continents—Europe and Asia. That reason would be enough to make it a hub of intelligence activity, let alone its wide blend of ethnicities, cultures, religions and central location.

      He took a light rail to the area where Hamadi was reportedly seen and checked into his hotel. He called Ari and found that Mossad watchers had verified Hamadi to have been at a certain address the day before. This was getting almost too easy. Things just didn’t happen that way. MacLachlan picked up a non-descript rental car.

      MacLachlan bought another internationally enabled burner phone and called Kate. It was early evening in Istanbul and after midnight in the D.C. area. She did not answer the strange number, so he left her a naughty message, but also told her not to call back, and that he would catch up with her at a different time. He found a nearby café and supped on kıymalı ıspanak, a spinach and chopped meat dish, and yogurt. Jet lag had begun to catch up with him, so he checked the emails he had downloaded at the restaurant and went to bed early.

      There was no need to conduct general surveillance on the estate where Hamadi had been seen; the Israelis already had that function covered. So, he drove to the area and familiarized himself with it, identifying choke points in traffic where a kidnapping or kill could occur with less risk to the shooter or kidnaper, parallel streets where he could trail without being seen and alleys where he could hide. He knew that it was very difficult, if not impossible, to properly tail someone alone. But that is how he had had to do it most of his career, and he was very good at it. The Mossad would feed him information, but he could not expect them to be three fourths of a four-vehicle surveillance team.

      Later in the day, he received a text from Ari that the subject and his host (plus a protective team) had left the estate by a three-car caravan. MacLachlan got a description of the vehicles and, being in the immediate area, watched them pass as he stayed parked by a curb. Five cars later, he pulled into the number one lane and followed the caravan discretely. He knew the Israelis were doing the same thing but was unable to detect them in the traffic. As the three vehicles pulled up in front of a restaurant, MacLachlan noted the center one was at the curb and the blocker and chase vehicles were in front and back, both angled outwards toward the main traffic flow…pros. He pulled in seven or eight cars up and watched through the passenger side rear view mirror. The detail provided a protective barrier around two men, one with a cane. It was clear, though, that they were more interested in protecting the one without the cane…

      MacLachlan watched closely as Hamadi limped from the car to the entrance of the restaurant. He seemed fit and only needed the cane to steady himself somewhat. MacLachlan wondered if he had a sword in the cane; MacLachlan would, if it were him.

      He decided to chance it. This morning, he had trimmed a five-day steel gray growth into a neat beard. He donned large frame black glasses with clear lens and a very non-MacLachlan black French style beret. He went to the restaurant and was seated on the opposite side from the party with Hamadi. He watched around the menu as the latter ordered a very un-Muslim martini. The man he was with was of no discernible nationality. He may have even been an American; MacLachlan was fairly sure the protective team was.

      It appeared that the group was going to enjoy a leisurely lunch. MacLachlan could wait until Hamadi went to the men’s room and slip in and kill him. But he thought it better to wait and see if he could take him alive and obtain the inventory and customer list for the Israelis. There was the money, too, but that was not high on MacLachlan’s list. If he ended up with a percentage, it would cover escalating costs and then just be a windfall. But he was not after Hamadi for the money; rather for a recently kidnapped Kate and a long ago hit team of Cubans, a blown-up house and car. He recovered the woman, rebuilt the house. But he would never get another V-12 E-Jag like that one. Sonofabitch. He was going to die. Really die, this time.
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        * * *

      

      The subject of MacLachlan’s thoughts and scrutiny had initiated his own plan, now several weeks ago. He had driven the Mercedes with the 400 million Euros in the boot halfway across Europe before Interpol had put out its notice on him. He had several clients who were friends and who had gladly put him up for the night along the way in order to protect their interests and maintain the pipeline of black-market art. One of them had traded a Mercedes M class SUV for the 500, giving Hamadi a clean car and clean set of plates, with no lag in his evasion.

      Now, he was at the estate of an ex-pat Canadian. He knew what he had to do. He had a nephew on Wall Street in New York. The nephew had laughingly told him about a stockbroker slogan he had learned while studying for his Series-7 license, “Pigs get fat; hogs get eaten”. Though distasteful to a Muslim, the underlying truth was not lost on Abdullah Hamadi.

      From the estate, he had sent an untraceable email to the clandestine operations head of SAVAK, the Iranian Secret Police and Intelligence Agency. It was that very person who was reporting updates to the Ayatollahs on a weekly basis.

      In the email, Hamadi admitted setting up the infidel, Pirata. He also said that he had protected as much of the treasure as he could carry while escaping, some 380 million Euros. He would deliver the Euros to a cache point tomorrow, along with the thumb drive, but needed to stay on the run until the heat died down. At that time, he would re-contact SAVAK and come in out of the cold to resume leadership of funding Allah’s Hezbollah through the remaining and new artworks.

      Hamadi had no intention of doing anything he said, other than turning in the thumb drive—which he had assiduously copied onto another thumb drive—and all but 20 million Euros. He figured he could work his way to Polynesia, get a small place with a faire over the sea and several young Tahitian girls to cater to his every need, and live happily ever after on that amount. Nothing wrong with being a living pig, instead of a dead hog.

      The ex-patriot Canadian millionaire, Bob Worsham, had shipping connections worldwide and would help Hamadi in the movement from Istanbul to Tahiti, Bora Bora, or some close-by island where he could live in anonymity.

      Tomorrow was the big day, one of the former Canadian SAS team protective detail operators would deliver 380 million Euros in diamonds, emeralds and gold—several ingots and lots of coins, such as Krugerrands, and Maple Leaf’s. As this was happening, Hamadi was to be boarding one of Worsham’s fifty-foot offshore racing boats on the Strait of Bosporus. A week and many modes of transport later, he would be in the South Pacific home hunting. A sheik in Tahiti, also an art fan, would provide him several beautiful teenage Polynesian girls who could cook, clean and fawn over Hamadi…for only $600,000 U.S.

      Hamadi had it all laid out in his mind, the girls would wear only pareos around their waists and perhaps a flower or necklace. He would, himself, adopt Polynesian style and tan while working out to get stronger and stronger. He knew he would never totally give up the cane, but still planned for six-pack abdominals and great pectorals and biceps. He may even grow a beard; not a bushy Ayatollah or Mujahedeen beard, but maybe a stylish Western one like that accursed Pirata had.
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        * * *

      

      MacLachlan knew that a protective detail as professional as the one the estate’s owner had would do daily neighborhood sweeps, so he had to rely totally on the Israeli watchers for information on persons entering or leaving the estate. He drove to the area and staged at a coffee shop, ready to move quickly if and when a call came. He decided he would give this approach several days. After that, he would hit Hamadi, either at the estate or on the street. He was unaware that Hamadi had effectively bought off the Iranian fatwa.

      Lieberman reported via text the next day that a car with one occupant had departed the estate and gone to the home of a suspected black-market art collector long enough to drop of a package and return the estate. The driver was thought to be one of the security detail. MacLachlan was puzzled at this and had to assume that Hamadi was fencing some jewels or gold for traveling money. He was, but to a far greater extent than MacLachlan realized. He was virtually buying back his life.

      Shortly thereafter, MacLachlan received an actual call. An excited Ari Lieberman advised him that Hamadi had just made the short trip to the harbor and boarded a very fast racing boat, which was now idling through the no-wake zone in the harbor, headed south. He said that the Israelis were trying to get a helicopter up to track it, as no other boat in the harbor available for charter or theft could possibly shadow a 100-mile-an--hour-racer.

      MacLachlan drove to a point south of the harbor and watched a long, sleek racing boat begin to accelerate onto plane, then Mercruiser racing engines opened up and it was gone, heading for the Sea of Marmara, then probably to the Greek Islands.

      He had no option but to wait and see what Mossad had for him, then go there. Wherever the hell “there” was.
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        * * *

      

      The Israeli watchers did get a helicopter aloft and tracked the go-fast boat to a Greek Island, where it deposited one man with a cane. That man boarded a ferry to Athens. Operatives in Athens met the ferry and observed the man get on a cargo ship named the Jethena. A talk with the captain of the port revealed it was bound around the Horn of Africa and on to Cape Horn, and then destined to Tahiti with electronics, diapers and canned goods…and, unknown to the captain of the port, a man with a cane.

      MacLachlan bought an airline ticket and began a tortuous set of connections from Istanbul back to the U.S. The Israelis would watch each of the Athena’s ports of call to make sure that Hamadi did not disembark from the freighter. He had three weeks before it arrived in Tahiti, if, in fact, that was Hamadi’s destination. Once the Israelis advised of a disembarkation, MacLachlan would proceed to that location and pick up the chase—to interrogate and kill, or if that did not seem efficacious at the time, to just kill and fade away like a wraith.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          20

        

      

    

    
      Spain And The U.S.

      

      Pirata made his way to Spain and re-entered on his passport obtained through the Legion Etanger. He knew that even twenty years later, Juan Felipe Garcia-Gonzalez would be picked up upon entry to his home country by Spanish authorities. Murder in Spain, as in most places, had no statute of limitations.

      He knew he could obtain a new identity and passport with a tiny portion of the booty he had taken when he left the Depository in a hurry several weeks ago. Contacts still in the Legion had advised him that Cernosek had framed him and that an Interpol Red Notice had been issued, making travel anywhere in the world more complicated.

      Pirata had always been a bit vain about his neatly trimmed beard and expensive haircuts. But, now, in the interest of anonymity, thought he would shave his mustache and beard, and cut and dye his hair. He did so. He chose a gray dye for his hair and the change was significant. Pirata, generally dressed in an Italian suit, adopted the business casual characteristic of a Madrileos suburbanite.

      He covertly visited his parents and brothers. The woman who had seduced him into the ETA had served time, been released and now was a housewife, so he neglected calling upon her. His Legionnaire number two at the Depository had met with him in Austria. As his old friend was not wanted by any authorities, Pirata had suggested that he veer away from his old boss until the situation abated. Over protests, the former Legionnaire left for North Africa, where a temporary mercenary job awaited.

      Pirata, though he was now calling himself Diego Gonzalez, using the name of his mother’s deceased brother, suspected from past comments, that Cernosek—he did not know the Director’s true name—would end up in French Polynesia. That fact was gleaned and filed away during a brief conversation of what each would do when the certain end to the Depository finally came. He knew it would take Cernosek some time to get to Tahiti or Bora-Bora, so he bided his time for a few weeks, working on becoming Diego Gonzalez and learning his “legend.” He did, from time to time, think about Kate Matthews, the captiva. Now, there was quite a woman.
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        * * *

      

      Hamadi, thought to be en route to Tahiti non-stop on the cargo ship provided by his Canadian friend, decided to mix things up. He had not stayed alive this long by being a fool.

      In three weeks, averaging fifteen knots, the Jethena made it from Greece to the Port of Durban, South Africa. On the first night in port, one of the seamen in the midst of a crowd of boisterous sailors heading for a bar carried a cane and a fifty-pound duffel. He flagged a taxi and went to a hotel he had reserved via Internet on the ship’s Wi-Fi. For ten thousand Euros, he had a stamped South African passport, driver’s license and several credit cards waiting for him as Klaus Vandervoot.
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        * * *

      

      Back at the ODNI, Kate really settled in to her new position, having been sent to Prague before she had really begun to acclimate. Due to the importance of Eastern Europe, she found that she very quickly had a junior, non-tactical analyst assigned to her, as well as a linguist who spoke other languages in the area beyond Kate’s almost native Slovak.

      Kate had historically worked about nine hours each day at her previous agency; this one appeared to demand more like ten at the minimum. She continued her walks, even joined by Eliana several times a week. By the time she arrived home, though a fairly short distance from the office, she was beat. A quick healthy meal, maybe a Kindle novel and a call with Mack, then bed. At five the next morning, she was up, and the cycle started over.

      She got off on danger and adventure, but the Prague assignment and being kidnapped, water boarded and killing someone right out of the box had given her more hesitation about field work than she had admitted to the psychologist, Will Grafton or even Mack. She would deal with it. What had Mack said that he did so many weeks ago, now? Compartmentalize. She would try.

      The phone rang at 9:30 p.m. The number was unknown, so she let it ring. The voicemail prompt came up and she dialed in.

      “Hi, gorgeous! Kick ‘Bob’ out of the apartment and please answer the next time this number comes up? Love you! “

      The phone rang again with what she thought was a Denver area code.

      “Hello?”

      “Hello. Miss me?”

      “I did, Bill!”

      “That is not the least bit funny,” he said.

      “Neither is you always teasing me about Bob. If you were around more, Bob would be past history.”

      “How was your day?” MacLachlan asked, changing the subject.

      “Too long and tiring. It’s a job keeping America safe.”

      “I know,” he responded.

      “Where are you?”

      “Cedar Creek.”

      “When did you get in and why didn’t you call me right away?” Kate asked.

      “You were at work and I am not sure whether or not being associated with me right now might hurt your career.”

      “Probably won’t hurt it at all. Word spread out of the ODNI is that you were working for some unnamed entity, possibly an insurance company, and still did what Interpol and the alphabets had been unable to do. I believe you may be headed back to folk hero status. How long will you be there? You know the day after tomorrow is Saturday…”

      “Does that mean I can pick you up at the apartment tomorrow at about 7:00 p.m. for a weekender at the cabin?”

      “Let me check my social calendar,” she paused five seconds, then “See you then, big guy! Oh! What should I bring?”

      “What you are wearing and some shorts and an extra pair of shoes in case you get your primaries wet. And, your Glock if you want to practice some more.”

      “See you then!” He rang off immediately.

      Kate pulled on an oversized tee shirt to sleep in and then took it off. She brushed her teeth and climbed into the bed alone…at least for tonight.

      The next day, MacLachlan jogged along the path, then road to the bridge where he had dealt summarily with the two skinheads. Each step still felt like an ice pick poking into his right shoulder. He would be out of the precision sniper rifle business for a while yet. He suspected that paddling would be very painful. He could stand the pain; he just did not want to open the stitches with power digs and sweeps.

      He turned back after several miles and returned to the cabin. It was warm out. He guessed about eighty degrees Fahrenheit. He climbed the steps to the deck and kicked off shirt and shoes. He walked into the house and picked up a canoeing magazine and the ubiquitous Glock 19. Placing the gun on the table beside the chaise lounge, he covered it with the magazine and laid on the chaise. Soon, he was asleep in the warm sun, though subconsciously, one ear was alert for anything out of the ordinary. Ordinary was songbirds singing, cicadas, and a slight wind rustling in the trees.
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        * * *

      

      Kate Mahris studied her computer, reading analyses from several intelligence agencies, domestic and friendly foreign ones. She was still trying to put together where the Depository operation had alternate sites, which, in turn, might give some hint as to where they would reconstitute. And, she was sure that they would do just that. She locked her computer and walked into a conference room with the two staffers now assigned to her.

      “Okay. We know the ‘Depository,’ for lack of a better name for the operation right now, has been hit hard. Mack and I killed the primary muscle and he killed the Deputy Director, who was later identified as the Hezbollah plant—or at least one of them. The Czech authorities confiscated an estimated billion Euros in jewels, art and antiquities from primarily around the Middle East and Baltic States. That had to have hurt them but I am sure they had more secreted away in a number of other spots. The “boots on the ground” are trailing virtually every employee of the Depository. Most will not be charged with any crime, so they can scatter to where the money is with wild abandon.”

      “So, if it is a Hezbollah funding mechanism run by the Iranians, how about Iran or Lebanon?” asked Elton Thompson, a bright young analyst she had been very pleased to have had assigned to the Eastern Europe team.

      “Maybe…the items would be safe from Interpol in either place because of the totalitarian governments and tight borders. But those same borders would make it tough to smuggle truckloads of new materials in. Carolyn, what do you think?”

      The bespectacled young woman with her hair pulled back in a short ponytail thought for a moment. Kate suspected that without the glasses and the band that held the ponytail, she would be a totally different proposition.

      “Kate, I believe that they would stay in cities with major transportation centers and would maintain an identity different than that of the Depository. I think we should look for museums that have recently been sold or created, factories that manufacture simple to make items, anything but another depository bank.”

      “And,” Elton began, “they will be in hubs, so that narrows things down.

      Kate added, “I believe they will pick countries that either are state sponsors of terrorism or which turn a blind eye to criminal endeavors. What do you think?” She walked over to the white board and picked up an erasable marker and started memorializing their conversation on the board.

      “Okay, let’s free associate. First, countries that meet our criteria.” She put an underlined “countries” on the board.

      “Then cities—we will initially, at least, limit them to ones with an undercurrent of illegality, like Marseille, and major highways coming in, ports, even decent airports—though I think air transportation may be limited except for jewels.”

      “How about drug smuggling centers? The infrastructure is already in place and they could buy transportation and security and corrupt officials with a percentage of the shipment,” Carolyn proffered.

      “Excellent! You are on point! Elton?”

      The twenty-five-year-old black man from Harvard thought, then suggested, “Places with notoriously lax immigration.”

      “Perfect! That gives us a great start. Go to the databases of every IC member you can and start plugging these places into spreadsheet. When the two of you have finished, we will get back together and assign numerical probability factors to each location. Then, we will computer connect them on a scatter diagram to see if there are logical associations as to distance, time and the like. Chop-chop! Let’s go. We will meet at 10:00 a.m. on Tuesday to discuss the results to date. I’ll bring the lattes. Just email what flavor and size you want, okay.”

      She left the two talking and went back to her large cubicle. She would share the approach with Will Grafton. Kate had begun to rely heavily on his experience in the field, his logic and his sage approach to everything. Mack was right. Will was a legend.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      MacLachlan awoke rested albeit still stiff in the right shoulder region. He went into the cabin and opened the refrigerator.

      Taking out a pot roast, onions, small redskin potatoes and baby Portobello mushrooms he had picked up in Strasburg that morning, he cleaned the vegetables and put them in a slow cooker with cracked black pepper, sea salt and enough beef bouillon to cover the contents by two inches. He turned the dial to medium, covered the pot and shredded butter lettuce for a salad. MacLachlan mixed a dressing of hemp oil, balsamic and apple cider vinegar with some herbs and put the greens and dressing in the refrigerator.

      He had picked up yeasty bread, real butter and some cranberry scones for coffee after. Miss Mahris would be in for hearty mountain cabin fare tomorrow night.

      He checked the Rolex. It was a decent time to check in with his Israeli friends.

      “Hello. Anything new on our boy?”

      “No, we have had people watch the entire time the ship has been in each port. We do not think he has disembarked. He has to still be on the Jethena.”

      “What is the next port of call?”

      “Port Stanley in the Falklands. We do not have assets permanently assigned there but will have a team in place by the time the Jethena docks.”

      “Sounds good. Let me know if anything changes and I will get there as soon as possible. Otherwise, I will be in Tahiti the day she comes in.”

      “I will let you know about any changes. I will be in Tahiti, too.”

      “Good. Any more ports of call in next week?”

      “No, Tahiti is next and last on this voyage. Then back again with a load of Tahitian exports, primarily to France.”

      “What on earth does Tahiti export? Suntan oil?” MacLachlan asked.

      “I checked. It does export monoi suntan oil, along with vanilla, fruits, flowers, fish, copra oil, and noni juice,” Ari Lieberman responded.

      After ringing off with Ari Lieberman, he had an idea and made another call. Then, he called Kate at work.

      “Hi, just a quickie. What would you think about dressing up tonight and going to a musical at the Kennedy Center instead of running whitewater? We could still do that this weekend.”

      “You mean you have a cultural side? I guess the girls were right when we first saw you get off the plane at Reagan National. The bet was that you were a Senator or a character actor.”

      “Only a character actor and not a leading man?”

      “If you had been a leading man, we would have recognized you, silly. And, yes, I have a killer dress you have not seen and some matching killer shoes.”

      “Space in your purse for a gun? Washington is dangerous at night.”

      “You just want me to carry one because you are not a sworn blue badge government employee deputized like I am. It’s illegal for you to carry a gun in D.C.”

      “Yes, it is.”

      “But you are going to carry one anyway.”

      “Gee…what is that Amendment about self-incrimination? The Second Amendment?”

      “No, that’s the Right to Bear…oh, shit. Of course, you know what the Constitution says about not having to self-incriminate. And., of course you will be armed.”

      “Can you be ready by seven?”

      “Yes, and let’s stay at my place tonight instead of fording a creek at one a.m.”

      “Deal. I’ll put the planned meal at the cabin in the refrigerator. See you then.”
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        * * *

      

      MacLachlan knew he had to hurry. Since he generally had to wear suits in DC meetings, he had several at the cabin. He picked out a charcoal pinstriped Brooks Brothers, a white Oxford cloth button down shirt and a conservative navy and maroon tie. Cap toe black shoes and a Kydex inside the waistband holster for the 9mm, a 150-lumen tactical light, spare mags and an automatic knife completed his ensemble. He fired up the Bat Jeep and headed up the trail to the ford with little time to spare. Since the trail was fairly smooth, he kicked in the Australian supercharger several times. It always amused him how fast this decades-old utility vehicle could be when called upon.
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        * * *

      

      Kate rushed to complete her portion of the Depository reconstitution location project and reported her plan to Will Grafton. He was pleased with the logic and the immediate buy-in by her young aides. This one was worth the expense and effort, he thought, hoping that, despite what the shrink had said to him privately, the water boarding had not screwed her up.

      MacLachlan did a couple of surveillance detection protocols and then pulled up to Kate’s apartment. He noted that the Land Rover Discovery was already there.

      She opened the door before he had made it halfway up the sidewalk. Kate Matthews was ravishing, her hair up in a style he had not seen before, after-dark makeup, and a short dress that came well above her knees and a plunging neckline that came about the same distance above her waistline. She was simply breathtaking, he thought. Usually unflappable, he just stared.

      “What’s wrong, cat got your tongue, cowboy?”

      “I guess so. You are always beautiful; tonight, you are beyond any words my vocabulary can muster.”

      She flashed him a smile, locked the door and walked towards him, a somewhat larger purse than would be normal evening size clutched in her left hand. He knew why. She brushed his lips with a kiss, naughtily scrunched her shoulders forward to exaggerate her cleavage and climbed into the Bat Jeep before he could do his Texas gentleman duties.

      They used valet parking at the Kennedy Center; it gave more control against someone tampering with the Jeep and turning it into a vehicle-borne improvised explosive device or VBIED. The locking steel box that took the place of a rear seat adequately secured the Winchester .30-30 that resided in it.

      Kate placed her arm in MacLachlan’s left as they walked in, easily the best-looking couple in Washington D.C. that night. So much for OPSEC…

      They watched a version of Les Miserable that reprised every several years at the Center, having house Merlot at intermission, something that surprised Kate, since she had never seen MacLachlan drink before.

      She looked at him quizzically and he replied, “Hey, I am at an evening out with the most beautiful woman in the world. I only wish it was Napoleon brandy.” Unlike her, he stopped at one glass.

      It was close to midnight before the final curtain. The Bat Jeep appeared quickly and noisily, lined up among the Mercedes and BMWs.

      Noting the short dress with the deep plunge in front, the valet stepped up to open the door for Kate. MacLachlan interceded with a five and a warning look that probably froze the kid’s blood.

      Later, without any extracurricular activity, Kate fell asleep on MacLachlan’s shoulder. He stared at the ceiling, thinking about the woman beside him, Hamadi, mortality, wondering about someone in the jungles of the Amazon, then dozing off an hour later while trying to plot an itinerary for the next day…or, rather, later that day. He was awakened several times that night as Kate tossed and turned, once gagging and crying out, “No! No!” She did not awaken, and he held her closely, stroking her hair until she settled back into a more peaceful sleep. He knew what she was reliving in her dreams—

      water boarding.

      They decided on breakfast on the road and left around seven. Kate appeared with a beautifully made longbow of the finest yew, a quiver of target arrows and instructions to find a Gander Mountain or some sporting goods store that had bow and arrow targets. She carefully laid the medieval weapon in the back and then tossed a bug-out bag in beside MacLachlan’s.

      “Kate?” MacLachlan asked.

      “Yes, honey,” adopting a term of endearment for the first time.

      “Last night you were having nightmares about being water boarded. Do you remember them?”

      “Kind of yes, kind of no. I remember something bothering me, but around 3:00, I woke up. I know the time because I looked at your watch. You were holding me. My head was on your left shoulder. I was careful about the injured right one. I felt out of sorts, but still comforted by you being there holding me. You were sleeping the sleep of the pure and innocent.”

      “That’s me, alright. Pure and innocent,” MacLachlan said.

      “Well, at least you sleep that way.”

      “I think you should consider going back to the psychologist and work this out of your system. It could be post-traumatic stress syndrome.”

      “No. I’ll be fine, Mack. Besides, I didn’t like the psychologist. And, I am sure he told everything to Will.”

      “Probably, but there is a way around that lack of confidentiality. I am sure the ODNI has at least one employee assistance program counselor. EAP requires confidentiality by federal law. And, the counselors are good. Besides, if you need more help than a licensed mental health professional can give you, they will refer you to an outside psychologist who doesn’t report back to the boss.”

      “Maybe I’ll think about it. Have you ever been to one?”

      “No, I am a contractor for a bunch of agencies. I don’t qualify. But one of the Bureau’s counselors, Mike, is a good friend. I know the good work they do. Don’t screw around with PTSD. It can affect you in odd ways that you wouldn’t think to tie back to it.”

      “Okay. I will think about it.”

      Within two and a half hours, they were fording Cedar Creek and heading up the winding trail to the cabin. After unloading, they took a swim in the pool at the Creek’s bend and laid in the sun on the deck to dry.

      “This is a horrible life, isn’t it?” MacLachlan asked rhetorically.

      “’Tis. How will you deal with retiring and not gallivanting all over the world to kill someone or save us from impending doom?”

      “Oh, I am a little way from retiring. I will do more of what I have done for the past year, teach operational tradecraft, handle the odd executive protection assignment, maybe do some insurance investigation—I got that idea from Will’s spin on my activities in Eastern Europe. I just won’t take the high risk OCONUS assignments that I used to.”

      “Hmm. So, what’s next for you?”

      “If I tell you, you may become a co-conspirator.”

      “Is that a new version of ‘if I tell you, I’ll have to kill you’?”

      “No, it is exactly as I said, not a glib witticism.”

      “So, you are going after Hamadi and kill him.”

      MacLachlan looked away and did not answer for a while. When he did, his voice was soft and thoughtful.

      “Hamadi engineered the first real terrorist attack on U.S. soil. Virtually no one outside the IC even knew about it. After I killed his operational head, Abdul Harani, and a number of others, he had the Ayatollah declare a fatwa on me personally. They almost got me on Casey Key. They destroyed virtually everything I owned.”

      “You briefly told me this story before but left out a lot. Were you hurt?”

      “A bit, nothing really serious,” MacLachlan said.

      “And, the attackers? They all died? Where?”

      “They died on the lawn, except for the driver.”

      “And, they were Cubans?” Kate asked.

      “A Cuban wet work team, hired by the Iranians.”

      “Weren’t those guys supposed to be really good back in the day?”

      “Apparently they weren’t good enough.”

      “Is that when you went rogue and tracked down Hariri?”

      “It was. Like with you, I had no sanction. I was on my own. A non-official cover—NOC, without backup or expenses. And, I had a lot less money stashed away in those days. He was the only man I ever wanted to kill. He was the only target I failed on. When I saw him in Prague, I knew that he was someone from my past, but it was not until later, talking with your uncle that I knew it was Harani’s old boss I thought I had killed years ago.”

      “Can’t you just let him go? Surely Interpol, one of the alphabets, or the Israelis will capture him.”

      “No. He set up Pirata, to whom I owe a debt of gratitude for letting you go when he had a clear shot at you. Pirata will take the fall and Hamadi probably will live a long life of luxury with the money I am sure he stole.”

      “Don’t you think the Iranians will get him?”

      “Maybe…but probably not. It depends on what story he gave them and how close their reckoning is to the actual amount of loot was at the Depository. I would certainly think Hamadi under-accounted and stashed the difference for his retirement fund.”

      “Speaking of that, my uncle thinks I should bag you as a trophy. He said you came up with a seven-figure letter of credit from a private bank without batting an eye.”

      “For twenty-five years, my fees have been large and my expenses low. I really don’t have to work.”

      “So why do you drive a fifteen or twenty-year-old Jeep?”

      “Because it is set up just the way I like it; it will outrun and out track a new one.”

      “Well it kind of suits you, I guess. I just would have thought my James Bond would have had an Aston Martin DB whatever.” MacLachlan grinned and did not respond.

      “Okay, you sit here and be my audience with your ripped physique and I will either be Maid Marian, Athena, or an Amazon warrior.”

      “Of those, I prefer Athena. I have always had a warm spot and active fantasies about that goddess.”

      “Suit yourself.”

      She went into the cabin and returned dressed in a tee, shorts and carrying her bow and arrows. Kate walked to where the farthest steel targets were and set up her round, straw-filled bullseye.

      Stepping back twenty-five yards, she adjusted an unsupported right breast and sent a procession of arrows into the bullseye.

      MacLachlan watched with pride and a bit of surprise. He was rapidly trying to learn how to not let anything about this woman surprise him, but she was able to catch him off guard almost at will.

      Later, for dinner, they drove back to civilization and MacLachlan put the Bat Jeep on Rt. 11, the old colonial highway that ran down the Shenandoah Valley. Jackson’s foot cavalry had marched it in the footsteps of pioneers, frontiersmen and scallywags. He pulled into the parking lot of a Revolutionary War era inn and they had a quiet dinner. He had stayed there when he came down to look at the Cedar Creek property years ago.

      On the way back, a black bear and later, several deer crossed the trail on MacLachlan’s side of the creek. Kate determined to sleep very close to the man who her boss told her had been, and maybe still was, the deadliest man alive.

      By the time she fell asleep, she was drained, exhausted and had a very big smile on her luscious lips. So did the man who held her.
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      Virginia, Spain And South Africa

      

      Klaus Vandervoot’s Middle Eastern complexion, paired with the clothing of a successful South African businessman, looked like a suntan from hunting, playing tennis or some other expected outdoor activity. He took a room at an upper middle level hotel in Port Durban.

      A judiciously palm-passed Krugerrand to the concierge had gotten him a girl for the next several nights. She was young and willing, with café au lait skin just like he preferred. He thought about taking her to Tahiti, but she might cramp his tradecraft and answer an Immigration question exactly wrong. Besides, there were many more like her in Polynesia. And, they were cheaper and already there.

      While she slept, he took advantage of the wireless in his room to plan the rest of his trip to paradise. He would fly to Panama and board a cruise ship destined for his island destination. He sent the now highly cooperative concierge out for a German Rosetta Stone. On the cruise, he would learn the language. Most people would attribute his bad accent to the South African education in English as a second language. He just hoped he would not bump into a real South African. But like virtually everything with a cover identity, he was playing the odds, and they were in his favor. He had not been able to do a proper push-up since being run over decades before, so he did stomach crunches to make him look better and to fight the onset of years. He could not help it that his leg was atrophied by the crash, but he would not let any part of himself that he could control get that way. He sat on his butt under a solid table and did pull-ups with only fingers holding the edge of the table.
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        * * *

      

      Diego Gonzalez, shorn of his Pirata beard, was still a very handsome man. He, being more of a realist than an egotist, knew this. Baseball caps and dark sunglasses were adopted to tone down his looks, but only added an air of mystery that some women might find appealing and some officials might find to be a red flag. The days of false beards and bad dye jobs had passed. Much of the world had very refined facial recognition systems at immigration ports. Even extensive plastic surgery would not make it past some; it would single the person out as trying to be somebody he was not.

      He had a former Legion associate who was now retired in Tahiti, handling hotel security at a national chain. One international call and the man had lookouts at both the cruise port and airport for any middle-aged man with a cane, walker, limp or wheelchair. Gonzalez was not sure how Cernosek would play this, so he wanted to cover all bases.

      Time was on Gonzalez’ side; it would take some time for Cernosek to settle down and a bit more for him to start feeling comfortable. And, that was when he wanted to strike. He would force Cernosek to write a confession, take his money and set up an apparent suicide, with the confession part of the suicide note. Then, he or his respected friend would call the police. The French hosted Interpol, so it would not take long for word to make it back to Lyon. The note Gonzalez had in mind would virtually clear him of all wrongdoings. Yet, with the money he already had and that which he planned to take from Cernosek, Pirata would disappear forever. The Pirate is dead; long live the Pirate!

      Gonzalez booked tickets to New York, then to Los Angeles. From there, he would fly to Honolulu and take a cruise to Tahiti. He was not sure whether his prey was there or Bora Bora but searching both places beat the hell out of about anywhere else he had worked in the world for the past quarter of a century.

      The next day, armed with an iPad and a carry-on, Diego Gonzalez boarded a jet and headed for points west. He relished the trip as much as the outcome. It had been a long time since he had high quality travel accommodations. Even with economy seats, he would be flying better than in the Transall C-160 from his Legion days. He grinned widely as he walked down the long aisle searching for his seat. The flight attendant seemed quite eager to assist him.
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        * * *

      

      The Israeli phone rang at 7:00 a.m. beside MacLachlan’s bed. Uncharacteristically, he was still asleep. He had to unwind from a shapely arm to reach it.

      “Yes?” he answered.

      “We seem to have lost him for now,” Ari said.

      “Shit!”

      “My sentiments also. We put people on the Jethena in Port Durban, posing as contract cleaners. They did a good job of searching the whole ship. He simply was not there. He may have gotten off with the crew at night, or maybe even before reaching the point of Africa. We have a high alert on him and are also closely monitoring Interpol’s Blue Notice. We are comfortable that he has not doubled back to the Middle East. Nobody goes into Lebanon or Iran or neighboring countries unnoticed by us.”

      MacLachlan doubted that last claim but did not comment.

      “I will be waiting for your next call, my friend.”

      “I know. Hopefully it will come soon, before the trail gets too cold.”

      Ari Lieberman rang off.

      A sleepy Kate Matthews stirred.

      “Who was that?”

      “One of the sources I have watching for Hamadi. Nothing new, unfortunately.”

      She squinted at the bright ray of sunshine coming in through a parting of the bedroom curtains, as they rustled in the light breeze, and buried her face in MacLachlan’s shoulder. Shortly, he eased from underneath, patted her bare bottom and padded noiselessly towards the kitchen and coffee. She snored softly. He filed that away for a tease later.

      The smell of the French roast woke Kate up. She put on MacLachlan’s dress shirt form the previous evening, neglecting to button it, and walked into the kitchen. A mug of coffee awaited her, along with a cranberry-orange scone. She watched the shirtless man maneuvering around the kitchen, now in what appeared to be Scottish tartan boxers. From behind, the fresh exit bullet wound still looked angry. He had what appeared to be a knife slash scar on his back and a smaller, old bullet wound on his left oblique. She loved the action movie scene where the two police lovers compared battle scars but was glad she could not compete as the female officer had with her male counterpart.

      “Will told me to not discuss my Depository relocation site project with you…do you think he made a point of that using reverse psychology and really meaning I should?”

      “I doubt it. You are subject to counterintelligence-focused polygraphs. You tell me something like that, and it is going to come out on a random or scheduled poly. And, your career and your clearances will be jeopardized. Big time.”

      “Don’t you kinda have the need-to-know? I am positive you have sufficient clearances.”

      “I have the ‘want-to-know’ only, and even with my clearances, that is not enough. So, let’s change the subject before you say something that you will regret in the future, okay?”

      “Okay.”

      “Besides, my only interest in the criminal aspects of the Depository was to glean enough intel to get you back. That accomplished, they can reconstitute wherever they want.”

      “How about the Hezbollah angle? They have funded Hezbollah’s terror activities for years.”

      “If one of the IC agencies were to ask me to take on bringing down the operation as a mission, I would believe in the cause, but still turn it down. That sort of thing for hire has dropped out of my waning career plan. Now, it’s just fun stuff and personal mayhem.”

      “Which you seem to wreak without breaking into a sweat.”

      He shrugged and grimaced at his right shoulder.

      “Rightly or wrongly, the law enforcement and intelligence communities are more worried about Pirata. But I am only working on the resurgence of the art theft operation,” Kate said.

      “One of the mantras in investigations of operations like this is ‘follow the money.’ Are you doing that with FinCen or some other asset?” MacLachlan asked.

      “Yes, but only associated with the Depository.”

      “If any stolen jewels or certificates show up somewhere that might be a jumping off point instead of a cache site, that would be of a lot of interest to me. That may indicate where Hamadi is, was, or is going,” MacLachlan noted.

      “I will keep that in mind. Where will you be?”

      “Teaching a close quarters combat night shoot course at a covert DIA site.”

      “Whereabouts?”

      “Just somewhere.” She realized that she should not have asked that question, especially with a decade as a senior clearance holder. But the question, like a bullet that leaves a barrel, could not be recalled.

      Sunday night, MacLachlan dropped Kate at her apartment and turned back west towards where tomorrow’s course would be taught with an old friend named Mike. He needed to be fresh, so he eschewed a romantic night with Kate and instead, opted for a Sleep Inn closer to his morning destination.

      He showered and put on 511 cargo pants, an operator polo, sans any indicia. He added Wiley-X ballistic sunglasses and a ball cap, to complete his “uniform”. Due to the covert nature of the site, the training was to be conducted at a commercial shooting range that catered to law enforcement and other government clientele. MacLachlan met with Mike and they went over the classroom lecture that would be conducted in daylight and the closely controlled live-fire night shooting. Usually, MacLachlan wore a Kevlar vest when teaching live fire; for this course though, the caliber of the weapons scheduled for the evening shoot was sufficient to make a vest virtual waste of time.

      Mike was a full-time firearms instructor who had seen some action, although not to the extent that MacLachlan had. Therefore, the latter conducted most of the classroom training, recounting night firefights from personal experience and how tactical lights with their high lumen intensity had changed the nature of low visibility close quarters battle.

      The class consisted of a hardened crew of clandestine operators who had each had time in Iraq, Afghanistan and other places they would only refer to by general geographic terms, like “mountains, sandbox, jungle,” and similar descriptions. They tended to be in their thirties, though some were forty or more. Some had military short hair, others had long hair and beards, looking more like bikers. All were the finest DOD had to offer.

      MacLachlan brought up real scenarios from his past, and they discussed them, adding personal experiences that related. He taught using Mike’s Class III-licensed short barreled rifle, or SBR, as his primary prop. This highly customized M-4 had EOTEC sights on the receiver and Sure Fire tactical lighting affixed to its 7” barrel. The 5.56 NATO caliber carbine was a very effective proposition.

      Later in the afternoon, Mike killed the lights and showed films of properly done low light shooting. While the targets were dummies dressed as “tangos,” the rounds were real tracer cartridges that showed the bullet’s path.

      Following dinner, the real shooting began, with Mike instructing small groups at a time and MacLachlan serving as range officer. Watching the line, he saw everyone at low ready, weapons loaded, and intense lumen barrel lights hooked to Picatinny rails on their weapon’s forearms.

      “Shooters ready? Ready on the left? Ready on the right? The firing line is hot! Fire at will.”

      The summer night in West Virginia was split by multiple “cracks” as the 55 grain rounds sped towards targets in the dark at 3100 feet per second.

      Several hours later, the experienced shooters ceased fire, having gone through range iterations as well as a “shoot house”. They were great when they started the class, but were even better at its end.

      MacLachlan went back to the Sleep Inn; Mike had also asked him to help with a certification class for a local SWAT team transitioning from their .40 Glocks to .45 1911 pattern Kimbers.

      The following day, they team-taught and fired by example. Both instructors were old hands with the 191l’s; MacLachlan had trained on one at Quantico when just a young Marine second lieutenant and had relied on one many times since.

      As he helped Mike clean the demo 1911’s, MacLachlan’s Israeli-provided phone rang.

      It was Ari, who said that a middle-aged South African businessman had disembarked from a cruise ship in Tahiti. He carried a cane and met the general height and weight characteristics of Hamadi.

      “How close?”

      “We cannot make a positive identification; it looks good and the timing and location is right.”

      “Okay. I will get there as soon as possible. Are you leaving now?”

      “Yes, I will be there in two days,” MacLachlan said, agreeing to reconnect with Ari in Tahiti.

      He finished up in West Virginia and headed the Bat Jeep southwest to Cedar Creek. Along the way, he called Kate at work and told her he had gotten a call from his Uncle Bill in San Angelo and needed to go there on family business. She was aware of the code and wished him a safe trip, though more worried about it than her voice let on.

      At the cabin, he booked flights to LAX, then to Papeete’s Fa'a'ā International Airport. He packed a bailout bag with running shoes, a black long-sleeved pullover, black cargo pants and socks, underwear and toiletries. In his matching briefcase, he included the Israeli phone, his iPhone and iPad and a small pair of Steiner binoculars. He had a couple of new books downloaded on the Kindle app to read during the long flights halfway around the world. He did not take any weapons—he would secure what he needed once he got there.

      Time did not allow his usual practice of leaving the Bat Jeep at the storage facility and taking a taxi. He was going to Dulles, too far from the facility, so he drove to long-term parking and walked the ten-minute walk to the main terminal. Once there, he withdrew the maximum amount he could from an ATM and picked up his ticket. He went through TSA and international screening and boarded the United jet at the last moment, albeit not by choice.

      By LAX, he had finished a Baldacci and was halfway through a John Sanford novel about a non-typical Minnesota state investigator who went to crime scenes towing his fishing boat behind his government SUV.

      Unknown to MacLachlan, a similar call had been made to Pirata by his friend in Tahiti. Travelling in his new guise as Diego Gonzalez, the former Legionnaire was boarding a flight from Honolulu to Fa'a'ā. As expected by MacLachlan, Ari Lieberman was en route with a very ETA to Papeete.
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      Papeete, Tahiti

      

      Arriving at Papeete in the middle of the evening, MacLachlan booked a room near the airport until he had daylight hours and the time to find a better place to stay. He was unsure of how long he would be in Tahiti.

      He went to Vai'ete Square and ate. Walking around, he found a good location in which to meet Ari the next day and then returned to the rather shabby Fa'a'ā district hotel to try to catch some sleep.

      At 9:00 the next morning, MacLachlan called Ari and clearly awakened him.

      “Hi. I am here. Want to meet at Le Centre Vaima? It’s a shopping center and should be bustling enough for us to meet without arousing too much curiosity.”

      “That sounds good. We have an operative here. She will join us. It was she who identified the person in question several days ago. She can brief us once we find a safe place to talk. How about 2:00 p.m.?” Ari asked.

      “That is okay. I will be wandering around the shopping center then. See you and your friend around 2:00.”

      MacLachlan took Le Truck to the Boulevard Pomare, which ran along the waterfront area of Papeete.

      He watched cruise ships, cargo ships and an assortment of small craft that ran from high tech to disgusting. There were many sailboats in the harbor. Apparently Papeete was a popular place to which to sail, a la James Michener.

      At noon, MacLachlan caught a ride back to the shopping center and walked around it, selecting a couple of possible areas to meet. He was not sure if the Mossad person in place here would want to use a car. After reconnoitering, he went outside and sat at a sidewalk café and had a fruity drink of some sort and watched and waited. He spied Ari across the street doing the same thing. They did not acknowledge one another.

      Just before two, a medium height Polynesian female walked slowly past Ari. Once she was ten feet beyond him, he arose and followed her. MacLachlan crossed the street and fell into step fifty feet behind Ari. They entered the shopping center and went to the second level, then back down and out a back entrance to a different street. The female walked around a bilious green Renault and got in the driver’s side. Ari took shotgun. Seconds later, MacLachlan squeezed his long frame into the back seat.

      “Hey, Ari.”

      “Hi, Mack. This is Devora Braunstein.”

      “Really?” MacLachlan asked.

      “Really,” she said, fixing a non-wavering, but not unpleasant stare at him.

      “I get that a lot. My mother was Tahitian, my father Israeli. I got her appearance and his choice of name,” Devora said.

      “She must be beautiful,” MacLachlan observed.

      She smiled.

      “All right, now that the date is over, let’s get down to business. Where can we talk?” Ari addressed to Devora.

      “Let’s drive to my place. We can talk there. I scanned it this morning.” She started the Renault and drove very fast across town to a modest “native” group of small houses and stopped at one.

      Devora went through a short alarm protocol and then they entered. It was very Polynesian, neither Hollywood nor tourist Polynesian, but true Polynesian. She brought out a frosty pitcher of juice and three glasses and they sat at her table to talk.

      “Three days ago, a mid-to-late fifties male got off the Silver Shadow cruise ship. He seemed generally fit but walked with a cane. That is what got my attention. I followed his taxi to the Hotel Tahiti Nui. He checked in and I found out he was a South African named Klaus Vandervoot. In checking with Immigration, I learned that he had applied for a visa to relocate here permanently. Yesterday, he went to a local bank and had funds wired into a new account. Our staff in Tel Aviv found that out.”

      “How much?” Ari asked, beating MacLachlan to the draw.

      “Almost 44 million French Pacific Francs.”

      “What does that convert to that I might recognize?” MacLachlan asked.

      “Half a million dollars U.S.”

      “What might that get him real estate-wise?”

      “A long-term lease on a fairé in an off island, maybe ten or fifteen miles away from Papeete.”

      “Has he retained a realtor?”

      “Not yet. He went to the beach and stared at topless women. I don’t know what you men from outside Polynesia and France do that for. It’s a perfectly legitimate way to go to the beach.”

      Neither MacLachlan nor Ari commented.

      Ari queried, “Who is watching him now?

      “A masseuse at the hotel spa. He has a half day appointment that started two hours ago,” Devora said.

      “Can we get in to the pool area to watch him without checking in?” MacLachlan asked.

      “No, it is very exclusive. And, I do not have any contacts that can give us cover jobs or help in any way. Only francs can assist us.”

      Ari looked at MacLachlan.

      “I am not going to be your gay lover, Ari.”

      Ari actually blushed.

      “Not even if mission-required?” Ari responded quickly.

      “Last resort only.” MacLachlan looked at Devora.

      “Okay, but it will be platonic behind closed doors. You understand?” she said.

      “Deal. But, Hamadi, or rather Vandervoot now, knows my name. Can I check in with cash and no ID or credit card?” MacLachlan asked.

      “No, I do not think so, Mack.”

      “Any contacts here that can help with a good fake passport and a credit card?”

      Ari spoke up.

      “I can get you both by day after tomorrow from our shop by courier bag.”

      “Let’s do it. I will transfer enough money to cover cash needs and wire your ‘shop’ a hundred thousand Euros to fund the credit card as soon as you give me an account number and bank.”

      Ari picked up his phone and sent an encrypted text to Tel Aviv. Minutes later, he got a positive response.

      MacLachlan turned to Devora.

      “What sort of outfits will I need to have for the Tahiti Nui? And, what is our legend or cover going to be?”

      “Why don’t I be your young, beautiful trophy wife…outside the bedroom, that is? And, the clothes? Resort wear. We can go back to the Centre and use up part of your credit card. I am going to need some things, too. Remember, I am just a civil servant living in an expensive area with no locality bonus.”

      MacLachlan rolled his eyes, but then nodded. In the whole scheme of things, this money was insignificant and was going to be worth it.

      They went back to Le Centre Vaima, where Devora picked out several island shirts, baggy white linen pants, and a Speedo type bathing suit that she insisted MacLachlan try on for her. She commented, “Hmm…how old are you? You look pretty good in that.”

      MacLachlan did not waste a superhero grin in his haste to get the damn swimsuit back to the dressing room.

      Devora bought several light sundresses, some pareos, and two mono-kinis. Turnabout being fair play, MacLachlan suggested that she model one. She did and he was impressed as much as she had been, even though she was probably in her early thirties. Ari missed the actual shopping, patrolling the Centre like a bored husband, while looking for tails. None were detected.

      MacLachlan had Devora drop him several blocks from his hotel. He painfully unfolded from the backseat of the small car and Ari handed him his four bags. They agreed that Devora would reestablish surveillance on Vandervoot and they would meet again once the new passport and credit card had come in. Unfortunately, they were captive to the Tahiti Nui’s room availability, since they could not make a reservation without the credit card.

      Meals were very overpriced in Tahiti; MacLachlan took Devora’s advice and went to an open-air market and bought government price-fixed foods, such as baguettes, and some fruit. He had dinner bought at one of the roulottes, or food trucks.

      The following day, Ari assembled the group midday and presented MacLachlan with his new passport and credit card. His cover name was Cousteau, like the famous oceanographer. Mossad files indicated that MacLachlan spoke six languages fluently and often used a French or French Canadian cover. He and Devora decided to use “Devora” and “Mack” in ordinary conversation, since time did not allow deep concentration on legend for this mission.

      They found a coffee house with Wi-Fi and MacLachlan booked a suite at the Tahiti Nui for arrival that afternoon. Devora gave Ari use of her car and they drove to MacLachlan’s hotel where he gathered his belongings and he checked out for the much better accommodation. They took a taxi from the Fa'a'ā district to the resort on the beach, to look like a newly arriving couple.

      A bellman met the taxi and the two, looking like a Hollywood couple, walked in hand-in-hand. They checked in and were taken to their suite. Their luggage was already there awaiting them. MacLachlan peered out of the balcony window onto the beach with the small Steiner binoculars. He saw a number of beautiful topless women, several topless grandmothers, a few kids and about ten men of varying descriptions, all wearing brief swimsuits. One had a cane propped against his chaise. His face was blocked by the angle of the umbrella. As MacLachlan watched, a beach bar server brought the man a tall, iced liquid of unidentifiable mixture. MacLachlan wondered, as the man drank from a straw, how good a Muslim Hamadi was. He surmised the drink was likely alcohol.

      They undressed and put on swimsuits; very similar in style, but MacLachlan’s had a bit more butt coverage than Devora’s. She was lean, with stomach muscles showing, runner’s legs and compact breasts. She covered them with a gauzy cover-up and put on a wide brimmed white hat and ridiculously large sunglasses.

      MacLachlan slipped into sandals, another article of clothing that he generally passed on, a polo shirt over his Speedo and a Panama hat. He liked the Panama and planned to wear it in Florida when visiting Ybor City in Tampa or Calle Ocho in Miami to drink café con leche and smoke cigars.

      The couple went to the beach and had an attendant take them to a beach cabana eight down from where Hamadi was ensconced. They slightly adjusted it so they could see his cabana and whether he left it. Devora suggested that they go into the ocean to get a better look at the man, since MacLachlan had seen him mere weeks ago and could positively identify him.

      They waded in deep enough that Devora had to cling to MacLachlan to keep the water out of her eyes.

      “You know; our cover says I am your new trophy wife. So, kiss me and look to the world like you mean it!”

      MacLachlan, in no way considering he was unfaithful, since this was mission-required, gave the almost naked woman a long, passionate kiss.

      She broke away reluctantly after several minutes and said, “I need to breathe a minute. I thought you were not going to be armed?”

      “Just a natural reaction. You are pretty gorgeous, you know. It is all in the tradecraft.”

      “Bullshit.”

      “Maybe.”

      Then, as he saw the man who he hoped would be Hamadi turned to look at them, he gave her an even more passionate kiss and caressed her breast just above the water, so the watcher could focus on that instead of identifying MacLachlan.

      MacLachlan spun in circles as the young woman squealed in not-so-feigned glee. Each time he went around, he peered at the man in the cabana through his sunglasses. The sonofabitch was Hamadi! There was no doubt.

      “We have a positive ID. It is him. No doubt.”

      “Okay, Mack. We can call Ari in a little while from the cabana. But, let’s stay in cover for now and play in the water. It’s nice to be paid for having this much fun.”

      MacLachlan noted to himself that Devora had never asked if there were a Mrs. MacLachlan. It was apparent that either she chalked her activities up to professional tradecraft or did not give a damn…or, likely, both.

      They stayed on the beach until Hamadi went in, then followed five minutes later, giving him time to tip the beach attendant. They went to the same beach boy.

      “The man who was just in front of us, “MacLachlan began, “He looks like someone I used to know in South Africa…a guy named Klaus.”

      “His name is Mr. Vandervoot. That is all I know.”

      Perhaps I could call on him. What is his room number?”

      “Oh, that is against policy,” the young man began, eyeing the 5000 XPF note, worth $57 U.S.

      The cabana clip board was now subtly tilted towards MacLachlan, who could clearly read the room number to which Hamadi’s cabana was charged. He immediately over-tipped with the large note.

      “I understand. Clearly, I would never ask you to violate policy. We may need a cabana tomorrow. Will you be here?”

      “Oui, I will, Monsieur. I will.”

      “Excellent!” MacLachlan patted the beach boy on the shoulder, took Devora’s hand after she had more or less secured the front of her sheer cover-up and walked back up the path to the resort’s main building. They stopped at a patio bar and ordered ridiculously expensive drinks while Devora called Ari and confirmed the positive identification in terms that would be meaningless to persons nearby.

      “You know,” MacLachlan began, speaking to Devora, “now that Hamadi has seen you, there is no way in hell you can tail him anymore.”

      “He did not see me. The Iranian pig only saw my tits. I can put on a baseball cap and tie my hair in a ponytail and walk right up to him and he would never know it was me with you in the water. Trust me on this.”

      MacLachlan shrugged noncommittally. Maybe she was right. Soon, he would get Devora and Ari to back off and let him do his bidding with the target. Very soon.

      Wearing the baseball cap and ponytail that she had referred to earlier, Devora spent the rest of the afternoon sitting at a lobby bar that overlooked the elevators. Since Hamadi was physically challenged and on the fourth floor, it was unlikely that he would use the stairs. They were clearly playing the odds; so was their surveillance. An hour into her surveillance, Hamadi stepped out of the elevator and went to the entrance where he summoned a taxi.

      Devora followed close behind and gave the valet attendant the ticket for her car, which Ari had left there with the ticket in an envelope.

      She gave the attendant a large tip to hurry and managed to catch sight of Hamadi’s taxi within several blocks. The taxi dropped him off at a real estate office. He went in and sat down with a realtor; it was apparent that he had an appointment.

      Devora took a chance, hoping what she had told Mack was correct about Hamadi not being able to recognize her. She went into the office. There was a secretary and the realtor who was speaking with Hamadi in an open office.

      “Hello. Do you represent both apartments for sale and houses?”

      “Oui. Mlle. LeBlanc has a client now. Will you wait or do you wish to make an appointment?”

      Devora looked at her watch, as if trying to make up her mind.

      “Do you have a book of property listings I could look at if I waited?”

      The secretary produced a listing book and explained its use. Devora appeared to be listening intently, nodding in agreement, but was trying to hear Hamadi’s and Mlle. Le Blanc’s conversation instead. She took the book and sat on a sofa near the open office.

      “M. Vandervoot, we do have some properties that are like condominiums but are faires over water. They are on an island about twenty kilometers offshore of Papeete.”

      “Are they very private?”

      “Yes, they are. There is a small grocery on the island as well as satellite television and a computer hot spot that beams wireless into each faire. The faires have one large and one small bedroom and a nice kitchen. There is a Plexiglas covered opening in the living room floor, so you can see fishes and coral below. Many residents keep an outboard-powered outrigger canoe tied to the dock for picnic trips. The furnishings are quite nice. A purchase price is well in the range you mentioned when you came in, and the monthly maintenance fee is reasonable.”

      “How will I get around the island otherwise? As you see, walking is not my best talent,” the man with the cane asked.

      “If you buy a golf cart here in Papeete, we will have it delivered to the island for you. There is a shore power outlet to charge it at the end of the pier that leads out to your faire.”

      Hamadi noticed the word bridge shift Le Blanc used to personalize with “your” faire. A good salesman and probably a good liar.

      “How soon can I visit this property to see it?”

      “We have a daily shuttle over from Boulevard Pomare; it leaves at 10:00 a.m. and returns at 2:00p.m. Would that work for you tomorrow? You can either come here and I will take you to the dock, or have the Tahiti Nui deliver you there.”

      Mlle. Le Blanc was an attractive woman in her forties, pleasingly built, but not like that water nymph at the beach today. That is what I want, thought Hamadi. Nonetheless…

      “I will avail myself of your kind offer. When should I meet you here tomorrow?”

      “How about 9:30? That will give us time to arrive at the dock and be ready for the shuttle, which leaves at 10:30.”

      “9:30 it is!”

      Hamadi thought that a wealthy, somewhat eccentric South Afrikaner would kiss her hand, so he did. She was charmed.

      “Could you have your secretary call a taxi for me?” he asked.

      Walking towards the door to wait for the taxi, he nodded approvingly at Devora, but did not show the smallest bit of recognition.

      Devora ignored the secretary gatekeeper and strode to Mlle. Le Blanc’s office.

      “I am so sorry, but I have to go to an appointment. I had thought you were finishing up with that man when I came in. Might I come back tomorrow morning to speak with you about an apartment?” Devora asked.

      “But, of course. Any time after about 10:30.”

      Devora gave her an engaging smile, spun on her sandals and walked out of the door, pausing long enough for Hamadi’s taxi to pull away from the sidewalk.

      She called Ari and gave him her report as she drove back to the Tahiti Nui. She would give Mack his in person.

      Devora found MacLachlan at the room’s desk, working on his iPad.

      “He is going to look at a faire on an offshore island tomorrow. It is about twenty kilometers away. He leaves at 10:30 in the morning. From the sounds of this place, it is one I could retire to without a moment’s hesitation.” She described it to MacLachlan, who immediately thought how nice it would be to vacation there for a month with Kate.

      MacLachlan had waited in the room for her report. He asked, “Do you run?”

      “I do. Want to take a beach run?”

      “Yes, I need one as part of my recuperation.”

      “I saw the fresh bullet wounds while we were playing in the water. Ari had said you had been in a firefight and had killed five or six people.”

      MacLachlan looked at her pleasantly, but with no indication of whether she was right or wrong.

      Devora stripped off her clothes as she walked past him and pulled on running shorts and a sports bra.

      “Do you run barefoot?” he asked her.

      “Yes, I always have, since a small girl.”

      Ready to run, MacLachlan stood and they went to the beach and ran at a six-minute pace for four miles.

      She left the shower on for him when she finished. Unlike Kate, she did not request help washing her back.

      MacLachlan was almost glad.
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        * * *

      

      Pirata, in his new guise, arrived in Papeete that day.

      His former Legionnaire friend picked him up at the airport. They embraced in the classic military-law enforcement style, hips and shoulders bumped, backs slapped, and no man-parts touched. The hotel security director, an Englishman originally, Geoff Fordson, had grown his mustache to a very large handlebar since Pirata has seen him last.

      “You look like Wyatt Earp.”

      “The Polynesian boys seem to like it, so what’s bad?”

      “You look good, my friend, and I really appreciate that you have put yourself at some risk with the authorities to help me track down this Cernosek asshole. He set me up and I have, as you know, a Red Notice on me. It should be on him, the bastard. When I find him, I plan to redistribute his purloined wealth and then assist him in meeting however many virgins he thinks await him. Some of that wealth will be yours for your risk and troubles.”

      “I do not help you for money, just for the fraternity of the Legion, Pir—I mean Diego.”

      “I know that—and you know I’d do the same for you. But, if there is a great deal of money, and I believe there is, there is no reason you should not enjoy some of it.”

      “We will take it as it lays. Just like in Algeria, Somalia, and a dozen other places we were shoulder to shoulder with tangos shooting at us. Luckily, none of the randy lads could hit a damn cow from two meters with a shotgun!”

      “Ah, Geoff, it was your steely-eyed stare over the sights of the FAL or AUG that made them soil themselves before dying.”

      “You know; I believe you are right.”

      “So, to business, what do you know from your people and your other sources?”

      “Cernosek is at the Tahiti Nui, near my property. He has met with a realtor who sells anything but is the sole representative of a faire condominium location about fifteen or twenty kilometers offshore to the southwest.”

      “That fits, after too many glasses of a really expensive wine; he said that he wanted to spend his retirement days in Tahiti or Bora Bora in a faire over the water, with nude Polynesian girls seeing to his every need.”

      “Hmm… there are several purveyors of young women I know of here. They call it a live-in maid service—and they are—but they are really much more. More like white, no make that light brown, human trafficking. Slavery almost. “

      “If you have people to watch several, I will watch one.”

      “No need. I have a team of ‘investigators’, and the property does not ask me what they are doing or where they are. The resort just wants things kept safe and secure. As long as I do that, and I do, no questions are asked. It is a sweet deal for an old rucksack humper. They even provide me a small cottage on the property to live in. Convenient and cost effective for me and it all but guarantees I will be on site whenever needed for them. You will, of course, stay there with me. Costs here, for food, lodging and everything but bread, milk and gas are over the top. Those items’ prices are controlled by the government. The taxes have value added taxes on them. The damn French are socialists, but they do work few hours and vacation forever. Happy lemmings, the frogs.”

      “I will gladly stay with you. Notwithstanding our sharing a thousand foxholes, I prefer not to sleep or shower with you, no matter how much I treasure you, Geoff.”

      “I know you are a fan of the weaker sex and unlikely to have changed. Besides, you are too old for me. I love you as a friend, but not as a lover. Now, if you were twenty-five…”

      Pirata just shook his head at his friend. Back in the day, they had started at the same bar on leave, but ended up at quite different ones catering to each man’s taste. Pirata did not understand Fordson’s preferences, but he did not judge them.

      Fordson took out a note pad and began to write in a very readable script, unlike Pirata’s unintelligible scrawl. Pirata noted the gold Mont Blanc fountain pen and said nothing. Life must be good for this former fellow sergeant chef.

      “Here are four purveyors of young women. Pick one. Unfortunately, I cannot give you my car. Not only do I need it, but the property provides it and the name of the resort is emblazoned on it. A pain in the arse, but it saves me quite a bit not having to own a vehicle, and pay taxes, licenses and gas for it. I have a very good friend who has a car dealership. I will call him and see if he might have a used car he will rent to you for a small amount as a favor. Sound like an op plan, old lad?”

      Fordson picked up the phone and dialed a number from memory.

      “Is M. Chang there? Put him on for me, please”

      “David, you old cock. How are you? I am fine. Listen, I have a dear friend from the Legion days visiting me. He is in dire need of a car. What do you have that you might rent him at a bargain rate for a week or two? No, he is not one of ‘us.’ When you meet him though, you will wish he was. Women swoon at the very sight of him. All right, I will wait.”

      After a few moments, David Chang returned to the phone and Fordson responded to his findings.

      “Excellent! A blue Chevrolet Aveo? Three years old? Yes, I am sure he would find that charge appropriate. Is it ready now? I will drop him off in an hour. Thank you. I owe you dinner for this. Perhaps even more…Ciao!”

      Geoff Fordson turned to his old comrade-in-arms.

      “You are set. Take number two on the list. It is the easiest to find. I will have my chaps watch the other three. Bring your kit out to my car and I will take you around to the cottage so you can move in to the spare bedroom and then we’ll get the Aveo and you can get cracking on finding this Cernosek and doing whatever it is you plan to do to him.”

      After Pirata had transferred his luggage to the spare bedroom in a cottage surrounded by bougainvillea’s, Fordson took him past the store front where he would watch for Cernosek and on to the dealership where Pirata picked up the small, blue car. Pirata drove it back to the location, parked across the street, several businesses down and commenced his surveillance. He left the car long enough to get a bottle of Evian for an exorbitant price and settled in for the wait.
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        * * *

      

      One of Fordson’s agents checked in with the security director, having just been relieved on his shift.

      “Boss, I saw the man with the cane go into the real estate office. An Asian or Polynesian woman—I could not tell which—seems to have been tailing him. She went in after, waited while he met with the estate agent, but instead of staying to meet herself, left immediately after him and followed him back to the Tahiti Nui. “

      Fordson immediately called Pirata on his cell phone, which the former referred to as a “mobile”.

      “We may have an unexpected player in the game. An Asian or Polynesian female is following Cernosek. Is there any reason to believe that the Chinese or North Koreans have an interest in him?”

      “Not that I am aware. We never did business with them, though we had some rich Chinese clients in Hong Kong. Maybe a private investigator for one of them?”

      “I doubt it. My chap followed her back to a small house in a modest area before she went to the Tahiti Nui. She looks like a local. Possibly an embedded agent?”

      “That complicates things. Maybe the Iranians put a fatwa out on him and the Chinese or Koreans smelled money and decided to play. They are well-trained and well financed. We are going to have to be even more careful, Geoff.

      “I wouldn’t have it any other way!”
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        * * *

      

      Hamadi took a taxi from the resort to an address downtown. It was the “maid” service a friend with similar tastes had referred him to online. It was a national operation out of Bangkok; this office was just the French Polynesia branch.

      He had gotten the taxi to circle the block and do some U-turns to evade any possible tails, but first and foremost, Hamadi was a control not an operator, so although his tradecraft was infinitely better than the run of the mill citizen, it was off the mark for a professional intelligence operative. So, he spotted neither the male who worked for Fordson, nor the lithe female whose surf cavorting had captured his fancy earlier in the day.

      The resort investigator moonlighting for Fordson called his boss and reported which human trafficker the man they only knew as Cernosek had selected. Fordson called Pirata and the latter broke off his surveillance and diverted to the location.

      Devora called Ari, who, in turn, called MacLachlan. MacLachlan decided to stay put. Let the bastard get his faire and his girls and get comfortable and let his security become lax. And, maybe, just maybe, transfer his money in a way it could be confiscated by or for the Israelis.
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        * * *

      

      Hamadi sat in a private room and studied pictures of young local, or at least South Pacific girls. He wanted fifteen to seventeen max, so they were not women. The deal would be that he would try two and decide if both made the grade. They had to look and dress (or rather, not dress) a specific way so he could live out his long-term fantasy every day. They had to be open-minded about sex, or trainable. And, they had to cook well and keep his faire spotless. He planned to switch off pairs every three years, to keep things interesting and young.

      He selected the first two and had his private bank wire the funds to the flesh broker. Delivery was to be in three days, so he had to get busy on the possession of the faire.

      That night, Hamadi celebrated with a very expensive dinner. Pirata and Fordson hit several seaman’s bars of the venue they used to frequent as Legionnaires and then ate Chinese food from one of the roulottes.
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        * * *

      

      MacLachlan ordered room service for three and he, Devora, and Ari strategized over dinner on the balcony of their room.

      “Remember,” Ari began, “the agreement is that we provide intel and surveillance and you do the op totally by yourself…or, at least without our participation. If you want to bring in someone, that’s on you. And, Devora, I know how much you would like to become active in the op, but I order you to stand down once it begins. Understand?”

      Devora Braunstein nodded, without her usual smile.

      MacLachlan thought for a moment and then spoke.

      “I would like to go see the faire complex. Hamadi is going tomorrow, so we cannot go on the shuttle boat. What if we chartered a small boat and went over after Hamadi comes back? Isn’t the shuttle boat due to leave at two? We could leave at 1:30 and steer a wide path outside of the direct route so he won’t pass close enough to see us. One more question, on the island, do we have to meet some sort of salesperson, or can we just dock, walk around and go to the store there?”

      “I don’t know, Mack. I never went back to the estate agent. Perhaps I could call the secretary tomorrow morning while Mlle. Le Blanc is oohing and ahhing over her customer.”

      “Yes, do that and let me know, please. Ari and I will go boat shopping while you are doing that.”
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, MacLachlan found out the name and location of a boat rental from the resort’s Concierge. Devora took them to a small marina. While they were looking at boats, she called the estate agent’s office and got the secretary.

      “Hello. I was in there yesterday but had to leave for an appointment before Mlle. Le Blanc could see me. Yes. That was me. I was wondering, you represent a faire condominium complex offshore southwest of Papeete. Yes, I am quite sure I could afford one, thank you. Perhaps, if you don’t want to talk to me, I can go somewhere else. Yes, I will accept your apology, but in sales you may want to remember that you cannot always tell a book by its cover.” A little haughtiness goes a long way, Devora thought, in perfecting one’s legend.

      “Moving on. I have read about them, and they seem to fit my needs perfectly. But I am concerned about privacy and security. I am a single woman, after all. Can just anyone drive up and walk around the island? Oh? Yes, but never any security issues or crime on the island? Perhaps I will come by tomorrow and meet with Mlle. Le Blanc to arrange a visit. Thank you.”

      Devora hung up the phone.

      “The stupid bitch assumed I could not afford to live there. Probably true, but who the hell does she think she is? A damned secretary who doesn’t know crap about salesmanship, that’s who! She did not even have the presence of mind to ask my name or contact information yesterday or just now,” she fumed aloud.

      “If you are quite finished, is it safe to assume that we can access the island by boat and walk around without being accosted by some security functionary?”

      “Yes, Ari.”

      MacLachlan looked at some thirty-foot sloops and decided on a twenty-foot Zodiac rigid hull inflatable with a 115 Tohatsu outboard. It was fast and could take seas that would make occupants of larger boats turn green. Women characteristically liked sailboats. To MacLachlan, they were lovely vessels that were too slow and took too much work to operate. Maybe once he really retired…probably not.

      They arranged the charter for noon until dusk and returned to the resort to pick up items to take.

      “Devora, I have a pair of Steiner glasses. Instead of using our iPhones, do you have a good digital SLR camera? Great, swing by your place and let’s grab it for the trip.”

      At the resort, MacLachlan packed his Steiner, some water bottles and fruit they had bought earlier from an open-air market, and a jacket and ball cap. He decided to wear the tan hiking shorts and polo shirt he had on and leave the Speedo at the hotel. Ari noted that fact with appreciation; Devora wrinkled her nose at him and shook her head. MacLachlan left the two Mossad agents in the suite and went down to the business center where he could print Internet items. He pulled up Google Earth and after fifteen minutes of struggling with the small atoll’s location, printed several pictures of it, and backed the distance off and copied Papeete and the atoll to use in lieu of a chart. As the atoll had some high ground, he thought they could probably navigate to it by line of sight. He took the latitude and longitude from the copy he had made and entered it into his iPhone. Not equal to the Garmin on his flats boat, but good enough for government business he thought.

      Ari had been acting a bit strangely, MacLachlan thought, since the whole idea of taking a small boat offshore had come up. MacLachlan asked him if he felt okay.

      “Mack, I am getting queasy just thinking about this trip. I hate boats. I hate anything deeper than a bathtub and I usually take showers because of it.”

      “Didn’t you have to parachute into water and do in-water pickups and SCUBA while training for Mossad?”

      “No, I had already done that shit in the IDF. They were more lax and missed the drugs I took to keep from throwing up or knifing my sergeant.”

      “Hey, man, nobody questions your bravery. We all have phobias to deal with. I personally hate snakes. This is almost like a honeymoon jaunt. We can play the lover angle and pull this off with just the two of us. Why don’t you stay here and be Control?”

      “You sure?”

      “Absolutely sure. Besides, Litvak said you should stay off ops. We can handle this one and call it a holiday boat trip, not an op.”

      Ari was relieved; Devora smiled broadly but turned away so no one could see her. While they were talking, she slipped MacLachlan’s discarded Speedo into her bag.

      They went to the marina and Ari dropped them off. MacLachlan picked up the boat key and a photocopied chart that was not as good as the one he had made. The Zodiac had a marine band radio and a compass, but no GPS. The older two-stroke Tohatsu started on the first turn of the key and settled into a smooth idle. MacLachlan checked the “tell-tale” and saw that it was shooting a clear urine-like stream, indicating that that cooling water was pumping through the engine. He and Devora located the life jackets, first aid kit, anchor and one paddle. She grinned “ready,” and MacLachlan slipped the remote control into forward. They idled out of the marina. Once clear, MacLachlan got his bearings and pushed the throttle forward. The rigid inflatable boat, or RIB as it was called in government circles, leapt forward onto plane and settled at a cruising speed of thirty-eight miles per hour.

      Devora moved carefully forward as the boat cleared the two-foot chop waves and settled in the bow. She took off her shorts and top, which left her wearing only the thong bottom, sunglasses and a blinding smile. She reached in her bag and took out MacLachlan’s Speedo, twirling it seductively around her trigger finger.

      “OPSEC my darling, live your legend! We are lovers on a once in a lifetime holiday in Tahiti. Look the part!”

      He throttled the Zodiac back, dropped his shorts and stepped around the console. She continued to twirl the Speedo for a minute or two, studying him, then tossed it to him. He pulled the stretchy, brief swimsuit on, stepped behind the console and powered up again to cruising speed. She lay back in the sun and absent mindedly caressed her right thigh.

      As planned, they took a wide semi-circle instead of a straight line to get to the atoll, so it took them a bit longer. They spied the shuttle launch heading back to the mainland. Devora, using the Steiner, identified Hamadi aboard, seemingly enjoying the trip from the smile on his face.

      MacLachlan circled the atoll until he spied the business dock. He dropped the RIB off plane and idled towards it. As he got closer, he bumped the Tohatsu in and out of gear to exactly control the speed. He nosed into the dock at a forty-five-degree angle, swung the wheel to the right and goosed the throttle in reverse, spinning the stern softly against the dock.

      “Wow! Pretty good parallel parking! I guess this isn’t your first dance, huh?” Devora put on her shirt, tying it loosely in the middle. She kept the thong on and added sandals. MacLachlan visualized Kate walking around like that all the time and decided it was definitely a good idea. He certainly did not mind Devora doing it either, since it was an operational necessity. Or, so he kept telling himself. MacLachlan pulled shorts over the damned little swimsuit and put on his shirt and some boat shoes.

      Two clove hitches locked with two half hitches and they walked off the dock, the Zodiac secure with bow and a stern lines.

      Like good operatives do daily, they walked around like they owned the atoll, with no hesitation or furtiveness. They went to the small store and bought some fresh fruit pastries and real Coca Cola, something MacLachlan had not enjoyed for years. It was like kissing a lover who had been gone a while.

      MacLachlan and Devora walked down the lane that ran along the beach and behind the docks leading to the faires. Only one had a “for sale” sign. That had, by simple process of elimination, to be the one in which Hamadi was interested.

      They walked down the long dock. The faire perched on the end. Unfortunately, there was a realtor lockbox on the door. Fortunately, MacLachlan took a small knife out of his shorts pocket and picked it in about ten seconds.

      They entered the main door, which was on the right side of the wooden structure capped with a thatched roof. A sundeck lay in front, along with a small dock and steps down into the gin clear, fifteen-foot-deep Pacific. There was a great room with a Plexiglas floor, one bath, and two disparate-sized bedrooms, one master and one clearly with children in mind. There was a large bath and a galley-style kitchen. The sundeck was about ten by ten. There was a back exit onto a smaller deck that had an outside shower and dockage space for a boat.

      “Nice! I wouldn’t mind one of these down in the Keys.”

      “Keys?”

      “Yes, the Florida Keys. A group of islands off the coast of Florida. Much like this, except flat with no volcanic geo-structure.”

      “Is that where you live?”

      “I live on an island further north in Florida. And, in a log cabin in the mountainous area of Virginia.”

      “Guess I need to do some geographic research…”

      “Guess so. Worth the effort. Two pretty places.”

      “Do you have tropical cyclones or monsoons?”

      “Yes. We call them hurricanes.”

      “Odd name.”

      “Umm.”

      “How would you hit this place?”

      “Door by the dock, probably. Same lock as the main door. Easily to pick. Probably left unlocked most of the time. Or, I might catch him before he got on the dock, if it was dark enough. It might be tough to idle a boat like the RIB up close without being heard. May anchor out and swim up to the dock ladder. I have a little concern about the poisonous sea snakes though.”

      “I have never been bothered by one. At night, I’d be more concerned about hungry sharks.”

      “Let’s head out of here and do another walk around. I’d like a better look at the residents to see the general demographic and if there is anyone I need to be concerned about. After seeing the faire and this atoll, I don’t think photographs will be necessary. I can remember enough without creating damning evidence.”

      They walked down the dock, hand in hand trying to look like the lovers of their cover.

      Mack saw mainly French wives with children, and a couple of what appeared to be retired couples. None of the men looked like operators. Unless there were people who were potential threats who were just not at the atoll, there did not appear to be a great deal of operational risk here.

      They got back on the RIB. Devora immediately dressed down to boating/beach mode and MacLachlan throttled the boat to full speed in the mid-forties. The fast ride over ocean swells was exhilarating and both enjoyed the trip back.

      Just before entering the marina and putting street clothes back on, Devora called Ari and he drove back to pick them up in her car.

      “I think, if he moves fast enough, the fairé might be a good place to deal with him. I am worried if that woman from the brokers is involved, that a witness will be there.”

      “Can you chloroform her first?”

      “Maybe. Can you get chloroform or some sort of knock out drops I could put in their food or drink?”

      Devora looked to Ari, who nodded “yes”.

      “Given a couple of days’ notice, I can get about anything. We want to not provide anything terribly indicative of a well-orchestrated operation that smells like some sort government backed action…so no shoulder-fired rockets, or high explosives, or chemicals that the general populace cannot obtain, even illegally.”

      “Not a problem. How about Rohypnol?” MacLachlan asked.

      “Devora?” Ari looked at her.

      “Not common here, but not unheard of. I think a couple of roofies might be feasible.”

      “Okay, Ari. Let’s go with that. Please get me enough and directions. I have never had to resort to such things on dates.”

      Devora actually snorted at that comment. Ari agreed to obtain the date rape drug and directions on how to use and how long one or two would last.
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        * * *

      

      Hamadi returned to the dock and was met by a smiling Mlle. Le Blanc.

      “It is perfect! I will take it.”

      “Tre’s bon! Let’s go to the office and do the paperwork.

      They drove back to her office and filled out a large number of pages; the French invented the term bureaucracy, and the paperwork illustrated that. Once the final price was determined, Hamadi wrote a check for twenty percent and agreed to have the remainder wired in by his private bank at the closing tomorrow. He was pleased since the faire and arrival of his playmates coincide nicely. As the fairé was already nicely furnished, he had but to transfer food and wine unavailable at the atoll’s store and his luggage. He already ordered a small safe to accommodate the remaining jewels and small gold coins.

      He wanted a gun for protection, but handguns are illegal in French Polynesia. So, he planned to do the paperwork to obtain a legal shotgun. Though less portable, it would be more effective for protection at home. He had found one used but the paperwork would take several weeks at best.

      He was quite pleased overall; his dreams had gelled nicely. He was well on his way to the rest of his life.
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      Papeete, Tahiti

      

      Ari dropped Devora and MacLachlan off at the hotel. They showered and MacLachlan gave her the master bedroom and curled up on the chaise and slept soundly in the tropical night. He had a screened sleeping porch on Casey Key and loved to sleep out there in any Florida weather. After all, Florida…how bad could it be?

      The next morning, they took a resort shuttle into town. MacLachlan needed to pick up a few things. He bought a 6” blade French Sabatier utility kitchen knife at one shop and a package of the largest plastic wire ties he could find at a hardware, wire ties that were long enough to bind wrists. Then, he bought the most utilitarian invention ever created, duct tape. From a dive shop, he purchased a medium sized dry bag that could hold clothes and his new purchases, fins and a mask and snorkel.
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        * * *

      

      Money often greases the wheels of bureaucracy. It was a slow Friday in Papeete and the prospect of a quick closing on a valuable property was a nice way to start an estate agent’s, a solicitor’s and a magistrate’s weekend. The new Afrikaner, M. Vandervoot, became the proud owner of his dream fairé. With his wealth, he knew he could have bought a ranch in Venezuela, a villa in Europe, but this was precisely what he wanted. He was not a hog to be slaughtered.

      He had arranged with Mlle. Le Blanc to transfer his belongings and the foodstuffs to the fairé by the shuttle launch. She was quite taken with him without realizing that, though decades younger, she was even more decades too old for his taste in women.

      Upon his return to the resort, he found a message from the “maid” broker that his two new employees had arrived. The message did not state from where, but only assured him that he would be pleased with them and that they were “guaranteed.”

      He simply could not wait and called the broker and arranged to have them delivered to the resort.

      The two young women arrived two hours later, with small suitcases and a large, probably Fijian, escort. Hamadi met them in the lobby and took them up to his suite. Ari observed the arrival from the lobby bar where he was consuming too many club sodas with lime and mint for good bladder health.

      He called up to the room and apprised MacLachlan and Devora.

      Maruina was slightly taller and very beautiful. She seemed shy. Her mastery of English was excellent. Nui spoke with a pronounced French accent that Hamadi found charming. She was a fraction less pretty, but was a natural flirt, which pleased him immensely.

      With the concurrence of the large, menacing escort, Hamadi had both girls strip totally. They were, to his mind, exquisite…lean with no baby fat, yet well shaped. They both had raven black hair that shined in the waning sunlight coming through the balcony blinds.

      Hamadi tipped the Fijian generously and dismissed him. He handed the girls pareos to wear around their waists only, two hibiscuses for each girl’s hair and a necklace for each. They had been carefully trained to be appreciative and subservient. They ate a shrimp salad and wine room service meal together in the suite; the girls had not had wine before and became quite giggly. This pleased Hamadi to no end; he began to plan escapades.

      Unfortunately for him, the teenagers passed out early from the wine. He carried both to his large bed and carefully undressed them. With one on each side, he enjoyed the best night sleep in years. Tomorrow would be an even greater adventure, when they moved to the fairé. He knew the girls would like it. For the first time in forty years, he had a family, though one highly dysfunctional by most civilized mores. A situation that, if he was even aware of it, would not bother Hamadi a whit.
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        * * *

      

      Pirata was concerned about the Asian woman. If she were PRC or North Korean, she would likely have backup--well-armed backup. He had an illegal French Manurin .357 Magnum revolver, though loaded with .38 special rounds. He knew that, being found with the unmarked gun he had gotten from Fordson would guarantee a long prison sentence. But, after all, he was subject to an Interpol Red Notice already. He staked out the Tahiti Nui and watched Cernosek leave, this time with two pretty young girls. “Damn pervert,” the generally open-minded Pirata thought. Fordson’s man, inside the lobby, texted Pirata that Cernosek, under the name Klaus Vandervoot, had checked out before leaving this morning.

      As Pirata watched the threesome get into a taxi, he saw the Asian woman, this time with a man about whose nationality he was uncertain slowly come out, watching his own quarry. That the woman, who he now thought may be Polynesian, had help made his situation much more dangerous.

      Ari and Devora tailed Hamadi and the girls in the Renault; Pirata followed in the blue Aveo.

      As Hamadi’s taxi drew to a stop at the shuttle launch dock, the Renault eased past and took up a position fifty meters up Boulevard Pomare. Pirata pulled into a space just before the marina and watched the quarry and the watchers. The occupants of neither car got out as Hamadi and the girls, sans any sort of luggage, boarded the launch for the trip to the atoll. Everyone knew where he was going. They knew when the launch would return and would be there to pick up the surveillance.

      Pirata wrote down the license plate number of the Renault and phoned it to Fordson. Fordson called a contact at the local gendarmerie and had it traced. It came back to one Devora Braunstein, which he thought was a quite singular name for a Polynesian beauty. Mossad! That would explain the hard looking non-descript guy riding with her. In many ways, this was worse than the Chinese or Koreans. Mossad would likely want to take out anyone connected with funding Hezbollah and that included him.

      He would have to act quickly and get the hell out of Polynesia before they know who got to Cernosek. It would have to be tonight. He called Fordson about a boat.
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        * * *

      

      At dark, Ari dropped MacLachlan off at the boat rental. They did not want the car seen waiting, but Devora insisted on staying across the street at a small bistro. Ari pulled away and unseen by the senior Mossad agent, she ran across the street and hopped into the Zodiac.

      “Dammit, Devora! You are not supposed to be here! Get back on the dock!”

      “No, I am coming with you. I can stay with the boat and hold it out of engine sound range while you swim to the fairé. Nobody will see it tied up there and give the gendarmes a description of it and trace it back to you after you do whatever it is you plan to do with Hamadi and the girls. I am going and there is no argument about it, Mack!”

      MacLachlan knew this altered is agreement with the Israelis, but it also made some sense. He motioned her to the bow and cast off.

      They ran to the atoll at speed, but without navigation lights. Half a mile out, they stopped and, as the Tohatsu idled, MacLachlan stripped to the damn Speedo, put his clothes and the roofies in the dry bag, kissed the Mossad agent automatically and without aforethought, and slipped overboard with newly acquired swim fins, mask and snorkel. With his efficient, ugly crawl, he began to cover the distance to the lit faire.
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        * * *

      

      Fordson and a friend took Pirata to the atoll and also laid offshore. MacLachlan’s unlit Zodiac had arrived first and was invisible to them in the moonless night. They eased a twelve-foot kayak over the side and held it steady as Pirata slipped in. He had the Manurin and a tactical flash in the kayak’s waterproof storage hatch. He began paddling silently, but quickly.

      As Pirata paddled, he spied the outline of a boat in the distance. He eased up on the lee side and saw a woman’s shape watching the faires a half mile off. He withdrew the revolver and lightly touched the side of the RIB.

      “Senorita Mossad, raise your hands immediately or die where you stand!”

      Devora, though startled out of a year’s growth, did so.

      “Now, keeping your hands in the air, turn and face me.”

      She turned and looked into the dark eyes of a very handsome man with no shirt on, square pecs and about her height.

      You must be wondering “So, how did a little island girl become Mossad?” she suggested.

      “I was wondering that. What business does the tough-looking operator you must have dropped off have with Cernosek? Whatever governmental business you have, my personal vendetta takes precedent.”

      Still covering her, the athletic Pirata did what his ancestors had done hundreds of years ago. He boarded her vessel. With the large revolver aimed at her mid-section, he dragged the kayak as far aboard as it would go and lashed it down. He placed the twin-bladed paddle in the RIB.

      “We will now put the engine in gear and very slowly and very quietly motor to Cernosek’s fairé. I mean no harm to you or your friend unless you provoke me. I will even give you what is left when I am finished with Cernosek. But, cross me and I will spare no quarter with either of you. Do you understand me?”

      The young agent nodded affirmatively. Pirata saw that she was quite beautiful and had an athletic body mostly visible except for a thong and a partially closed mesh shirt. He really, really hoped that he would not have to kill this one.

      As Pirata was boarding the RIB, MacLachlan had made it to the fairé. He saw Hamadi teasing and flirting with two naked girls. All were giggling. He assumed Hamadi’s giggles were from perversion and the girls from the wine bottles he saw laying empty on the floor. He would not immediately need the knife, but removed the bottle of Rohypnol, the duct tape and the long plastic wire ties.

      Still wearing only the swim suit and dripping, MacLachlan padded noiselessly around the decking from the dock door to the open main door. Hamadi’s back was to it. As he slipped in, he saw Nui’s eyes open widely with fear. He jumped quickly and chopped his old enemy across the neck. Hamadi went down.

      “Do you speak English or French?” MacLachlan asked in French.

      “Both,” the girls stammered in terror.

      “I am not here to hurt you. This is a very bad man, who had planned to do very bad, very painful things to you. I will get you some more wine and you can stay free and drink while I talk with him, okay?”

      The two girls nodded up and down, but likely would have, no matter what he said.

      “Hand me your glasses and I will get you more wine. It will calm your nerves.”

      They complied and he turned slightly away and dropped two Rohypnol’s in each, per directions from his Israeli friends. He gave the glasses back and the novice drinkers drank them immediately.

      He was afraid to duct tape their mouths; they were drunk enough that vomiting was a probability and he did not want either to choke. So, he secured their hands behind their backs with the wire ties. Searching for something to cover their nakedness, he spotted the two pareos and draped them over each girl.

      As MacLachlan pulled the flowered cloth over the shortest girl’s bare buttock, something glanced off his head and sent him reeling. The not-so challenged Hamadi was on top of him, hitting him with an empty wine bottle. MacLachlan blocked with his left hand and the bottle slammed into his grandfather’s Rolex and shattered it.

      His left arm numb from the blow, MacLachlan countered with a stiff-finger jab to the solar plexus. Hamadi blew wine breath out in an explosion of air, recovered and cocked for another wine bottle slam.

      MacLachlan grabbed Hamadi by the neck with his right hand and clamped down on the man’s Adam’s apple. He raised his knees under the man and sent Hamadi flying over his head. Hamadi hit hard but was back up again immediately. With floor fighting, his bad leg was not as much of a disadvantage as it would have been standing. He butted MacLachlan in the mid-section, causing him to double over, gasping. Hamadi slammed the bottle down between MacLachlan’s shoulder blades with a sodden thump. Face down, MacLachlan recoiled, but immediately rolled over and kicked Hamadi in the side of his good knee.

      MacLachlan rolled on top of Hamadi, each man fighting in primordial fashion for his very life, gouging, biting and hitting as any target as hard as they could. The years favoring a leg with a cane had strengthened Hamadi’s arms and shoulders and he proved a worthy match for MacLachlan on the floor. Hamadi rolled on top and raised his hand, now without a wine bottle in it, for a killing blow.

      MacLachlan summoned his strength and butted Hamadi under the chin. As the man recoiled backwards, MacLachlan rolled him over and snapped his neck. The crack was very audible to Devora and Pirata, who had been watching from the door.

      Now that he did not have to concentrate on not being killed, MacLachlan felt the stare and turned to them.

      “That, my friend was virtually a gladiator show, one naked man and one almost naked man fighting to the death. I salute you. Again.”

      MacLachlan looked at the beardless Pirata, his salt and pepper hair now dyed steel gray and recognized him.

      Still breathing hard, he said, “Senor the Pirate. It is good to see you again. We could have killed each other in Prague but had better sense. Hopefully that sense will prevail now.”

      “My only issue with you is that you killed the man I came here to kill.”

      “I thought I had killed him for very personal reasons many years ago. This goes back a long way, this thing between him and me. He set you up. But he sent a terrorist to kill thousands in America in an attack nobody but a few of us knew about. Then after I killed the terrorist, he had a fatwa declared on me and sent a Cuban wet work team to my home. They destroyed everything.”

      “What happened to them?”

      “They died where they stood.”

      “I thought, from the papers, that you were dead and buried in Moravia.”

      “ ‘Rumors of my death are greatly exaggerated’, to quote a great American author.”

      “Should I call you M. Dusay?”

      “I was he and many others over the years, if you do not harm my lovely friend, you can call me Mack.”

      “Mack, it is then. I am now Diego, not Pirata. Pirata, like Dusay is dead. Speaking of lovely friends how is Miss Mahris? Gorgeous as ever?”

      “As of last week, she was.” Devora frowned. So, there was a significant other to this man she found so appealing, especially after she had seen this sweaty fight to the death.

      “So, what do we do now?” MacLachlan asked.

      “A fair question. What do you propose?” Pirata/Diego asked.

      “Searching this fairé for a thumb drive, any jewels or coins, any private account numbers. Then, turning these two young ladies over to someone who will care for them. Devora, any ideas?”

      “The nuns run a rescue service in Papeete. I would start there.”

      “They will be out for a while. I gave them each two roofies on top of whatever wine they had consumed. Devora, why don’t you concentrate on making them decent for travel while Diego and I toss the fairé?”

      “Toss?” Devora asked.

      “Search thoroughly.”

      An hour later, the still sleeping girls were decently clad in underpants and pareos tied like sundresses. They had on sandals for the trip back to Papeete. MacLachlan and Pirata had found a large number of diamonds and emeralds and one private account number accompanied by a telephone number having a Swiss call code. There was no thumb drive or other indication of a safe deposit key or another place it could be hidden.

      “Here is what I propose, Diego. You and I split the jewels evenly to cover our expenses. There is enough for either of us to retire on grandly. We will give the account number and phone to Devora, who will, per my agreement with her organization, use the proceeds to fight the terrorism the Depository has funded for years. Devora, do you think Ari will agree that this is fair?”

      “I do.”

      Diego asked what they should do about the dead Cernosek.

      “Dusay is dead. Long live Dusay! Pirata is dead. Long live Pirata! Abdullah Hamadi ne Cernosek ne Vandervoot is dead. May his soul rot in hell!” MacLachlan responded.

      Diego had opened a new bottle of wine and passed glasses around.

      “I will drink to that! What a shame this fairé is going to be wasted. The newly minted Diego Gonzalez could live here and visit with his new friend, Devora, if she had no objections.”

      Devora had seen the expression in MacLachlan’s eyes when this Kate person had been mentioned. Without hesitation, she said “I would like that, Diego. Moreover, we have some pretty fantastic forgers. What if I arrange to have a will written and attested to by the court of proper jurisdiction saying the late Klaus Vandervoot, who committed suicide here tonight left his worldly belongings to his nephew in Spain? That would be you, Diego!”

      “I think that will guarantee you a room at this fairé for the rest of your life, any time you want to use it.”

      MacLachlan examined Hamadi’s body for evidence of the fight.

      “There are bruises, contusions and, of course a broken neck. Not things one could get committing suicide unless it was suicide by cage fighter. If he simply disappears, it will be seven years or whatever the French statute of limitations is before he can be declared legally dead.”

      Diego knew MacLachlan was right, but he was not ready to give up yet.

      “Devora, you know the ways things work here. What if word was spread that a friend in an ocean-going yacht sent a boat to pick him up for dinner one night and the two rich friends decided to cruise together. Then Cernosek or, rather Vandervoot, died wherever most convenient to your forgers, authorities there sent Tahitian authorities a death certificate and authenticated will naming me heir? Do you think that would work?” Diego suggested.

      “I do!” she said. MacLachlan also nodded in agreement.

      “Diego and Devora…hmm those names seem to go together. This means we have to dispose of Hamadi where nobody will ever find his broken body that would refute the death certificate. My rental boat is here, and it looks like it has a kayak in it. Diego, did you paddle fifteen miles?”

      “No, I have a trusted former Legionnaire friend waiting for my call. He is in a thirty foot launch a mile or so further out. I left it by kayak to assure stealth.”

      “Okay. Tie the kayak to the dock. Help me load Hamadi into the RIB. Which way is your friend standing off from here?

      “North.”

      “I will go south. Give me sixty minutes. Take the time to clean up evidence of the fight and our search, and then call him to come pick you and Devora up. Devora, give Ari a full report and the account number.”

      He handed Devora the fistful of diamonds that were his share from the ones he and Diego had divided.

      “Please take four of these for you and pick four for Ari. Any eight. Take one for each of Hamadi’s little girls here. That will help the nuns take care of them until they are emancipated. Put the rest in a diplomatic pouch for me and let me know where to pick them up—D.C. or Florida. There is no way I can get these back into the U.S. without raising lots of red flags. I will be gone tomorrow for good.”

      She rushed to him and embraced him and gave him a non-operational kiss. She then automatically eased back to Diego’s side. MacLachlan gave her his best superhero grin and saluted Diego exactly like he had during the escape from the firefight at the Depository.

      They put Hamadi in the Zodiac RIB and MacLachlan motored away from the faire quietly without looking back.

      He went several miles south before stopping. He gently placed Hamadi in the water face up. MacLachlan drew the 6” blade of his knife across his throat ear to ear. Then he ran it across his midsection, disemboweling the Director of the Depository, his old enemy. Hamadi began to bleed profusely, though long dead. MacLachlan turned him face down, entrails trailing below. He drifted off and waited. Soon he saw fins in the distance. They grew in number. He did not wait to see any more. He edged the control into gear and idled off and faced away from the frenzy that was soon to occur. When he was half a mile off, he powered the Zodiac onto plane and ran back to the marina at full speed. The marina was empty when he almost silently idled in. He only saw one drunk leaning against a wall as he nosed the RIB into its berth. Dressed again in his shorts, polo and cap, he tied up. MacLachlan had put the knife, remainder of the ties and that damned Speedo in the dry bag, tied the anchor to it and dropped it overboard without the anchor rode several miles out, where it would never be found. He guessed the boat rental place would charge his credit card for the missing anchor. He did not give a damn.

      MacLachlan walked north. After a couple of miles, he broke into a jog and ran back to the Tahiti Nui. He picked up a pint bottle of single malt Scotch from the bar and took it to his room. Within an hour, the bottle was empty, and the man was sleeping peacefully. The next day, he checked out and boarded a flight to LAX.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          24

        

      

    

    
      The U.S.

      

      Kate studied the scatter diagram that her assistants had drawn on the computer, based on their best guess evidence of where Depository cache locations were and where the organization might reconstitute itself. They had played with the idea that there may be several sub-headquarters without one all-encompassing one. They dismissed that idea as inefficient.

      She looked at the screen for another forty-five minutes, considering each dot and its relationship to the others. Every bit of her fine brain was at full throttle.

      Finally, she looked away and smiled. She had it. She just knew it. She called Will Grafton on his extension and asked if he had a minute. He did. She sent him a classified email and walked quickly down the hall to his office, high heels clicking. Every male head in the cubicles she passed paused and looked. This time, she was oblivious to the complimentary stares.

      “Hi, boss! Open your emails and look at the one I just sent you.”

      He did, and after a moment’s perusal, said, “So this is your best estimate of where Interpol should marshal its efforts?”

      “Mine and my assistants’ best estimate, yes.”

      “Are you comfortable enough with this that I can call over to the Interpol office downtown and ask for a meeting?”

      “I am. Do you think they will do a SVTC with Interpol headquarters?”

      “I wouldn’t if I were them. Not until I had studied it. Not everybody is as smart as you, young lady.”

      She looked disappointed.

      “By the way, have you heard from Mack?” Grafton asked.

      She brightened.

      “Yes, he called last night. He will arrive in Dulles today at five,” she said.

      “You take off and meet him while I deal with the National Central Bureau. Don’t worry, you will be in on any SVTC. I promise…Did Mack get his man?”

      “He did not say.” She looked him directly, her green eyes locking with his brown ones. From years of dealing with lies, Grafton knew she was telling the truth.

      He looked at his watch. Three o’clock.

      “Get out of here. You have two hours to get to Dulles and stand there smiling. It will take all of that in the afternoon traffic.”

      “Thanks, Will!”

      He watched her leave. Mack was a lucky man. He was luckier. He was betting she was so career-oriented that he would have her longer than Mack would. She and Mack were on different paths now. Paths that tied one to the D.C. area and world trips and one to Florida and Virginia whitewater and fishing trips. Lucky for me, he thought. Unlucky for them.
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        * * *

      

      MacLachlan’s flight pulled into the gate on time. Having his usual carry-on and briefcase, he was among the first to Customs and through quickly. He boarded the tram to the main terminal. As he disembarked, he saw a tall beauty with a dark blue suit, jacket buttoned partially, no blouse and bright red high heels smiling at him. It was about the prettiest thing he had ever seen. She ran to him and embraced him.

      “Which has the darker windows, the Bat Jeep or the Discovery?” he asked her.

      “The Bat Jeep,” Kate responded.

      “Jeep it is, then!”

      “She took his briefcase and transferred it to her left hand so she could hold his left. Even though she knew he was travelling unarmed, she would never encumber his strong side. Not that he had a weak side. They made the long walk to the Bat Jeep. It was parked nose in, so the dark windows faced cars passing by. He opened the passenger door for her to get in and walked around to the driver’s door. When he got in, he saw she had shed the suit jacket and had absolutely nothing underneath it. The skirt soon followed. The high heels remained.

      “Surprise, baby! Welcome home!”

      Later, he drove her to her car and she they went back to her apartment by different routes, each doing surveillance detection routes. It was a really good night, and they fell asleep early.
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        * * *

      

      The same night, Will Grafton drove over to D.C. to a favorite watering hole. He went in and ordered a Williams Chase gin and tonic with a slice of lemon.

      As he sat there enjoying the distance from the office and the break from keeping the world safe, he watched a beautiful ebony-skinned woman, hair worn long and straight and a tiny dress. She was sitting with what appeared to be some professional athletes. He did not think she was either a pro or a groupie. She had too much class. Maybe a manager or a legal counsel.

      By the time he had sipped his way through a second G&T, things were beginning to get ugly. The biggest guy, who looked like a full back with thigh-sized arms and no neck continued to paw at the woman. She pushed his advances away verbally and with her hands. It was akin to a stevedore pushing a ferry. It took effort but gave no movement.

      Will saw the disgust in her eyes in the dark bar. He saw it change to fear as the large man brushed her hand away with a swat would have made a grizzly proud. It obviously hurt her, and she rubbed her arm as he reached back for her thigh.

      Before he could slide the extra-large paw up and under her short skirt, a smaller but steel-gripped hand gripped his wrist. The power of the grasp made the big man grimace, but he did not utter a sound. He was used to pain and endured it each game during season.

      He looked up into a dark face and darker eyes.

      “The lady is tired of your attentions. Please take your hand away from her,” Grafton said in a low, but very serious voice. The athlete’s mind was clouded by an unfortunate mixture of lust and liquor. If it had not been, he would have taken the seventy-year-old more seriously, just from the look in the older man’s eyes.

      Instead, he swung a roundhouse with his right hand, over the arm Grafton was holding. Will saw the unconscious signal in eyes and body posture that preceded the blow and stepped gracefully aside, allowing the first to hit empty air. Will Grafton hit the man with an open palm strike in the left ear, rocking him in his chair and rupturing his left ear drum. That pain elicited an angry cry that alerted his four compadres, who were worrying about their discussion of a particular play in a crucial game last season.

      Grafton knew he had to put the big man down fast, because he would die in a grapple or prolonged fisticuffs. He kicked the man in the ankle, immobilizing it and did an elbow blow to the back of the head. He had may as well have hit him with a feather pillow. Staggering because of the injury to his left ankle, the big man arose and came at the tall, thin older man. The woman began to implore her aggressor to back away and stop. She suspected the older man would die shortly, if she could not intercede.

      Grafton did a front snap kick to the testicles and followed with a head butt to the chin. The big man went down, just as his four almost-as-large friends piled on Grafton. Will gouged one in the right eye from the floor, blinding him for life. He bloodied another nose but did not remember the rest of the evening as powerful blows and kicks rained down on him. Two bartenders and two bouncers, all thoughtfully armed with aluminum baseball bats and assisted by three off-duty Marines, put the melee to an end.

      Within minutes the bar was full of Metro PD officers and paramedics arrived shortly after. Based on the testimony of numerous patrons, the officers hooked together several handcuffs and dragged the instigator off. The woman, now identified as the instigator’s financial manager, declined to have him charged with sexual assault, but determined to have a letter of contract dissolution at team headquarters in the morning.

      Paramedics worked feverously to stabilize Will Grafton. A couple of kicks had broken ribs. The pink froth on his lips suggested a lung had been punctured. His jaw was likely broken. A hospital trauma team would confirm the injuries later, now they put him on a saline drip, oxygen and a neck brace. He was Velcroed to a stretcher and wheeled out. The woman followed and made sure she knew to which hospital he would be taken. She rightly considered him a hero and kicked herself for even agreeing to go out with a client who, even on television, portrayed the image of a savage. And, she thought, his drunken, overpaid lout friends were no better. She sickened at what America had selected as role models… they only knew the ones whose antics, arrests, and mouths put them in the news instead of the majority of fine athletes that were worthy of role model status.

      On the five-minute run to the hospital, Grafton remained unconscious. His personal flip phone was as outdated as the tie clasp but offered needed information. The paramedic selected “contacts” and looked up ICE.

      The acronym, first used in England, stood for In Case of Emergency. There was only one name there. One word. “Mack.” He called it.
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        * * *

      

      MacLachlan answered on the third ring, after extricating himself from arms and long hair. The caller ID immediately identified the phone. He did not know the time, because Hamadi had destroyed the Rolex given to him at graduation from Quantico.

      “Yeah, Will. What’s up?”

      “This is DC Fire Paramedic Johnson. The gentleman whose phone this is has been in an accident. You were listed as a contact. We are taking him to George Washington University Hospital’s trauma center.”

      “What happened?” MacLachlan asked.

      “The patient, whose name we have not gotten yet, took on five pro football players at a bar. He is unconscious now, but we will be at the ER in about two minutes.”

      “Is he a tall, thin black male in his seventies? Probably very well-dressed?”

      “Yep, that’s pretty much him.”

      “Well, that fits the description of the man whose phone you are on. His name is Will Grafton. As I remember, he is A positive blood type. I will leave Northern Virginia now and head to GW Hospital. Take good care of him, he’s a national treasure.”

      “I believe that! He put a pro football full back and a tight end in the hospital and messed up three others, before they got the best of him. Gotta go—we’re at GW now.”

      Kate had awakened and taken in most of the details from the one-sided conversation.

      “We’re going to GW immediately, right?”

      “Right. Get something official looking on, grab your Glock and that Special Deputy U.S. Marshal badge. You might need both.” They dressed hurriedly.

      MacLachlan slipped a Kydex inside the waistline holster with his Glock in it behind his right hip. A 300-lumen tactical light, three magazines, an automatic knife and a S&W Model 442 snub nose in an ankle holster completed his “gunning up”. Screw DC’s restrictive gun laws. “Liberal-ass bastards,” he thought.

      They were in the Bat Jeep five minutes after the call. They knew that Will would just be in triage at this juncture. MacLachlan continually used the supercharger on the black Jeep. They made good time until a Virginia State Trooper in a blue and gray hemi Charger blue lit them just before the bridge over the Potomac. He was surprised as a beautiful woman leaned out of the Jeep’s passenger window, Marshal’s badge first and yelled “On the job! Official business.”

      He waved them on. They were not Virginia’s finest just in name.

      Kate again badged the security at the ER when they parked in a No Parking zone. The security guard started to protest, but MacLachlan held up a finger and stared at him menacingly. It worked and they walked into the ER.

      Claiming next of kin was not logical to a receptionist who would have noticed a couple of clues that such status was unlikely, so Kate badged her, claimed “official business” again and they went to the ER nursing station.

      Within a half hour, Will was moved to surgery. Kate called the Operations Center at ODNI and told them what had occurred. Using the power of her position, Kate determined where the bar was and the names of the suspects. She recognized all, being a minor stadium football fan. MacLachlan had no idea who any of them were and would have cared less…up to an hour ago. He took prolific notes as the Metro officers and one detective opened up to the lovely fed. He slipped away quietly and made eye contact with her as he left. She nodded “No!” but he was already walking out the door.

      His first stop was the bar. Three, having been patched up by paramedics, were still answering questions asked by the Metro Police detectives that had taken over from the first responders. One, blinded by the gouge, had been taken to the hospital.

      MacLachlan knew that team lawyers would be there any minute to stop the still inebriated players from saying anything that would further incriminate themselves, or worse to the lawyers, tarnish the image of the team. They would have to work with the public relations agency to spin this as it was. MacLachlan could already hear newscasters saying, “Another war veteran lost it tonight in D.C. and, in an unprovoked action, attacked five popular football heroes.” Well, MacLachlan decided this simply not going to happen.

      Due to the early morning hour and the confusion over whether these three had actually done anything, the detectives finished before the lawyers arrived. Concerned about their multi-million-dollar contracts, the four athletes took off.

      The parking lot was dark and behind the bar. MacLachlan had grabbed a large canister of bear spray from the Jeep. He liked bears and did not want to shoot one in self-defense unless there was no other option. The spray was like police pepper spray on steroids. Plus, it was in a larger volume container and good for over thirty feet in range. He added a baton made from the thickest three feet of a weighted pool cue and wrapped the rawhide thong around his right wrist.

      He met the three as they came out the backdoor leading to the parking lot and blasted the full nine plus ounce can into three sets of eyes. He then moved in and violated every “allowed zone” a police officer is taught not to strike with a billie club or expandable baton. He broke kneecaps, ankles, collar bones, elbows and ribs as the victims gasped for air and clawed at their burning eyes. Though his right shoulder hurt from the violent stress of swinging the baton and connecting with virtual oak trees, his shoulder would feel better in the morning. The broken joints on the four men would not feel better for months. Likely some would be career-enders. MacLachlan hoped so. He was pissed beyond all reality.

      MacLachlan had conducted his retribution in less than thirty seconds. It had come on the athletes so fast that they had been unable to respond or even sound an alarm. As he struck from the dark, none of the athletes saw more than a black shadow spraying horrendously hot spray. Then, their eyes had clinched closed, burning like acid had been thrown in. But he knew his time was done and he disappeared into the dark alley as the first revelers and bar employees came out to investigate the groaning. He jogged two blocks in the alley, wiped down the baton and, with reluctance since he had worked hard making it, dropped it behind a dumpster located blocks from the bar. He wiped down the empty bear spray can and tossed it into a dumpster full of rotting food behind a second-rate diner. Without a drop of sweat, he got in the Bat Jeep and drove in the flow of traffic back towards GW Hospital. Spotting a Dunkin Donuts, he parked, went in and ordered two coffees.

      He built an alibi while he was at the doughnut shop.

      MacLachlan joined Kate in the surgery waiting room thirty minutes from the time he left.

      “Hi, Honey! I’m home!” he said in an exaggerated Ricky Ricardo voice. Kate, he knew, was an I Love Lucy aficionado on one of the daytime television re-run channels.

      “Where the hell did you run off to?”

      “I knew you needed coffee. Hard to find a good cup to go at four a.m. It took a long time to find a Dunkin Donut shop in D.C. still open,” he lied.

      She did not buy it but took the needed coffee anyway. The coffee she had gotten in the waiting room was hot, but that was all it had going for it.

      “Any news?”

      “No. We do have some SPOs here to guard Will when he is moved to a room,” she said.

      “Nice touch. I bet the DNI himself ordered the Agency special police officers. He’s got a lot of class and really cares about his people.”

      “He does. He came down to my cubicle to check on me once he found out I was back. He was very apologetic that I had had to kill someone, be kidnapped and water boarded on my first mission, though not in that order.”

      “Did you tell him about shooting the guy in the nuts?” he asked.

      “No, he seemed to already know about that.”

      “Hell, the President was probably briefed on it by him, the CIA and the FBI Director in a morning briefing. You know, men are going to be a little leery about you now. You are really lucky you have me, who is only mildly terrified about it.”

      She frowned at him but said nothing. This tradecraft thing of not responding verbally was not such a bad thing.

      The surgeon came out and spoke to them.

      “He’s resting comfortably. Mr. Grafton appears to be an interesting individual. Was he in combat?”

      MacLachlan nodded affirmatively.

      “I thought so. The wound scars bear that out. He suffered a punctured left lung from a broken rib. I re-inflated it okay. His jaw is injured, but I didn’t have to wire it shut. A couple of small bones in his hands have hairline fractures where he apparently hit something hard. If we can keep them stationary with splints and tape, I don’t think casts will be necessary. He has a bruised kidney, obviously from a kick, but it is not ruptured.

      He’s really in remarkable condition for a man his age…or any age. Rumor is that he took on a bunch of twenty or thirty-year-old football players and accounted pretty well for himself,” the surgeon said.

      Kate responded.

      “He put at two in the hospital and all required on-scene medical attention. He did this bare-handed to assist a lady who was being bothered.”

      “That he did,” said the pretty woman from the bar, now standing in the doorway of the waiting room.

      “He will forever be my knight in white shining armor. I hope those animals get what’s coming to them, though being part of the game, I doubt it.”

      “Ma’am,” MacLachlan said in a low Texas drawl, “What goes around, comes around. Would not surprise me at all that those guys regret hurting Will. He is a good man and a true warrior.”

      “Is he some kind of retired SEAL or something?” the doctor asked.

      “Yes, something like that,” Kate responded. The doctor left and the lady from the bar inquired about Will’s name, having heard his prognosis. She gave Kate a business card to give Will so he could call her for a free dinner anywhere in D.C., price no object. She shook hands with MacLachlan and hugged Kate. Turning back to MacLachlan, she said “Oh, what the hell?” and hugged him.

      He gave her a mid-level superhero grin and Kate did not react at all.

      Once they were alone in the waiting room, finishing the large coffees, Kate asked “Are you going after those players?”

      “Nope. They would beat the shit out of me.”

      “You are not going to shoot them or something?”

      “Don’t plan to. Do you think I should?”

      “No! It would a nice fantasy though.”

      “I have enough fantasy just loving you.”

      “You are getting pretty good with these right answers, you know.”

      “I know,” he said.
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        * * *

      

      Will Grafton was moved to a room and MacLachlan drove Kate to her apartment to shower and change. She had received a text that she had to brief the Principal Deputy Director of National Intelligence at nine that morning.

      As she was driving back to work, the local Fox radio station reported that a senior government official had been in a fray with several prominent arena football athletes at a District bar early that morning. Though a senior citizen, it appeared he had given a good account of himself. A corollary to the incident, the news anchor continued, was that the three non-hospitalized subjects had been ambushed in the parking lot and were in local hospitals, all awaiting several orthopedic surgeries each. Police have no suspects in the attack on the athletes and are asking anyone who knows something to call Metro PD and share it.

      “Damn!” Kate exclaimed aloud in the Land Rover, upon hearing this. “How could Mack have done all that in the time it took him to go out and find coffee?”

      “Of course, he won’t go after the three! He already had! Multiple orthopedic injuries to each? How had he done that against three bulked up trained athletes?” She was now sure that Mack would go after the first guy, as soon as he is released.

      Before getting out of the Discovery in the LX-2 parking lot, she called MacLachlan.

      “I’ve heard about husbands going out for cigarettes at night and never coming back, but I have never heard of anyone going out for coffee for less than an hour and seriously injuring three giants with surgical precision.”

      “Yep. I bet it’s hard to do that without killing somebody, huh? Whoever did that must be pretty good. Probably some young SEAL or Delta Team operator feeling his oats.”

      “I want a piece of the main guy. And, you cannot deny me this, Mack. Will is my boss, my mentor and my friend. I deserve a crack at the guy who started it and hurt him the most,” she said.

      While Kate briefed the Principal Deputy Director about Will and evaded speculations about who roughed up the three athletes, MacLachlan did some drive-by surveillance. He formulated a couple of alternative plans and called her a couple of hours later.

      “You available for lunch near the office?”

      “I guess; I am drained from the lack of sleep and speculating with the MPD that it probably was not any of Will’s operator friends who did the three players, because realistically, it happened too soon for them to find out and formulate any sort of plan. It worries me that people saw you at the hospital—including Metro PD cops—and you were gone for a while. Aren’t you worried about somebody connecting the dots?”

      “Not particularly. I made a point of being remembered at Dunkin Donuts. I flirted with the cashier and she flirted back. I gave her a really big tip. On questioning, she would probably say I was there a while, if it ever came to that.”

      “Should I be jealous?”

      “Damn right you should. She was a lot of woman. A lot. Also, a smoker. Had tattoos, too. My dream girl. Or my dream alibi. When will you be over this jealous thing so I can pick you up?”

      “By my car in the parking lot at noon?

      “What will you be wearing?”

      “I will be carrying a biography of Bernie Sanders and carrying a yellow rose.”

      “Good one! That is what I will look for. See you then, you misguided little liberal pretender fox, you.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      They met at the parking lot and went to a coffee shop for salads. The real talk about the options occurred in the Bat Jeep, though, on the way over.

      “The bozo that started the mess and worked on Will got released from the hospital and went home. I have his DC address. It is not a gated community, but a nice one. It looks like the league is worried about him, because there is about a four-hundred-pound guy staying there. The type lumbering ox Hollywood stars use for protection. People who don’t know shit. The best around are the agents of the U.S. Secret Service. Did you ever see one of them over two hundred pounds? I saw a visiting nurse arrive at 10:30 this morning and leave fifteen minutes later. It’s a good thing these assholes aren’t NFL; the President would have the FBI Hostage Rescue Team ringed around the house,” he said.

      “So, what are we going to do?” Kate asked.

      “Got a long wig that is a totally different hair color from whatever your natural is?”

      “Humph! You are in a position to know exactly what my natural hair color is. And, it is what you are looking at right now, damn it!” she said.

      “Gotcha! Well…do you have a wig?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Yes or no? Not maybe.”

      “Trashy hooker outfit?” he asked.

      “Yes, I could put something together.”

      “We will show up at the guy’s house around ten tonight. His name is Henry. You can tell the four hundred pounder that his friends sent you as a gift. Say ‘Tyrell, Beau and the guys.’”

      “Are they real names for some of the guys with the immediate orthopedic needs?”

      “Yes. Just name a couple. You don’t want to look like you are reciting from a list.”

      “Sometimes you scare the living hell out of me, Mack.”

      “But you like it.”

      “I do.”

      MacLachlan dropped her back at the ODNI building after lunch and went to GW Hospital to visit his friend.

      “You look like crap.”

      “Thanks. I love you, too. You should see the other guys.” He dropped his voice because of the federal police officer guarding him outside the private room.

      “Or, maybe you have.”

      MacLachlan winked and grinned at him, saying nothing in response.

      “I’d like another shot at the first big guy,” Will Grafton thought aloud.

      “You put him in the hospital, but he is already home.”

      “And, you know where he lives.” His words were a statement, not a question.

      “I didn’t say that, Will. I must have read it in the paper or something.”

      “Yeah, like you follow arena football.”

      “I do, when it involves a friend of many years who would do anything in the world for me.”

      This time, Will Grafton did not speak, but merely squeezed his friend’s hand.

      “When are they letting you out of this place?”

      “A couple more days.”

      “I want you to come to Florida with me to recuperate. I mean it, Will.”

      “And, ride around fifty miles an hour in that piss-ant skiff of yours and puncture my lung all over again?”

      “No, drop a line on a bobber in the water off the dock, while I bring you Killians to cool your degraded pallet.”

      “Now, you are making it sound a little better, you damn Slickmeister. I may do it.”

      “I want you to. We haven’t gone on a road trip for a decade.”

      “Last time, a bunch of folks shot at us, remember?”

      “Yep. Somebody may this time too. You and me…we have a few enemies out there. You have the Somalis, the Sandinistas, what’s left of the Macheteros and the Provo’s. I might even have a few, too,” MacLachlan said.

      “You mean like the whole damn Middle East? Fatwa is your middle name. Of course, you have pissed off some Eastern Europeans recently, too.”

      “Can’t please everybody, Will.”

      “Sandinistas. Chesty helped settle them down…Chesty Puller, greatest Marine of all, except maybe for you,” Grafton said.

      “He deserved his medals, mine are just mementos stuck away in my gun safe.”

      “Do you ever take the CMH you got from Beirut out and look at it?”

      “No,” MacLachlan replied. He had always felt a bunch of dead Marines had deserved the Congressional Medal of Honor, not him.

      “You know, talking about old Chesty reminds me about Black Jack Pershing. Now, that old boy was the first military man to really recognize that black men could be tough fighters,” Grafton said.

      “He did. Buffalo soldiers in the Indian Wars and charging up San Juan Hill in Cuba with Teddy and the Rough Riders. And, went on to ‘go unsanctioned’ and chase Pancho Villa illegally into Mexico. Then he ran WWI. He was a helluva guy for a dogface,” MacLachlan added.

      “You damn Leathernecks. I figured you would like a guy who went ‘unsanctioned’ a couple of times. Don’t forget he quelled the Moro’s in the Philippines. They were the great grandfathers of Abu Sayyaf,” Grafton said.

      “I guess a bunch of .30-40 Krag rounds dipped in hog’s blood went a long way…” MacLachlan said, referring to a questioned legend about how Black Jack won against the Moros, who were Muslims.

      “Okay, Will. I can’t stay here smoking and joking all day. I’ve got people to see and places to go. But I will be back. Get some rest. Think about something you know about…snakes hanging from trees, jungles, you know, stuff like that.”

      “Snakes, your ass. I will drift off thinking about that lady I tried to help. She was a looker.”

      “You did more than try to help her. Take this. It’s from her.”

      He gave Grafton the woman’s business card. It had her personal cell handwritten on the back. Will Grafton knew it was not MacLachlan’s scrawl. He grinned at his old friend and shook his hand.
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        * * *

      

      Around eight that night, MacLachlan had Kate drive him to an industrial area in Alexandria. He picked a factory with a night shift and had her drive a few blocks, drop him off and drive to her apartment. MacLachlan was already dressed in dark cargo pants, running shoes, a ball cap, and a dark long-sleeved pullover. As he neared the factory, he slipped on latex gloves. The parking lot was not fenced. He picked out a ten-year-old cargo van. The hood was still warm, so MacLachlan determined that its driver had just gone on shift and would probably not return for almost eight hours.

      He had selected a nondescript older van for a reason; it was much simpler to break into and eminently hard to remember during questioning of bystanders.

      A “Slim Jim” opened the window and he reached in and unlocked the door. Working with a faint red penlight and a Leatherman multi-tool, he felt under the steering column, cracked it, found the right wire pair and hot-wired the truck. He slipped it into gear and drove off at a reasonable speed. He called Kate and asked if she was ready. She was, so he told her to meet him at a Burger King several blocks from the factory where he had “borrowed” the van. He got there first and pulled in, hood first so most of the van was blocked from view. He called her and described the van. Presently, she pulled in beside him and slipped into the passenger seat.

      He would not have recognized the raven-haired beauty with the boots, micro mini skirt and tube top barely restraining its captives. She had almost garish eye makeup and bright red lipstick that made her normally pouty lips appear much fuller.

      “Damn! Can you keep that on after we go back to your place tonight?”

      She punched him in the shoulder, and he grimaced.

      “Oh, Honey! I am so sorry! That was your hurt shoulder.”

      “I know.”

      She reached over to kiss it but decided the red lipstick would be evidence and gave it an “air” kiss.

      They drove into the District and went over the con MacLachlan had devised.

      He pulled up near the house, but not directly in front at 10:00. She got out and walked up the front walk as MacLachlan circled around the side and met her at the door, positioning himself in the shadows. The garage door was properly shut for the hour of night. An older Buick sat in the drive. Probably the four hundred pounder’s, they thought.

      “Ready?” MacLachlan asked quietly. Kate nodded and hitched the top of the tube top down sufficiently that half of one pink areole was showing clearly. She rang the doorbell.

      A porch light came on and someone asked through the door, “What do you want?”

      “Open the door, Sweetie. It’s Amber. Tyrell and Beau sent me over as a surprise for Henry.”

      Apparently, the large man bought the story, or just wanted a closer look, because he opened the door.

      Real pro bodyguard, MacLachlan thought as he pulled down a ski-mask over his face.

      “Hi, baby! Where is the little sickie-poo?”

      Before the bodyguard could answer, MacLachlan Tased him in the chest. He went down like a sack of potatoes and MacLachlan Tased him again for good measure. They stepped in, closed the door, and MacLachlan put several handi-cuffs on him and duct tape over his mouth. He then duct taped his ankles together with enough tape that Hercules could not break free. He left the wires hooked to the big man and inserted another Taster cartridge.

      “Clyde, who is it?” they heard a man’s voice call from an upstairs bedroom.

      “It’s Amber, sweetie! Tyrell and Beau and the boys sent me over to cheer you up. Can I come up?”

      “I don’t know anything about no Amber. Clyde, is this shit on the up and up?”

      By this time, Kate was already up the steps as fast as the high heeled boots would allow. She stopped inside the room and pulled the tube top down to her waist.

      “Do these look like they are on the up and up to you?”

      “Damn!”

      MacLachlan aimed around the door sill and shot Henry with the Taster. The angle may have been off (or so he later claimed to Kate), because the twin prongs hit him exactly between the legs.

      The muscular athlete screamed at a pitch so high it even shocked his new guests. So, MacLachlan pressed the trigger again.

      As Henry was lying on the bed, he could not fall down, but his body arched like he had been hit with the paddles of an automatic electronic defibrillator, but more. He lost consciousness.

      They heard a shuffling downstairs and then movement on the marble steps leading up to the second floor. Unbelievably, Clyde had broken free and was, by all indications, extremely agitated.

      MacLachlan motioned for Kate to pull the tube top back down and hop in the bed with Henry. She did so and pulled the sheet up so only her bare shoulders and one breast showed.

      MacLachlan yanked the prongs unceremoniously out of Henry’s nether regions and stepped behind the doorway. Clyde came in.

      “Oh, Honey! You want a threesome? Is it okay, Henry, baby?”

      Clyde was amazed at the sight, in view of what had just happened to him. As he tried to fathom the situation, MacLachlan hit him in the back of the neck with the Glock instead of a knife-edge hand.

      The big man went down again. Before getting out of Henry’s bed, she cold cocked Will’s attacker as hard as she could, immediately grasping her right hand with her left in dire agony.

      “Honey, fist to soft areas like the stomach and throat, knife edge hand or head butt to hard areas like the jaw.” She agreed heartily and endured the small pain for her piece of flesh.

      Remembering the skin heads he had set up at Cedar Creek, an idea quickly formed. MacLachlan and the almost-decent again Kate muscled the big man into the bed. They ripped both men’s shirts off and posed them. The pose was not indecent, just two very large men asleep, one with his head nestled on the other’s shoulder, Clyde’s arm around Henry’s shoulders. It was very tender.

      MacLachlan took several pictures with his iPhone, making sure Henry’s face was clearly identifiable.

      Before Clyde the Beast regained consciousness, they left by the back door, walked around the house, entered the borrowed truck and drove it back to where Kate had parked her Land Rover. She got in it and followed MacLachlan the short distance back to the factory. He parked the van in the same spot and wiped the interior and door handles down. With even a modicum of luck, its owner would never know it had been borrowed.

      MacLachlan drove the British SUV while Kate changed to a slightly more normal outfit. They circled a strip mall so she could deposit the long black wig in a dumpster. Sadly, she did the same with the tube top and boots behind another strip of businesses. Now dressed in the mini, a more conservative top and pumps, no one would have been able to ID her as Amber.

      They stopped at an all-night Internet café; MacLachlan went in and opened a fictitious email account and emailed the pictures to it. He then emailed the pictures to every D.C. paper and sports journal he could find on Google. He deleted the photos and emptied the trash. He had paid with cash and the emails were virtually untraceable.

      One did not have to shoot or break bones to get even…

      The two went back to the apartment. MacLachlan kissed Kate just before she drifted off.

      “Good night, Amber.”

      She smiled evilly, eyes closed, lips pursed but silent.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, a recovering Will Grafton got a paper on his breakfast tray. As he was wont to do, he went straight for the sports section. He saw the picture of the oaf from the bar, snuggled up with an even bigger dude, asleep. The romantic domesticity of the pose would not please a large component of his fans, nor his team owner, a known homophobe.

      With a broad, happy grin, he said “MacLachlan. That damned Slickmeister! Payback is a mutha.”

      He buttered a piece of toast and proceeded to enjoy his hospital breakfast, though still sore.
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      Papeete, Tehran, Florida, D.C. Area

      

      Ari Lieberman had briefed Litvak over an encrypted line about what had occurred regarding Hamadi in Tahiti. He had given the Mossad executive the private account number and phone as well as some thoughts about a little forgery to make sure that Hamadi had gone away completely. He spoke highly of Devora’s part in it, neglecting to add that she had broken an order by going with MacLachlan on an operational, non-surveillance aspect of the mission. Ari knew that the success and money garnered from the operation would be a high-profile career enhancer and did not wish to diminish any of the good news by a sour note of insubordination.

      Several hours later, a quite pleased Litvak advised Ari that the operation had yielded $20 million, of which $2 million was owed to MacLachlan from the original deal. That $18 million would be put to good use defending against Israel’s enemies. Ari took this opportunity to ask for two favors. One, he asked that some items that MacLachlan had taken be sent to the U.S. by diplomatic pouch. That was granted and Ari was told that MacLachlan would be asked to provide an account number for the $2 million transfer upon picking up the contents of the diplomatic pouch.

      Next, he asked that a death certificate from somewhere plausible be forged and that a will be drawn with appropriate signatures and seals to make Tahitian bureaucrats happy. The will would leave the faire to Hamadi’s only nephew, Diego Gonzalez, who was currently staying there. And, as a codicil, a brief admission after his death that he had engineered and run the Depository to fund Hezbollah and other Iranian interests and that his security lead, Pirata, was not part of the illegality and Hamadi lamented setting him up and retracted any claims about Pirata.

      Litvak promised to consider latter two requests and respond after he decided.

      Ari considered Devora a good agent-in-place for somewhere like the South Pacific station. She was Israeli yet lived and looked the part of a Polynesian. He counseled her sternly on the repercussions of ever disobeying a direct order from a superior again, yet also congratulated her on her diligence and professionalism except for that lapse of judgment. He knew that she and the man formerly known as Pirata had developed a strong bond already and could read from their looks at one another that the bond would probably mature into something very enduring. The way he saw it, he would not lose Devora as an agent in the South Pacific, but, because of her and the favors that he expected to extend to Diego, he would gain the mercenary as a helpful aid to the young female agent in subsequent cases.

      Litvak called Ari on the encrypted line and told him that the will and codicil would be professionally prepared as requested and forwarded by a reputable law firm to authorities in Papeete. He anticipated that Pirata would be removed from the Red Notice and the newly minted Diego Gonzalez would be given the fairé as part of his estate from Uncle Hamadi.

      Ari, as he was packing to fly back to Tel Aviv, also suspected that his woman in the South Pacific station was probably with Diego at that very moment, and they were at the fairé. He also greatly suspected that she was dressed just like the two young girls had been for Hamadi.

      MacLachlan was at GW Hospital picking up Will Grafton when he got the call. The caller ID was no help, but since it came in on the Israeli phone, he assumed it would be Mossad or a random number dialing telemarketer. He answered.

      It was the former.

      “Hello?”

      “This is a friend of Ari’s. I need to drop off something he sent you. Get on the George Washington Parkway and drive away from Washington-Reagan Airport. Get off at the scenic overlook. There will be a subtle chalk mark on a tree. Buried in soft dirt and leaves beside the tree next to the one with the chalk mark are further instructions. Any questions?”

      “No, Ma’am.”

      Both hung up.

      MacLachlan knew it was about how to pick up the diamonds Ari had sent by diplomatic pouch. The old chalk mark tradecraft dated back years, but it still worked, especially in the current electronic surveillance environment. Because of that, MacLachlan knew he had to move on the information.

      “Will, do you feel up to a side trip on the way home?”

      “Depends on how long it will take in your bumpy-ass Jeep.”

      “Oh, yeah. Like you would have been more comfortable at over six feet in that low slung two seat bomb of yours?” MacLachlan asked.

      “No, but I was hoping you would get a limo.”

      “Limo, your ass. Here, let me help you up into the seat. It won’t take long.”

      “That’s what the old man said to the hooker, but he lied, too. But, let’s go. With you, we may have a fun firefight or something along the way,” Grafton said.

      MacLachlan nodded his head and grinned at his old friend. They had bantered like this for over twenty-five years…and, would until neither could speak.

      He put the Bat Jeep into first gear and pulled out of GW Hospital onto K Street and followed it as U.S. 29 became Whitehurst Freeway and turned south over the Potomac River via the Francis Scott Key Bridge. The two then picked up the Parkway and drove until they saw the sign for the Overlook.

      MacLachlan left the engine running and Grafton in the Jeep, holding MacLachlan’s backup snub nose at his side. It only took several minutes to find the chalk mark and scoop an envelope from under loose dirt and leaves beside the adjacent tree. He did a quick 360 to make sure no one was watching him and opened the zip-lock plastic bag and plain envelope inside.

      The note within said “Bar at the Old Ebbitt at 5:00 tonight. I need a number to complete rest of transaction. Green dress sitting at bar. Ask me if I am Jasmine.”

      MacLachlan memorized the brief message and burned it with his cigar lighter. He knew where the Old Ebbitt Grill was, on 15th NW, between F and G. It was a classic, and he had been there many times. It would be early by D.C. happy hour standards, and not crowded. He doubted if any politicians would be there, unless meeting lobbyists early.

      He took Will home and helped him get settled in. He automatically looked at his wrist. No Rolex, thanks to the late and not lamented Mr. Hamadi. Checking his iPhone for the time, he knew it was going to be close, by the time he retraced his steps and returned to D.C. and met at the Old Ebbitt’s bar.

      MacLachlan poured on the coal heading north on I-95 and got to 15th Street in time to find a precious parking place, but not to do his usual counter-surveillance precautions. He walked in and spotted several women at the bar. Only one was wearing a green dress. She was thin—no, MacLachlan corrected himself—lithe—and had black hair. The dress was conservative in all respects but the Kelly-green color. He noticed she did not wear lipstick, or make-up or fingernail polish. As he walked in, she glanced back at him and moved her purse off the stool next to her.

      He nodded thanks and sat down. He noticed her glass was about two thirds empty. The bartender walked over.

      “I will take a Sam Adams, and refresh whatever the lady is having.”

      When the bartender walked away, MacLachlan turned to her and said “Jasmine?”

      “Yes, but I pronounce it ‘Yazz-meen.’”

      “I see. How is my friend? Tired from his trip?”

      “Ari never seems to tire. He sends his regards and more. When we finish our drinks, perhaps you can escort me to my car. I have something for you, and you have something for me,” she said quietly so that no one else could hear.

      “Sounds like a plan.” He picked up his beer and saluted her with the bottle, having turned down the frosted glass the bartender had offered.

      They engaged in the meaningless small talk that spies are trained to have in public places and many bar-hopping thirty-something’s do without formalized training.

      Jasmine looked at her watch, a very sensible Timex Ironman, which did not go well with her green dress, but would have been perfect with IDF utilities.

      “I’d better go. I have to meet friends soon for dinner.”

      MacLachlan called for the tab, saw it and laid a twenty on the bar.

      “Allow me to walk you to your car.”

      “That’s very nice of you.”

      They left the Old Ebbitt and walked west.

      She fished in her purse and removed a velvet bag with a zipper.

      “Would you hold this, while I dig around for my keys?” she asked as they approached a sensible tan Accord.

      She handed it to MacLachlan. He could feel the stones within and slipped the bag in his right blazer pocket.

      “Of course.”

      She beeped the automatic locks and he opened the driver side door for her.

      She held out her hand, expectantly, and he grasped it in a firm handshake, leaving a small piece of paper with his account number and a wire address written on it in a clear block printing he had carefully penned to avoid any errors due to his normally unreadable handwriting.

      “Mack, it was great seeing you. I look forward to seeing you at the party day after tomorrow.”

      “As do I,” he responded, acknowledging that he understood that the funds would be wired into his account by then.

      He waved as she pulled away from the curb and walked back to the Old Ebbitt. Getting a table for one, he ordered seafood jambalaya and another Sam Adams for dinner.

      MacLachlan had added a lot of money to his coffers in the past several days, with the fee for the Mexican executive protection job, the diamonds and the percentage from Hamadi’s purloined wealth. He thought about the latter. It was not blood money; it was money he could use that prevented it from becoming blood money. He was not concerned about the taxes any more than the people who paid him to do the government’s bidding and deposited funds in offshore accounts…ones that did not render 1099’s. He knew it. They knew it. Nobody spoke about it. It was just how things were done on the dark side. He kept the money in cash or cash equivalents and every dollar, Euro, or whatever was in charitable trusts of which he was the sole trustee with full discretion on expenditures. One trust, the largest, was set up in the name of cancer research. A female MD and researcher currently in the Amazon was the successor trustee in event of MacLachlan’s death. She was totally unaware, knowing only that a benefactor sent regular quarterly checks for ten thousand or so to help fund her research. He would always care very much about her and believed in what she was trying to do. That trust would remain intact, regardless of how things evolved with Kate.

      As to the diamonds and scattering of emeralds, he knew he could not just walk into a jeweler with a bag of rare stones and sell them. MacLachlan would do some computer research on diamonds to see how traceable they were. He had virtually no knowledge of stones and whether trying to sell them even one at a time was risky. He did know someone who not only knew these things but would gladly buy them at fifty cents on the dollar, no questions asked. The man operated from a domino table on Calle Ocho in Miami’s Little Havana. MacLachlan had worked with him on a mission to assist some anti-Castro Cuban refugees, one of whom was very high value to the government.

      MacLachlan decided to spend some serious money. He did not have children to whom to leave it. As of now, he did not have a wife. Whether Kate would give up her career to move to Florida part of the year remained an unanswered question.

      But his flats boat was an old classic that could be replaced. He did not want to put a fifth ninety horsepower engine on it in succession. He had shown the heirloom Rolex, smashed by Hamadi, to a watchmaker. It was not salvageable. So, he was in the market for an exact replacement. And, he could use a real car—a fun car—to supplement the utilitarian Tacoma pickup.

      He needed to go to Florida and put his boat, motor and trailer on consignment with a dealer friend. Unfortunately, he could not trade with the friend, as that dealer did not have the particular boat MacLachlan wanted. The manufacturer he needed was in Ft. Pierce, on Florida’s east coast. MacLachlan decided once he returned to Florida, he would obtain the car in Sarasota and put it in his garage. He would take the Tacoma to Miami, see his friend in Calle Ocho, liquidate the jewels as directed, swing up the east coast to Ft. Pierce and buy the new flats boat. If the timing worked out right, he would tow it home across the state to Casey Key.

      MacLachlan did not want to take the diamonds by air, nor did he want to mail or courier them. Drug trafficking made it difficult to covertly move other items, too. He would do a one-way rental and drive back to Florida.

      Since he was driving to Florida, he called Will and asked if he wanted to go for a waterfront recuperation. Will asked for a rain check, saying that he was still too stiff and sore for a thousand-mile road trip. So, he called Kate as a long shot, knowing that she was immersed in the Depository reconstitution project at work.

      “No, Honey, I just can’t leave now, especially with Will out. As the only one who has been afield and with ten years as an IA, I am called on to sit in for him at high level meetings. Things are moving fast on the project and career-wise.”

      “Okay, just checking. I may be down there for a couple of weeks taking care of some business regarding the boat and all. Just wondered if you wanted me to show you the steamier sides of Miami.”

      “Can we do that soon, but not now?” she asked.

      “Certainly. I still have to go. Look, I need to know your right ring finger size. I want to get you a special ring, but don’t want to hand you a ring box and scare the crap out of you. When that happens, I want you to expect a different sort of ring and not be surprised, okay? Hence, no surprise right now. Just a gift signifying how much I care for you. Something you can look at while at work and think of us…”

      “Thanks for being upfront about it, Mack. I think we always have to be that way with each other, truthful, frank and timely. I’d love a ring that reminds me every day of us, not that I need anything to do that.”

      “I will head out tomorrow morning in a rental car. I will probably not push too hard and stop once, maybe around Brunswick where FLETC (Federal Law Enforcement Training Center) is. I will get up early and make the run down to Miami the second day. Other than listening to some books on CDs, I am a captive audience, so call every time you get a chance?”

      “You better believe I will. I know the effect you had on that DC doughnut lady; I don’t want you steaming up Wendy’s or Arby’s drive-in attendants all the way down I-95.”

      “I might, if there is a Jamoka shake involved. I might be tempted, Amber...er, Kate.”

      “Better not, Bob!”

      MacLachlan rented a new Impala at Washington-Reagan to drop off in Sarasota. He made it past Brunswick and stopped for the night south of Jacksonville. Already on the east coast, he took the opportunity to drop by Ankona Boats in Ft. Pierce to look at their premium flats boats. He wanted a Copperhead model with a new Suzuki outboard, bow-mounted trolling motor, a Power Pole shallow water anchor, VHF radio and combination depth finder and GPS tied to the radio for emergency calls, and a premium aluminum boat trailer. They had a fighting lady yellow one in stock that someone had reneged on, so he took it with the understanding that, based on his check for 25% down, he would pick it up a week later. Otherwise, he would have had to wait until one was built exactly to his specifications.

      On the way, he called his friend in Calle Ocho and made plans to meet him the following morning around ten.

      Over a game of dominoes and several strong espressos in small paper cups, they discussed the diamonds—who to go to for liquidation at a fair price, no questions asked and what jeweler could make the size 7 ½ ring MacLachlan had in mind for Kate.

      Armed with the information he had sought, MacLachlan went to a joyeria in Little Havana. After introducing himself, he found that his friend had already called ahead. The owner invited him to a secure room and asked to see what he had.

      MacLachlan took out the velvet bag that Jasmine had passed to him in D.C. The man, who only introduced himself as “Fil”, poured the jewels on a pad. MacLachlan said that he wanted the best flawless emerald to be the center stone in a ring, surrounded by as many appropriately sized diamonds as he had in the collection. He added that he wanted to liquidate the remainder at the fairest price he could get.

      Fil pushed a beautiful emerald aside and arranged six smaller diamonds around it and looked at MacLachlan for agreement. MacLachlan nodded affirmatively.

      The jeweler studied each stone with his loupe, measured and weighed stones and looked at two under a microscope. Fil made a number of calculations on a calculator, then excused himself to make three phone calls.

      “I can make you the ring and give you a net of $600 thousand this time in two days. I have to have a couple of friends participate in the deal due to the size of the purchase. The ring can be white or yellow gold or platinum at that price.”

      “Platinum. And, it is a cash deal?”

      “Yes, cash with no reports to anybody.”

      MacLachlan extended his hand and shook with the man. He accepted a detailed receipt for everything and left.

      Since he was already in South Florida, he drove down to the keys and hired a guide out of Bud n’ Mary’s and fished for several days, catching permit and several small tuna, the steaks of which he put in a newly purchased thirty-five gallon Yeti cooler for the new boat. He added both dry and bag ice and knew, if left unopened, the steaks would still be perfect when he got back to Casey Key.

      On the way back, he picked up the ring and cash. He knew that much cash would be a problem, since both IRS and FINCEN received reports of any cash transactions of over $10 thousand. The jeweler would not report it, but he also did not want to document the transaction with a check. As far as he and his compatriots were concerned, no transaction had ever occurred. That left MacLachlan the problem of what to do with such a large amount of cash, since, if he spent more than $10 thousand himself in a legitimate cash sale, it would be reported. He ended up putting it in his gun safe and sitting on the problem for a while. He recognized that it was a good problem to have.

      As to the ring, MacLachlan was not a jewelry connoisseur, but it came out as he had planned. He hoped that Kate would like it.

      MacLachlan returned to Casey Key and grilled one of the Albacore steaks for dinner. The next morning, he went to the Jaguar dealer in Sarasota and took an exhilarating test drive on I-75. In one short burst, he calculated that he bested the posted limit by 2.2 times. The salesman had a nervous, pale expression, but it was somewhat ameliorated by the prospect of the commission on the vehicle, assuming the purchase was consummated.

      He made a $9500 cash deposit and had the rest wired in from offshore. He arranged to pick up the car in a couple of days, after picking up the flats boat at Ankona.

      By the end of the week, MacLachlan had very nice transportation, a replacement (if there could be such) for the stainless Oyster Perpetual Rolex his grandfather had given him, the new ring, a Jag and the Ankona. What he did not have was anyone with whom to enjoy any of these items.

      So, he called Kate at work.

      “Hi. I have a new boat that I think you’d enjoy a lot. How soon can you come down to Florida?”

      She hesitated a minute, switching her email account from In-Box to Calendar.

      “Maybe Friday after this one coming up. That is nine days. How would that be?”

      “Can you stay a week?”

      “Depends on what is happening with my reconstitution project. Maybe…”

      “Is the project going well?”

      “Yes, we think we have an accuracy projection of at least 70%. Not bad from zero a few weeks ago.”

      “Not bad at all. Sometimes, you are so smart you scare me.”

      “Yeah. Right.”

      “How is Will? I have not spoken with him for a couple of days.”

      “Over everyone’s, including the DNI’s, objection, he is back at work. Using a cane, but I think it is more of a fashion accessory than a medical necessity.”

      “Is it ebony, with a sterling silver skull knob with red eyes?”

      “How did you know?”

      “It’s a sword cane. He has had it for years. Got it after jumping out of a second story window in Lisbon and breaking his ankle.”

      “What’s the story there?”

      “Either a bad op or a spurned lover, I don’t remember.”

      “I bet you don’t! Ha! One of these days the two of you should each write a book.”

      “Who would read them? And, who in government would approve publication? Probably won’t happen. We’ll just let sleeping tangos lay.”

      “Listen, I have to run now, Mack. Call me late?”

      “Of course. By the way, I picked up that ring. I really hope you like it.”

      “I know I will. It’s from you.”

      “Bye, Baby,” he finished.

      “Bye.”
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        * * *

      

      The new Suzuki outboard required a break-in period, which he planned to complete before Kate arrived. He launched at his wooden ramp, next to the boatlift, on the bay side of his property. He looped the painter around a piling on the dock and started the engine. As it idled, he tested the Power Pole and the electronics. He did a radio check with Towboat U.S.

      Once the engine had warmed to operating temperature, he idled out into the Gulf Intercostal Waterway and planed off. The boat was fast and took the small surface chop well. He liked it.

      The boat was approximately the same size as the one he had towed to his dealer friend for consignment sale yesterday, so no adjustments were necessary on the lift. He pulled on and raised the boat out of the water with the remote while still aboard.

      The car also needed a break-in period. It was a Jaguar F-Type SVR with 575 horsepower. It had a top speed of 200 miles per hour and a 0-60 time of 3.5 seconds. The one he had taken up to 155 had been a demo. This one had double digit miles on the odometer. He took it up to the Philippi Creek Oyster Bar restaurant and had a burger and some iced tea, then over the 200’ high Sunshine Skyway Bridge over Tampa Bay and back. He allowed himself an occasional acceleration at various speeds. It was not as visceral as the V-12 XKE that Harani’s hit team had blown up years ago but was more a supercar than a sports car. Like with the flats boat, he was sure he had made the proper selection.

      MacLachlan spent the next week and a half further breaking in the new car and fishing out of the Ankona. He considered, once Kate was in town, towing the boat down to the Everglades and going back into Hell’s Bay. There were raised camping platforms in the park. He would put some food and drink in the cooler, pack his pop-up two-person tent and they could fish for reds and snook. He would leave the Glock at home and take his short barrel .44 magnum Ruger Super Blackhawk revolver with .44 shot shells for water moccasins and .44 special hollow points for two legged predators. He did not think there was anything in the ‘Glades that required a full .44 magnum round. Florida’s answer to the abominable snow man, the “skunk ape” maybe, but he did not really believe in them anyway.

      Despite what he carried and taught with, he was a wheel gun man at heart, and his favorite would always be the four-inch barrel Colt’s Python in his gun safe.

      Except for uncertainty about how Kate would deal with her job and relationship conundrum, MacLachlan was generally pleased with how he had determined to spend the rest of his life. Though worried about what Kate might decide, this lack of stress was new to him. And, he rather liked it. Being a wealthy, somewhat (in his eye) presentable and young retiree was not so bad. If Kate chose career, he would, stoic that he was, deal with it until it became a problem. His other option was even more committed to a research career and much farther away in Brazilian jungles.

      Maybe he should go back to Papeete and put Devora on hold before the charming former Legionnaire got his hooks too deeply into the pretty Mossad agent…or, maybe he should just let things play out. He stretched out on the colorful Adirondack chair on his dock and lit a bowlful of McBaren’s pipe tobacco. He watched the smoke curl up toward the mangroves on the bank and swatted a mosquito. MacLachlan reached for the glass of single malt Laphroaig Scotch whisky. Life was not so bad.
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        * * *

      

      At ODNI, Kate was making remarkable headway. She and Will Grafton had attended another SVTC at DOJ’s National Central Bureau downtown. The attendees were the original ones, except of course Hassan, plus Interpol and police representatives from each country she had identified as a probable satellite site for the Depository. Once all the input was massaged by a program developed especially for her by NSA, it pointed to Istanbul as the probable new primary site. Surveillance had indicated construction and deliveries, including security system providers and IT consultants all going to an estate outside of town with increasing frequency.

      The site offered reasonable delivery access by the Galata Bridge over the Golden Horn, ports, highways and an airport. She was sure that she was right; her confidence was supported by Ray Foucault, and the senior representative from the EGM. EGM, she knew from her research on the project, stood for Emniyet Genel Müdürlüğü, which was the General Directorate of Security. She also knew it was an organization known for its efficiency, especially in making suspects confess.

      Foucault and the Turks agreed that Kate’s projections and joint operation surveillance was sufficient to convince a Turkish judge to approve search and arrest warrants. Interested members of the multi-national group and Interpol would attend the warrant service, but only as observers. This would be a Turkish operation.

      Both Kate and Will agreed after the meeting, that Foucault had not gotten in any jabs about women or Americans. Will told her he was convinced that her bravery and coolness under fire had impressed their foreign partners, including the pompous Interpol art cop.
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        * * *

      

      The SAVAK executive who briefed the political and cleric leadership on what had happened at Prague briefed the group one last time on Istanbul, before leaving to direct the initiation of operations himself.

      The group made him nervous, for himself and even his family. He was not a timid man. Emere Huihana had been a soldier of Allah for years. Early on, it was determined that he would be too valuable to lose by serving as a suicide bomber. He was a man of strong beliefs and would have gladly martyred himself. But, his planning and political skills, in concert with his cold operational efficiency had caused him to rise to his current senior position.

      The truth, which his superiors neither knew nor cared about, was that he hated being a deskbound bureaucrat. He had been a young Revolutionary Guardsman when the Ayatollah took over in early 1979 and had killed his share of infidels. While his presence at Istanbul was not absolutely necessary, he just wanted to be back in the field, like Hamadi and his cousin Harani, who had been killed in America years ago by the infidel MacLachlan.

      Later that afternoon, he kissed his wife and four children and, with one carry-on, boarded a flight out of Tehran. He was finally afield again and smiled to himself as the jet climbed towards cruising altitude.

      In Istanbul, the man he had appointed as interim director met him at the airport. They drove to the estate that had replaced the Depository. Huihana was impressed with how professionally the director had organized things. The man had been too young to fight violently for the cause; he was part of the new MBA crowd that Huihana knew was necessary to further Iran’s and Lebanon’s Hezbollah interests around the world.

      Huihana had received a text just before having to turn his Android phone off due to the takeoff. He texted back to the sender, a Hezbollah operative in the South Pacific and asked what urgent information he needed to know so quickly.

      The operative was a Muslim in Papeete government. He had seen the death notice and will come into Tahitian authorities regarding Vandervoot. Remembering the photograph that SAVAK had issued on Hamadi/Cernosek before the former director had redeemed himself with Iranian leadership; the operative had asked around discretely and showed the picture to the one person in the government offices who had met Vandervoot. That person identified Vandervoot as Hamadi. Further investigation had turned up a large bank account with connections to an offshore account and trips to a jeweler to sell some diamonds.

      It did not take much of a leap of reason for Huihana to conclude that Hamadi probably stole more than he claimed, giving back only a portion to buy freedom from being tracked down. Since he had purchased property in Tahiti, it did not appear, as he had claimed to Huihana that Hamadi planned to return “once things cooled off.”

      Huihana ordered the operative to dig further, not only at the government offices, but the realtor, the bank and any witnesses who could add information about strangers in town, people with whom Hamadi has associated. And, the order was to be followed with great alacrity and a report was due back as soon as possible, no matter the time of day or night.

      Was Hamadi really dead? Or, had he stolen far more than he had claimed in his email and with the money he had returned, and the purchase on Tahiti and death was just a ruse to allow him to go off the grid and never show up again? None of this fit with the summary reports Huihana had given to Iranian leadership. And that made the SAVAK executive very worried.

      Huihana spent the next two days checking every aspect of the new center, security over entry and egress; security over the warehouse already filled with existing art and antiquities; the backgrounds of the staffs—he had specified only devout Muslims for this operation—and, most particularly the computer and audit systems that would account for every stone, every painting, every statue in detail. He had made sure that duplicates of the valuation program had been loaded onto the IT system. Audit reports would come directly to him. And, the interim (and probably permanent) director was his man. A man who was his cousin.
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        * * *

      

      Kate walked into Will Grafton’s office the day after the video meeting with Interpol and the other players.

      “You know, I need to be there when the warrant goes down on the new ‘Depository’ replacement location, Will. This has been my baby. I went through a lot of stuff in Budapest and Prague. I also came up with the sites and so far, everyone thinks the Istanbul site is on point.”

      “Foucault already asked for you. I just wanted to see how long it was going to take you to come prancing in here demanding to go. If you hadn’t by lunch, I was going to call you in.”

      She put her hands on her hips and stared at him. He was not the least bit intimidated and handed her an already signed travel form and a roundtrip ticket from Dulles.

      She took them, leaned over and kissed him on the top of his balding pate.

      “Get out of here! I got work to do!”

      He picked up the Post as she left and turned to the sports page.
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        * * *

      

      The warrant was to be served by EGM SWAT teams, known locally as SOF. Kate had seen FBI HRT at Quantico during her training there and a Delta demonstration at Ft. Bragg. She observed to herself that these guys did not look like American officers. But they looked fit and mean. Very mean.

      The staging area was a half mile around a bend from the estate. Unlike most American teams, who like the Apaches, liked to hit just before dawn, these guys were going in running and gunning just before the Istanbul lunch period.

      They got on the running boards of five large black SUVs, Kate did not recognize the make, and roared off. The remainder of the law enforcement and intelligence observers piled into Turkish-built Renault rentals and followed discretely and more slowly.

      The SOF hit fast and hard. It was a “no knock” raid where they took out the front door with a ram, windows with H&K G3 assault rifles. Then, flash bang grenades were tossed into all portals.

      There was screaming, male and female, and several shots…then quiet.

      A crowd of onlookers had gathered, since the estate was in an urban area just outside of Istanbul proper. Among those onlookers was Emere Huihana, who had gone out on an errand thirty minutes before the raid. He had approached the staging area just before the convoy of raiders and observers had left. He followed in his rental Ford and pulled into a store parking lot to join the throng of onlookers.

      Many of the onlookers were taking pictures with their smart phones. He joined them, taking a picture of his cousin being led out in restraints, his face bloodied. The remainder of the staff was being forcibly removed and none too gently. Huihana hoped many would martyr themselves before submitting to brutal Turkish interrogation.

      He then turned his smartphone camera on the official observers, particularly a tall pretty woman and the Interpol investigator. He knew exactly who the two were. He was a chief arts and antiquities theft investigator and she was the American woman who they had kidnapped in Budapest and taken to the Depository in Prague. She probably had some sort of secret communication device that allowed the Canadian to find her and ruin years of work. What he never understood was why the American woman was working with a Canadian. Especially one that Huihana had never been able to associate with Interpol.

      Intelligence reports had said the Canadian was dead, but was he really? This would bear more consideration.

      Huihana knew that the police would soon break up the onlookers, so he pulled the Ford out of its parking place and drove back to his hotel. Once there, he contacted his headquarters via an encrypted computer program and issued a number of queries, who was the woman Hamadi and Pirata kidnapped? He knew she was American ODNI, but who was she really? Where did she live? How did she tie to the Canadian, Paul Dusay? Was there any connection of a Dusay to any operations in the past?

      The SAVAK operative decided that leaving Istanbul was prudent and went to Atatürk Airport, where he boarded a flight to Charles de Gaulle in Paris.
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        * * *

      

      Kate and the entourage went back to EGM headquarters and were placed in a conference room. Strong Turkish coffee and pastries called Cezerye. The Europeans and Americans were quite aware that the prisoners were not being accorded this type of hospitality.

      After several hours, a senior Turkish police official came in and briefed the coffee’d out group in the conference room. He gave a run down on the operation, reported that seven of the thirty detainees had managed to hang themselves to death with strips of their clothing. He saved the biggest surprise of last, a senior SAVAK official named Emere Huihana had been there coordinating the start of operations and had somehow escaped.

      The official told them that, despite a probable diplomatic passport and attendant immunity, a BOLO had been issued. However, it was reported that Huihana had left for Paris.

      Foucault got on his cell phone immediately. It would be sticky, since he was sure that Huihana really did have bonafide diplomatic immunity, something the French did not wish to challenge with a trade partner. But he wanted him watched discretely.

      Kate spoke privately with Foucault and convinced him that she should interview the young man who was apparently doing the primary set-up work on the new headquarters site; he concurred and had a lengthy and somewhat confrontational meeting with the ECM senior officer on the case. The latter sought counsel from his superiors and politics won out over protectionism. She was allowed one hour. The young man spoke only Turkish and Persian. She called the American Embassy and got a Turkish speaker who was an American citizen and blue badge employee of the U.S. government; his particular employer was not specified to her. He arrived via ubiquitous black Suburban within thirty minutes.

      The three met in an interview room. The Turkish speaker did a quick scan and determined that the room was bugged, that capability suggesting that he was not a junior diplomat. Against protestation from the Turks, they moved the interview to a restroom. A table and three chairs was brought in and several faucets were turned on for white noise, though the man from the Embassy did not detect any electronic surveillance present.

      Kate began the interview and the subject answered only in monosyllabic words, usually negative. The translator said in an off-stage whisper to Kate, “I’m going to try to find out what his problem is.”

      He spoke for several minutes and got a slightly lengthier response.

      “Big shock, he is insulted by being questioned by a mere woman.”

      “Maybe you should leave, and I will beat the shit out of him,” she suggested. He realized she was serious.

      “That will insult him even more, though I think it would be fun to watch from afar. Why don’t you give me a list of questions and I will try him man-to-man? I will tell him that if he does not answer my questions, I will call in the Turks to help convince him. But—if he does—I will try to get him remanded to U.S. or at least Interpol custody.”

      “Can you do that?”

      “Who knows?”

      “My questions are typed on my iPad. Let’s walk out and leave him for a minute and you can give me your email and I will send them to you. Then you come back in and give it a try.

      They left briefly and did what Kate suggested. The translator returned and spoke with the man for twenty-five minutes. He called Foucault in and they spoke another five minutes. All three came out and Foucault argued for a longer time with the Turkish authorities. At the end of the argument, Foucault, the translator, Kate and the suspect all got into the translator’s Suburban and left for the U.S. Embassy.

      “I don’t know what you told the Turks, Ray, but it certainly worked,” Kate observed.

      “I reminded them that they would not have made this international news opportunity had it not been for you and me and that giving up one young man when they had everyone else but Huihana was a small price to pay for the positive image the EGM had just obtained worldwide, something they desperately needed. These men are not gracious losers. I suggest you may wish to return to America with your new intel and let me deal with them cataloguing the inventory and dividing it to the proper countries of origin.”

      Kate knew he was right. At the Embassy, she received and discussed the answers with the translator. As he leaned back and stretched at the desk, she noticed the bulge in the inside portion of his left sock. Ankle holster. She was right; this guy was not a linguist.

      “Let’s start with the bad news first. You and your team were wrong on Bordeaux and Malaga as cache points. The good news is that, counting Istanbul, you were right on Valencia, Naples, Hamburg, and Amsterdam. That sounds like about 70% right. Not bad for government work. Not bad at all!” he said.

      “What is the word on surveillance on the ‘right’ sites?” Kate asked.

      I shared with the powers that be what we found out. We will stop looking for sites around Bordeaux and Valencia and focus on the rest. I don’t know much beyond that. I’m just a translator.”

      She looked down pointedly at his left ankle, where his slacks pressed out from a square shape underneath and commented “Right.” He said nothing.

      Kate got on a STE phone at the Embassy and called Will Grafton. He was still in the office and she briefed him, both on what they had learned and what had happened in Istanbul. She asked that the DNI task the community, especially its DOD assets, to target the correct cities strongly with every surveillance platform available to them. He agreed and told her to come home.
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        * * *

      

      Emere Huihana, using another identity and matching passport, flew from Paris to Dulles. He had an operative in the Atatürk Airport watch for the American Kate Mahris’s passport to hit and call him with her flight. He assumed it would be to Dulles; a call the following day proved him correct. He would meet the flight and follow her. It would be good to be on the hunt again after so many years riding a desk.
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      D.C. And Florida

      

      Kate landed at Dulles, did a casual look-around as she cleared Customs and took a Washington Flyer taxi to her apartment. She did not see the man in the ball cap and sunglasses and carrying an empty carryon bag in the airport, or when he got in the taxi behind her. The second taxi followed the first at a distance but went directly to her apartment. Huihana noted the address and the Land Rover Discovery out front and had his taxi drive on, speed unabated.

      The next morning, he followed her to her office. She did not leave the closed site for lunch and it was too secure to try to maintain surveillance in the neighborhood. He recognized too many obvious government security vehicles patrolling the area and went back to his hotel.

      Each day for a week, he followed the same routine, carrying his packed bag in the rental car. Finally, Friday she left her apartment carrying a suitcase. That afternoon, he followed her to Dulles. She went to Delta and boarded a flight to Sarasota, Florida, with a change of planes in Atlanta.

      Huihana noted that she went through the LE flying armed gate with no delay. He found a direct flight that took off a half hour later but arrived fifteen minutes sooner. “Allah is good,” he thought.

      Several hours later, he had a rental car waiting outside Sarasota-Bradenton Airport. He watched the woman arrive. She had only one bag and went directly to the airport door.
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        * * *

      

      MacLachlan parked the beige Tacoma at the Sarasota-Bradenton Airport and went in as close as he could get to the arrivals gate. He noted from the board that the flight from Atlanta was on the ground.

      In the midst of the second wave of arrivals, he saw a tall, beautiful woman looking from side to side. He slipped behind a column and fell into step behind her. Her antennae were working well; after ten paces, she turned and ran to his arms.

      After interrupting the flow of confused tourists with a long hug and kiss, they stepped out of the aisle.

      “Mack. You look great. More suntan, rested. Great.”

      “You, of course, are the most beautiful woman in the universe.”

      “I would think that was B.S., if I didn’t know you believed it! Hmm…I had a special surprise when I picked you up. Yet, you are wearing a fishing shirt and shorts. What’s up with that?”

      “Okay, I do have something for you, only you already know about it.”

      He produced a ring box with the emerald and diamond ring. She gasped when she opened it.

      “Oh, my God! It’s so big!”

      “I’ve heard that all my life.”

      “No, I mean the ring is. Also.”

      She slipped it on the ring finger of her right hand. It fit perfectly where he had thought she would wear it. She moved it over to her left hand, where it was slightly loose. MacLachlan looked with a little surprise. She held her hand up to the fluorescent lights of the airport and admired the sparkle of the stones. She kept the ring on her left hand and kissed him. “Dammit,” he thought, “I can never predict what this one is going to do.” He kissed her back.

      They walked out to the parking lot. With the myriad of arriving and departing people in the open lot, they did not notice the gray Chevrolet Cruze rental circling as though the driver was looking for a parking space.

      MacLachlan stopped at a Tacoma pickup truck, opened a rear door and placed Kate’s bag inside before holding the passenger door for her. As usual, she took her time getting in, almost causing an observant teenager in a sports car to rear end a tourist in a rental minivan.

      “What, no Bat Vehicle in Florida? A beige truck? Beige?”

      “I like to tow the flats boat all over and fish new waters. Everybody at the ramps drives a pickup. I don’t want to stand out with a Porsche Cayenne or Mercedes AMG SUV, so I bought a handy little truck. I use it a lot to haul things.”

      “For your garden, you mean?

      “Well, not yet, but soon maybe. I wouldn’t mind some fresh vegetables now that I may be home more. Lord knows I have the space for a garden. Maybe even a small farm.”

      “Well, I am sure this is a very nice truck. But I have to tell you that I am a bit disappointed in it.”

      They stopped on U.S. 41 and had a light dinner.

      The Cruze was ten cars back and still not on either operative’s radar. Huihana knew they would take long enough for dinner to allow him to go through a fast food and get dinner and a couple of bottles of water for later.

      There were still several hours of light left when they crossed the bridge over to Casey Key. Kate was surprised at the mansions, often hidden by curving drives.

      MacLachlan told her that he had rebuilt the home his grandparents had left him upon the foundation that remained after the bombing. It was on a large lot that had frontage on the Blackburn Bay portion of the Gulf Intracoastal Waterway on the east with his dock, boat lift and a small ramp, then the house surrounded by almost an acre, a lane that led to Casey Key Road. Across the road, he had a third of a mile private beach frontage and a chickee hut overlooking the Gulf of Mexico.

      The house itself was a Florida Cracker style, built on stilts with Cyprus siding and a metal roof. A covered porch ran the full length of the bay side. Wide steps went up to the front door on the Gulf side. A garage and a utility building were off to the side.

      “Mack, this is beautiful…breathtaking! It is absolutely paradise. How can you leave it ever?”

      They sat in the truck for a moment chatting.

      “I spent most of my summers here, when I wasn’t on the ranch back in Texas. My fondest memories were of catching fish and learning about boats with my grandfather, then coming home and my grandmother cooking up the fish for dinner. We worked crab pots for blue crabs for our own use. Sometimes, we drove up Rt. 41, cut over to Rt. 19 and went up to Apalachicola for a bushel or two of the world’s best oysters and had them raw or roasted or in stew.”

      “They must have been special people; your grandparents…are your parents still alive?”

      “Yep. Back in Texas. I go to see them every few months or so. They are both in their eighties, but pretty hearty still. Tough pioneer stock that fought Mother Nature for the cows and some produce.”

      “How did your grandparents end up in Florida?”

      “My grandfather came to Florida to look at some of the Florida longhorns, thinking to intersperse them in his herd. They went to Arcadia, which was as wild in its day as Dodge City.

      “How did they move from Texas to here?”

      “After they had my mom, she grew and married their foreman. They kept talking about how much they liked Florida. They came back, bought this land for a song and went back, gave the ranch to mom and dad and moved here.”

      They got out and walked up the steps. The interior of the house was leather, old paintings, lots of books and braid rugs on heart pine floors. The new iteration had better plumbing and larger closets than the original, but it still seemed authentic to a simpler time. Kate was spellbound.

      After putting her bag in the bedroom and the quick tour, they went down to the chickee hut to watch the sun disappear into the Gulf of Mexico. Kate kept looking admiringly at the new ring, still on her left hand. They sipped a good vintage of Merlot and talked.

      “Mack, I learned something from the interview with the manager of what was going to be the replacement site for the Depository in Istanbul. He said that the mastermind from Tehran, Emere Huihana, was a SAVAK officer. And, that he had a cousin who had been killed in America. That person’s name was Harani. Is that the man your team killed in Miami years ago?”

      MacLachlan was pensive and did not answer for a moment. Then, he began thoughtfully.

      “Yes. This thing seems to never go away. I thought I would find peace, finally killing Hamadi. Then, I found that the whole thing was being run by Harani’s cousin. That is why we cannot get anyone in close and there is so little HUMINT. These people are all related to each other. But, Kate, I am done. I have killed the last family member. Let the world’s cops and spies catch this Huihana. Or, let him die of old age. I am done.”

      She held is hand and wondered. This thing had followed MacLachlan since she had literally been a little girl. Would it ever end? She hoped so. For his sake…and, hers.

      The next day, they put the Ankona on the trailer and hauled it to Sanibel and launched. They fished a little, rode and laughed a lot, and had lunch at a marina restaurant.

      “Kate, did you bring a dressy dress like I suggested?”

      “Have I ever let you down?”

      “Never! Do you have enough energy left to put it on tonight for a fancy dinner up in Sarasota?”

      “I do.”

      They used the outside shower like at Cedar Creek and saved water by not taking individual showers. Both went up to the bedroom to dress. MacLachlan had his light gray cord suit on first and went downstairs. He went to the garage and got the new car out and pulled it up to the steps.

      Kate came down in a stunning short cocktail dress and her Christian Louboutin shoes. Her eyes widened as she saw the Tacoma was not waiting.

      Instead, a black Jaguar F-type, SVR sat there, its windows blackened and its 575-horsepower engine burbling.

      “You do have a Bat Car! Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “What? And spoil the surprise?”

      “What is this? I know it says Jaguar, but it’s not like any Jag I have ever seen.”

      “It’s a new Jag supercar. It’s one of the fastest production cars ever. I thought you’d like something almost as hot as you look in that outfit tonight, so I got it out of the garage.”

      “Anything else up your sleeve?”

      “Nope, just dinner. Hop in and listen.”

      “It has a special radio?”

      “Probably, I don’t really know. But it has a way to channel engine and exhaust tones into the cockpit so we can enjoy them like people outside can.”

      “You are kidding, right?”

      “Sit back and enjoy.”

      He drove down the lane to Casey Key Road. It was deserted. He turned right towards the bridge a mile or so away, eased it up to thirty and got on it hard. They were pinned against the seats as the supercar climbed to ninety in seconds. MacLachlan braked down to fifty. Kate felt that familiar warm tingling head south as it did when she shot or ran rapids or something else dangerous.

      “Wow. I guess this is an expert’s car, huh?”

      “Probably. You can drive it back.”

      She was not sure her libido could handle that and the night sure to follow. But she was determined to give both her best. And, she was successful in both.

      The next morning, after breakfast, the day portended to be a sunny one. MacLachlan had some things he had to pick up in town for neglected maintenance on the property he had been away from so long.

      Kate decided it was Florida and she would take full advantage of the almost week’s leave she had and urged him to go to the hardware alone.

      Usually up by six to get ready for work, she had spent another two hours in bed this morning reprising the night before. This was a life she could get very used to. She had walked out to the truck with Mack and taken an outside shower, something else her exhibitionist tendencies liked a lot. Then, she had donned a broad-brimmed straw hat, a bikini and a cover-up and walked down the lane to Casey Key Road. She crossed it and stepped down to the beach and the chickee hut. MacLachlan had mentioned that a chickee hut was just a thatched roof pavilion with a board floor and had poles to hold up the roof. She had fair skin and did not want to overdo it the first day or two, so she sat inside for a while. It was in the eighties outside, but a full ten degrees cooler under the thatched roof. She was amazed at the difference it made.

      By mid-morning, she looked both ways on the beach and saw no one. There were a couple of boats out in the Gulf, but they looked like specks. They might have binoculars, but what the heck.

      She took off the bikini and walked across the hot, sugar sand and into the Gulf of Mexico. The Gulf temperature was in the mid-80’s, so there was no shock. She cavorted in the water for a while and walked back up to the chickee hut.

      She fell asleep; bikini draped over the chair where she had left it until a smiling MacLachlan awakened her and told her lunch was ready.

      She looked up and down Casey Key Road like a good Girl Scout, and spying no cars, casually walked across the road and down the lane to the house carrying her towel and bikini in her hands.

      “Yes, Mack…I could really get use to this life. Think of how many Louboutin killer heels I could have if I didn’t have to buy other clothes?”

      “Nobody said you ever had to leave. Ever.”

      “Tempting. But I have to go back to work sometime.”

      “Not really. It’s your call. Or, you could just stay with me and play for the rest of your life. Think about it. Money is not an object.”

      “I will. I promise.”
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        * * *

      

      MacLachlan completed the minor repairs on the house himself without calling Chuck, who with his wife Gloria, looked after the repairs and cleaning while he was away.

      He proposed an overnight boat camping trip to the Everglades. He had always wanted to go deep into the the back country  of the 10,000 Islands area Chokoloskee.

      Kate was game, so he packed food in the Yeti cooler and a small pop-up tent, lots of bug repellent, and other camping and fishing gear in the Tacoma. He put the Ruger .44 magnum single action in the console of the truck and suggested that Kate carry her Glock also. On the way, they called the ranger station and reserved a camping platform for the night.

      At Naples, they stopped at a department store and bought Kate long-sleeved bug-free shirt and pants, as well as bug-free socks and deck shoes. They picked up the camping permit at the ranger station, launched the flats boat and headed into wilderness.

      “Mack, this is beautiful, but really scary. That thing I thought was a log is really a crocodile on the bank!”

      “It is both beautiful and scary. And, that is an alligator. I believe the Keys may have some crocs, but not the rest of Florida.”

      He kept the flats boat on plane, but held the speed low, due to his lack of familiarity with the shallowness of the water. They saw herons, osprey, roseate spoonbills, and pink flamingoes and, to MacLachlan’s chagrin, a number of water moccasins swimming, sunning on logs or hanging from mangrove limbs. He greatly hoped that none would be able to join them on the camping platform, or crawl into the moored boat overnight.

      MacLachlan slowed for several guides, either poling from the platforms at the rear of their skiffs or sitting stationary, their Power Poles anchoring the skiffs in the shallow water as clients cast spinning or fly gear.

      He monitored the electronics to make sure of the depth and that the GPS was recording their position. The Ankona skiff had two absorbed glass mat batteries and was only operating on one. He would alternate with the second one to keep it charged by the Suzuki’s alternator.

      They stopped several times; Kate watched as MacLachlan cast a fly between the branches of a mangrove and the water’s surface. On the third cast the second time they stopped; the water exploded. The fish took off, pulling the loose fly line at his feet.

      “It’s a snook! The beautiful fish I told you about that first night at the cabin.”

      “Oh. The one you said if I were one of those, you’d keep me?”

      “Yes. And what else did I say?” MacLachlan queried.

      “That I was a keeper even though I’m not a snook. Still think so?” she asked.

      “More than ever, Honey, more than ever!”

      At that second, the snook turned and darted into the mangroves, breaking the light leader.”

      “Damn! Well that was fun anyway, though it cost me a fly I really worked at perfecting.”

      He reeled the line in and put a new leader on the fly line. She watched as he selected a fly from a small plastic box of flies.

      “That’s kind of neat. What do you call it?”

      “It’s a Lefty’s Deceiver. It’s a saltwater streamer first designed by Lefty Kreh. The Postal Service even made a stamp with this fly on it. He is one of the original proponents of saltwater fly fishing. Before Lefty, most fly fishing was for trout on northern and western streams.”

      “It looks complicated. Will I use fly gear?”

      “I brought a spinning rod and reel for you. It’s a little easier to get used to. But you can certainly try my fly rod anytime you want.”

      “I saw a movie about fly fishing somewhere in the north or west, I believe. They treated it like some sort of religion.”

      “There is a kind of spiritual thing about it. It is harder than most other kinds and you use artificial baits. It’s kind of a purist thing. But the key is fishing, not how you do it. Getting out, enjoying the water and having fun is the big thing.”

      Kate had been studying MacLachlan’s technique and asked if she could try it. She caught a medium size redfish and managed to get it all the way up to the skiff for release.

      MacLachlan shook his head in pride; he had now stopped asking himself when this one would cease to surprise him, since the answer was obviously “never”.

      He dropped the Power Pole where they were and he moved forward to the Yeti, which he was using as a forward casting platform. He opened it and handed Kate a frigid bottle of water, a sandwich in a bag and an apple. Taking out the same for lunch, they sat together and ate quietly, watching the procession of ‘Glades wildlife.

      He had thought ahead and bought a smaller pair of protective sun gloves. He gave them to her, as well as a piece of headgear called a Buff. It was a bit like a SWAT officer’s balaclava. Both donned them for sun and a little mosquito protection.

      “I guess the chance of taking a dip is small?”

      MacLachlan pointed silently to the right bank as an eight-foot gator eased into the water. She shivered at the thought of her question.

      They drove and fished for another several hours, with MacLachlan acting as the guide and Kate mastering fly fishing very quickly. He was already thinking about what weight rig to buy her upon their return to civilization.

      They identified their platform from the permit and moored to it. MacLachlan took out the camping gear and the two had the pop-up two-person tent set up in minutes. Unable to drive stakes into the wood decking, he set the cooler in for now to hold it in place. Their body weight would keep it from blowing into the water once they got in.

      They decided against using the small propane stove to cook anything except coffee and chose sandwiches from the Yeti instead.

      MacLachlan put the sleeping bags and a hanging bug repellant inside the tent. He then laid the Ruger .44 and a tactical flashlight on his side. He had one shot shell for snakes as first up and five .44 special jacketed hollow points in case a snake appeared on two legs. As he unclipped the hunting knife from his instructor’s belt, Kate asked to see it.

      “That is not very fancy but looks damn serious. What is it?”

      “It’s a Pathfinder Knife Shop Scorpion. The knife is made by one a friend of mine’s companies. It’s not as fancy as my old Randall made Bowie, but it is the first thing I turn to when I go afield.”

      She handed the knife back to him and he sheathed it and placed it by the head of his sleeping bag.

      The two crawled into the tent and talked until Kate drifted off asleep in MacLachlan’s arms. She had nightmares as she had once before, but, again, settled into a calm sleep as he stroked her hair. He fell asleep shortly after she calmed.

      They worked their way back the next day, fishing periodically, watching wildlife as they rode the rest of the time. They put the skiff back on the trailer and stopped at a self-service car wash to spray it down and flush the engine. All in all, MacLachlan was pleased with the woman, the trip, and the boat.

      Life was good.
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        * * *

      

      Huihana noted the pair going into the ranger station. After they left by boat, he walked in and pretended to be curious about fishing opportunities. The female ranger explained about the varieties of fish.

      “The couple that was just in here. What were they going to fish for?”

      “They could be going after about anything. The boat and the way it was laid out tells me he is a guide on busman’s holiday or a really savvy and well-equipped sports fisherman. They are staying overnight at one of our camping platforms, so they will be gone overnight.”

      “I see. I am not ready for such an adventure yet.”

      “Maybe you should get a guide for the first trip out. I have some brochures here I can give you for top fishing guides who know the 10,000 Islands well.”

      “Thank you. That would be very helpful. I agree I am not quite ready to go off on my own.”

      Knowing that he had an afternoon and night to kill, he drove back to Casey Key and parked the Cruze behind the garage of a property for sale. He suspected that it was very expensive. It had a guest house. He inspected it carefully for alarms and found none. Huihana used the blade of the hunting knife he had purchased at a Wal Mart to pry the lock on the back door. He checked to make sure that the rental car was out of sight, and then carried in the water and orange juice bottles and snacks he had bought when he purchased the knife. He placed everything in the refrigerator still in the bag, to not leave a tell-tale if he heard an owner or realtor and had to depart quickly.

      As is usually the case in Florida, the realtor had left the air conditioner on low and ceiling fans on to prevent mildew and provide a nice feeling for any clients they brought in. Neither was loud, so when the spy slightly raised the side window to warn against a car approaching, his hearing was not impaired. He was just very careful.

      The next day, MacLachlan and Kate arrived home at four in the afternoon.

      Kate had mentioned having thought about how delicious some shrimp would be and that there was none in the refrigerator.

      “I have a recipe for a killer cold shrimp salad with salsa, celery, jalapenos, avocados and mandarin oranges. It’s great with Mexican corn chips. How does that sound?”

      “With the cold beer in the refrigerator, it sounds divine! How about surprising me with dessert?”

      “I have something in mind already. See you in an hour, unless you want to go shopping.”

      “All that sun made me sleepy. Thank goodness you bought me the long-sleeve stuff and we used lots of SPF. My nose is burned a little. That Buff thing and the fishing tournament cap kept my ears and forehead okay. You know how I like buff!”

      “I do. And, I just hate it!” he grinned. He dropped his bug-out bag next to the one he had lent to her by the bed. He placed the PKS Scorpion knife on the bedside table and took the Ruger downstairs to unload and put it in the gun safe. She walked down with him and kissed him good-bye. He took the Jaguar to the supermarket. She could hear the loud supercar exhaust popping, then turning into a growl and a high-pitched scream as he accelerated. Kate smiled. She stayed outside, stripped and took a shower in the bougainvillea-covered outside shower.

      Huihana, back in the trees again near the house, watched silently from the large yard.

      Kate shook dry and giggled. She walked back into the house leaving wet footprints on the wide pine floors. Grabbing a towel from the master bath, she dried off and lay across the bed under the ceiling fan. Though the air conditioner was not on, the house had been rebuilt closely to the plan of the original and had its excellent cross ventilation.

      Soon, she was asleep.

      Huihana picked the lock on the front door; the woman had left the deadbolt above it unlocked.

      He slipped his loafers off and padded silently to the bedroom in his socks.

      Seeing the beautiful, naked woman on the bed, he moved in for the kill, knife held above his head.

      Kate was having another nightmare about being water boarded. She could not breath and awoke suddenly, choking.

      She saw the man with the knife lunge and rolled off the bed, hitting her head on the bedside table. It dumped over on her, dropping everything on top on her face and chest. She saw stars for a moment, and then focused as the man jumped onto the bed she had just unceremoniously vacated.

      As he crawled across the bed and began to peer down on her on the floor, she brushed the items off her body. One of them was Mack’s bush-craft knife. She grabbed it and pulled it from the sheath.

      Huihana stabbed downwards and she rolled away just in time. She slashed at his knife hand and connected.

      He screamed out in pain and she rolled back up on one knee and drove the knife into his throat. His eyes went round and odd and she heard gurgling noises. She pulled it out and was sprayed crimson.

      Kate drove the knife deeply into his chest and he collapsed forward. She moved out of the way.

      Emere Huihana died, bleeding profusely on the floor where she had just been.

      Kate looked at the man’s face and knew exactly who he was.

      She felt his carotid and knew he was dead. Leaving him, she went to her purse and called Will Grafton at ODNI. She got his voicemail, so she called back to the 24-hour comms center and identified herself, quickly told them what had happened and asked them to connect her to Grafton wherever he was.

      Will Grafton was at a follow-up doctor’s appointment and his issue smart phone was in the car.

      Kate told them to notify executive leadership about the attack and the downed diplomat. She then called 911 and told Sarasota dispatch that a man had broken into the house and tried to kill her and she had stopped him.

      “No, he does not need an ambulance. Listen, I am a federal officer. I guess you need to advise the FBI, too. I am okay, just shaken.” She called Mack next.

      MacLachlan was at the nearby Publix Supermarket getting the ingredients for the shrimp salad and Publix’ famous Key Lime pie for dessert when he got the call.

      On the way back, the black Jaguar, its pipes blasting, blew past a Sarasota deputy sheriff who was responding code-3 and failed to stop until he pulled into his own yard already filling with emergency vehicles.

      Kate had put her fishing shirt and pants back on. She had blood splatter on her face and heavy deposits on her hands and chest. The latter had soaked through the shirt.

      As she answered questions from the deputies, MacLachlan heard another siren and looked out the window. A blue Tahoe with LED lights over the dash pulled in and two well-dressed young men got out.

      “The Feds are here,” he thought.

      By ten o’clock that night, the questions were complete, and all responders had left. The Assistant State’s Attorney had agreed with the investigating sheriff’s office detective that it was a clear case of self- defense and no further investigation by the state would be held.

      Because of her being deputized and the fact that the dead suspect was a member of an unfriendly intelligence service, the FBI took charge of the investigation.

      The bedroom was a mess. MacLachlan took Kate outside to the shower and bathed her softly, removing the blood. He wrapped her in a towel and led her into the house and helped her get dressed.

      He took her to the Hyatt in Sarasota for the night, knowing the trauma she would endure with the mess that remained in his house.

      She lay in his arms awake most of the night, sometimes sobbing softly. Her sleep was erratic.

      The next morning over breakfast, she said she wanted to go back to D.C.

      He understood and made her promise to see a psychologist. She promised.

      Kate Mahris, carrying only the bug-out bag MacLachlan had hurriedly packed for the trip to the Hyatt the night before, kissed him at the gate and walked through the “agent flying armed process” as in a trance to the plane. She did not look back.

      MacLachlan knew what extreme violence could do for a participant’s psyche. He was lucky that he had become inured to it.

      Nonetheless, he felt a great sense of loss and sadness; he dwelled on the fact that she had not looked back.

      Kate and MacLachlan spoke almost daily for the next month, but she dodged questions about him coming to Virginia or her returning to Florida. She was sweet but seemed disconnected.

      MacLachlan was confused and worried. He cared about her and wanted the best for her. He called his old friend, Will Grafton, and Will could offer neither solace nor explanation. He said she was working productively, but without the vivaciousness that had characterized her personality from day one.

      Grafton told MacLachlan that Kate was meeting with a counselor and suggested that MacLachlan continue to interact, but with no pressure until the psychologist made some headway.

      Ever the action man, MacLachlan reluctantly concurred.

      MacLachlan did not receive any calls for missions; despite his unofficial retirement, he would have happily taken anything short of a suicide mission.

      He caught and released hundreds of fish and ran many miles on the beach along the Gulf of Mexico. The bedroom, the shower and the chickee hut were empty places now. Someone was missing and maybe forever. He hoped not.

      The status quo continued for another month.

      MacLachlan secured the Casey Key property and drove the Tacoma to Miami International Airport. Seconds after he turned his smart phone off at the flight attendant’s direction, he missed a time sensitive call from a member of the U.S. Intelligence Community about a crucial mission.

      He knew that he should not feel this unsettled at the onset of a healthy and wealthy retirement…

      He reclined his seat as the plane reached cruising altitude and turned southwest towards Brazil.

      He needed to ensure closure there with his PhD. friend and finally tell her about the contributions and tell her what she could expect in the future for her cancer cure research. It was only fair. MacLachlan realized that they had never been in love, but just two friends with benefits at the right time.

      He also knew that time had passed. He hoped that the time with Kate had not passed also. But he had to wait to find that out.

      In the meantime, he would help with the fight against the crooked big timber corporations in Brazil that were hampering his friend’s search for cancer’s cure among the plants in the Amazon. They were using thugs and vandalizing the camps and equipment being used for the research.

      Unscrupulous people at odds with the public good… MacLachlan was particularly adept at dealing with such people. He would fight covertly and violently, win, and then disappear like a wraith in the night. He would reappear in Florida or Virginia with a plausibly deniable alibi, another problem fixed outside normal channels. And, that was exactly what he did.
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      MacLachlan is one of the oldest Scottish clans and has been based in Argyll, on Loch Fyne for many centuries. My direct heritage with the clan is through my mother’s side, especially though my beloved grandfather, who regaled me with stories about the clan into my adulthood.

      The old castle still stands, though not habitable, upon the Loch. A clan chieftain, Lachlan MacLachlan, led his fighters and his son of the same name was aide de camp to Charles Stuart—Bonnie Prince Charlie—during the Rising or Jacobite Revolution. Both MacLachlan’s died in battle during Culloden. In an action that tarnished the British Army, many wounded survivors were put to death where they lay. My six time great grandfather, a lieutenant for the MacLachlan brigade, died in hand-to-hand combat at the English line.

      To add insult to injury, a British gunboat was sent up Loch Fyne, where it bombarded the Old Castle Lachlan on the cover of this book…the castle of a man already slain.

      As the reader will see within, the title MacLachlan: Highlands Blood, has a double meaning…the character MacLachlan’s search for his heritage, and the blood he sheds as enemies come to attack him and the person he is protecting. Those people find attacking a MacLachlan, as it always has been, is a grievous mistake indeed. Wayne Tilman, 2017
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      London And Scotland

      

      Young barrister George Watson and the winsome blonde on his arm left a London club and walked in the general direction of Paddington Station, some blocks away. The woman, barely qualifying as a woman instead of a girl, was Cecily Jones. She was in love; she felt it in every fiber of her body and soul. George, however, was still unaware of his feelings. Not a dumb man; he was just, well, generally an unaware one. She had determined, once and for all, to get George’s attention. His full attention. So, she had carefully chosen her wardrobe, make-up and hair style for this date; her light dress covered miniscule bits of silk below. Silk that was barely there. She thought her efforts had an effect on George; they certainly had on other men at the club as she moved, bright lights silhouetting her comely form beneath the dress.

      The wolf pack of five men moving in London’s darkness always enjoyed their late-night attacks on London couples and solitary women in the more remote districts where many clubs were located.

      The lack of defense by victims and lack of definitive action by the Metropolitan Police so far, had emboldened them to move into more populated areas. Areas such as the one where George and Cecily currently walked, inattentive to their surroundings.

      The attack came quickly and from out of nowhere. Three of the men focused on George. With two holding his arms on either side, the third began to rain vicious blows to the solicitor’s face and torso. The other two attacked Cecily and hit her without concern about keeping her either pretty or conscious. They ripped at her party dress in preparation for what was to come.

      Of those Londoners who heard or saw the attack, most hurried off in the other direction. One woman called 999 on her mobile and blurted out an almost incomprehensible description of what was happening and where, as she went the other way as fast as 4” heels could carry her.

      George was fit from handball and some soccer at Oxford a few years ago. But he did not possess the killer instinct needed to take on these men, who were speaking gutturally in Arabic, with a Mesopotamian dialect. These men grew up fighting on very mean streets and were quickly diminishing George as any kind of deterrent to their intentions.

      Those intentions were to disable or kill George and all enjoy turns at his lovely girlfriend, leaving her dead or alive, as the case may be.

      A tall man with short gray hair stepped out of the shadows and sized up the situation. Threats are bad things that can happen. Risks are the probability that they will. Evaluating such things, then mitigating them, was his business.

      He moved towards the two with Cecily first, unseen by them. As one tore the rest of her dress off with one rip, the man stamped hard, raking the edge of the heel of his shiny cap-toe oxfords down the man’s ankle. The man screamed and collapsed, receiving an elbow blow to his temple on the way to the pavement. Turning to the next one, the tall man front snap-kicked him in the groin. The kick would have put him down even if delivered barefoot; but the oxford’s toes were enhanced by light, strong titanium. The pain to the attacker’s destroyed testicles sent him directly into shock.

      The man hitting George stopped and addressed the new situation. He moved in to grapple the older man. But, as he came in, the tall man did the unexpected. He moved inside, towards him. Number three parried one blow, but caught the next fist in his Adam’s apple, crushing his larynx. As he bent trying to breathe, the tall man grabbed his hair and pulled him forward, his face heading to a quickly rising knee.

      One of George’s adversaries was known as Dob, named for the Arabic word for “bear,” the animal that his physique most resembled. Dob moved towards the new threat, grabbing him from behind and encircling his body for a crushing and appropriately bearlike hug. Before he could connect his hands and begin to apply pressure, the man captured his attacker’s arm under his own, grasped the elbow with his right hand and wrist with the left. A fast twist dislocated the attacker’s shoulder. He screamed at a pitch a member of genus Ursus could scarcely reach.

      The tall man moved towards George’s other attacker. The attacker turned away from the barrister and drew a knife from under his jacket. It was menacing with its black serrated nine-inch blade. The first slash went wide; allowing the tall man to grasp the knife hand at the wrist. A chop down on that wrist caused the knife to fly off into the darkness, the wielder’s broken radius unable to function further. A head butt to the attacker’s forehead above the nose rendered him unconscious. Now prone, a stamp on his downed knee assured that he would be immobile, should he awaken before London’s finest arrived. He, too, had ceased to be a threat.

      The tall man slipped the sports jacket off the stunned and bloodied George; he placed it on Cecily, who was now clad solely in a wispy pair of panties. The “be-baw, be-baw” klaxon of a London Metro police car could be heard several blocks away. It was approaching fast.

      The man grinned and nodded ever so slightly at the stunned George. Cecily looked at him in wonderment. He touched two fingers to his lips and then to her cheek. The tall man stepped back towards the darkness from which he had come. On the way, he kicked two attackers who were beginning to stir. The kicks were hard and to the side of the head. And then, he was gone.
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        * * *

      

      Ten minutes later, the man with the short iron gray hair slipped into the bright and loud Monkey Puzzle Pub. He ordered a club soda with lime from the bar and took two sips as he walked towards the toilets. In a stall, he used his handkerchief, dipped in the soda, to blot blood off his trousers and shoes. He dropped the soiled handkerchief in the waste bin and covered it with dampened paper towels. He washed his hands thoroughly in hot, soapy water, then brushed himself off.  The man checked himself in the mirror and wiped the soda glass with a paper towel. He sat the sanitized glass on a table outside the toilet door.

      Finding an empty table away from the bar, he sat down.

      The attractive waitress appeared, and he ordered a pint, sausages, cheese, and chips. They came almost immediately, and he ate with relish, his appetite undiminished by the activities of a half hour earlier.

      MacLachlan had arrived in London, though his stay would be brief.
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      Two weeks ago, MacLachlan had been on a plane returning from a personal trip to Brazil. It had been disheartening for several reasons. First, the woman he had gone to see for some sort of resolution or closure, had clearly been in love with a research scientist who worked with her. Dr. Allison Hensley was a late-forties physician and biologist. She had spent her career searching for the cure for cancer and believed she was close to the discovery in the Amazon. But extralegal lumbering threatened the portion of the rainforest where the combination of plants she sought grew.

      Accepting the relationship issue with his usual stoic equanimity, MacLachlan addressed the lumbering issue. He had reached out to a teen-aged hacker in Finland. His pseudonym was Robin the Hood. He did not hack for money or politics, just for doing what he considered to be the “right” thing. The man and virtual boy only knew one another by reputation. MacLachlan gave the hacker a brief description of what was going on and provided corporate information about the lumber company and its owner. This quickly led to all extant assets being irrevocably transferred to child hunger charities around the world and an untraceable email sent to the owner and his board of directors stating that, should their activities raping the Amazon rain forest not cease permanently, the next action would be quite physical.

      Though time would tell, MacLachlan felt that there was a high probability for a successful ending to the lumbering operations in that part of the rainforest.

      Should that not transpire, he would return and rain the threatened violence down upon the owner and his management and be gone before the Policia Federal, Brazil’s answer to the FBI, even knew something had happened.

      Though she had long suspected it, MacLachlan did not divulge that the regular contributions to Allison’s operating funds had come from him.

      During an officially unsanctioned recovery op for an ODNI analyst who had been kidnapped, MacLachlan had received a pass-through wound at close range from the latest iteration of Russian combat rifles. While he had healed, he realized that the process had taken longer than previous such injuries, and that there had to be a limit to the number of major hits one body could take before just plain giving out.

      That realization was what had caused him to ease into retirement.
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        * * *

      

      The comely server checked on MacLachlan, who had finished his meal and was considering his current status in life.

      Though two decades younger, the server was working him hard for a date or, at least, a tidy tip that beat the usual ten percent. Her customer may have had gray hair, but he was clearly fit and his classic stainless Rolex, clothes and the short, non-barbershop haircut suggested more than a modicum of success. An American or Canadian, she wondered if he was a solicitor or barrister or perhaps a stockbroker. “Nope,” she thought, probably military.

      MacLachlan looked up at the collection of bottles over her shoulder.

      “Do you have Glenkinchie?”

      “I don’t know, nobody ever ordered it. Is it a single malt? Sounds Scottish.”

      “It is. Will you check?”

      Her smile was answer enough. She returned in two minutes, having talked with the publican, Gary.

      “He has a bottle locked away. A glass will cost you, though.”

      “Bring on a wee dram of it, my lovely lass. Pour one for yourself, if you’re allowed.” She reached for his wrist and gently turned the Oyster Perpetual Date toward her, leaning close to him. The fingers on his wrist brushed it caressingly as she relaxed her light grip.

      “It’s near enough to closing time that I can. I never had the really good single malt Scotch, only the popular ones.”

      “Tonight’s as good a time as any,” MacLachlan said.

      “Bring a partial glass of water, too, please. We’ll try it both ways. The water may define the different tastes for us,” he added.

      The blonde server, Lora, liked the whisky better with a splash of water. MacLachlan liked it better neat.

      The pub closed at eleven. They met at the rear door at eleven fifteen and walked into the dark.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, MacLachlan took an Uber to King’s Cross Station and boarded a Virgin train for the four-and-a-half-hour ride to Edinburgh. Whenever time allowed, he always chose trains over any other mode of transportation, especially in the UK or Europe. As near as he could tell, this was the route Hannay took in Buchan’s Thirty-Nine Steps, one of his favorite films, in either the Hitchcock or later BBC version.

      He walked to the diner car and got a French press coffee and apple to go. Later, he might shift to a regular brewed coffee, known in Europe as an “Americano”. Returning to his seat, he retrieved a magazine from his scarred leather briefcase. It contained an ad for fine side-by-side shotguns offered by a seller in Inveraray, Scotland. He began to study the offerings. MacLachlan wanted a twenty-gauge hammer Purdy. As long as it was in good shape and had been proofed for light smokeless loads, he did not care if it was a hundred or more years old.

      An old friend had asked him to come to the University of Edinburgh to serve as a panelist during the week at a classified seminar for members of the SIS. The SIS was the British intelligence service, more commonly called MI-6, and the man who called him was a very senior executive in the organization.

      Part of the deal he had made was provision for issuance of a shotgun certificate to possess while in the UK and to export it back home. With a phone call from his friend to the proper person, MacLachlan had secured the certificate quickly and without the usual red tape.

      The SIS executive, Sir Walter Harvey-Smith, who reported directly to C, the head of SIS, had also asked if he needed a good estate agent to help him find a place to let in Scotland. MacLachlan had indicated he wanted to stay a few weeks and do some ancestry research on the MacLachlan Clan, which was based in Argyll. Sir Walter provided the email and phone number for a woman he highly endorsed.

      She had found a croft, or small rental farm, in the Highlands by Loch Eck, near the very area where MacLachlan wanted to explore his heritage. The farm was let for three weeks, following the four-day seminar in Edinburgh.

      Harvey-Smith was one of a select few people who knew that a large number of persons in various corners of the world wished MacLachlan dead. But he had every confidence in the American’s ability to protect himself and anyone around him. All of which had given the Brit an idea weeks before.
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        * * *

      

      For the first time in his adult life, MacLachlan would spend a month virtually unarmed. Well, unarmed by modern standards. He planned to have an early 1900’s twenty-gauge Purdy shotgun handy, perhaps the finest handmade side-by-side ever made, though some Holland & Holland owners might argue that point.
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        * * *

      

      MacLachlan got off the train at Waverly Station, carrying his briefcase and wheeling a lightweight carry-on, with an even lighter backpack folded inside. He deliberately walked past his hotel on Princes Street. Along the way, he stopped to ostensibly window shop. He was really using the glass fronts to reflect the sidewalk behind him and across the broad street to see if anyone was tailing him. He did not pick out any surveillance, and circled a block several up from his hotel, ending up eventually at the front of his home for the rest of the week.

      After checking in and changing to jeans and a windbreaker, MacLachlan went to the Bank of Scotland and withdrew several hundred pounds’ sterling to supplement a smaller amount he had gotten at Heathrow in London for taxis and meals.

      Cash left no trail.

      He left the hotel and, using a variety of methods of transportation, transited a short distance from the University of Edinburgh. The school had been established in 1582. He wondered if he would have to wear robes like a don at Oxford or if his two carefully rolled pin-striped and solid dark suits would suffice. He would know by nine o’clock the following morning, when he arrived. The curriculum resided in his briefcase, with the shotgun magazine and a book by Robert Louis Stevenson, a Scot who had gone to the university where MacLachlan was about to lecture. Surrounded by lofty writers, Scott’s statue inside a tall monument resided across from his hotel. The typed curriculum was unclassified; the actual planned discussions were Top Secret or above. Like the other panelists, MacLachlan would have to carefully couch his responses and comments to protect the equities of the United States and other friends for whom he had worked.

      MacLachlan arrived at the University and identified several ways in and out. He hailed a taxi and went up the hill to the Royal Mile and toured Edinburgh Castle before returning to Grassmarket and eating at a pub that had been pouring since 1582. Patrons had included luminaries such as Rabbie Burns and Scott, the other Sir Walter that MacLachlan held in high esteem. It was still light when he finished, so he walked the blocks down the hill to Princes Street and turned in for the night.

      The next morning, he passed on the full, English/Scottish breakfast with haggis, black pudding and beans added to the normal American fare and had a cup of coffee before a car sent by Sir Walter picked him up. The car was a Volvo. From the weight of the doors, MacLachlan decided it was at least lightly armored. He decided to have the driver vary pickup points during the rest of the week, knowing that when a VIP (which he was not) entered or left a vehicle, it was his most vulnerable time to assassination attempts.

      The Volvo entered a courtyard and the driver, likely an SAS operator on loan for the event, escorted him into the secure classrooms. Sir Walter looked up as they came in and walked over, giving MacLachlan the greeting known universally in the law enforcement and intelligence communities worldwide as a “cop-hug”.

      “Welcome, my friend. I trust your accommodations are fine? And, was the certificate you requested delivered to you?” his host asked.

      “It was, Sir Walter. Thank you again for that. And, I am meeting your estate agent on Saturday next.”

      “Most welcome, I’m sure. Coffee or tea before we get started?”

      “No, I’m fine,” MacLachlan said.

      “I was thinking the simplest thing might be to introduce you by your military rank from many years ago and last name. And, stop at that. No vita. Just Colonel MacLachlan. No country. Nothing.”

      “That is a logical approach. Ha! It has been a long time since anyone called me Colonel.”

      Harvey-Smith continued. “Our records suggest you were very young to have such a senior title…”

      “It was more a reward on the way out for actions taken than anything else. I never sat in a Colonel’s desk or commanded a regiment.”

      “Well, Mack. I am aware of what you did and the particular medal you received, so you are deserving of that rank and more.”

      “Just a jarhead doing his duty sir,” MacLachlan replied. He looked up. A woman with dark sunglasses and thick blonde hair down to her shoulders walked in, also escorted by another SAS-looking operator. She wore a conservative dress and high heels. MacLachlan guessed her age to be mid-to-late forties, maybe early fifties, though clearly in good shape. He got the impression, though, that she was, or recently had been very ill.

      “Interesting,” he thought.

      “Who is that, Sir Walter?”

      “I will elaborate another time. Please excuse me, Mack,” the spymaster said, walking towards the woman and embracing her. It was clear to MacLachlan these two had a history.

      After chatting for two minutes, the two walked down the hall and disappeared.

      Later, when Sir Walter opened the seminar, she was gone.

      MacLachlan reviewed what he had observed: she was blonde, young middle-aged, about five eight, shapely and moved as if she was ill. The thick hair—probably a wig—and large, dark glasses hid her face. So, he knew nothing more, even with his trained eyes. He looked forward to Sir Walter’s future comments.
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        * * *

      

      The rooms were swept each day by the Service’s technical security countermeasure, or TSCM, teams and were guarded 24/7. The seminar went well; Sir Walter’s students were attentive and asked excellent questions.

      At the end of the seminar on Friday afternoon, Sir Walter, who had been absent most of the week, reappeared and presented a capstone summary. He thanked the presenters and motioned MacLachlan down the hall to a secure room with a table set for two.

      “Nice job, Mack, for an action person instead of an instructor,” the seventy-five-year-old spymaster said.

      “Thanks. I hope my years of mistakes were able to be illustrative to your young men and women about what not to do in the field.”

      “Hardly mistakes, my boy. How is my old friend Will Grafton?”

      “Feisty as ever. He is talking retirement, and we have planned a visit to my place in Florida for a week or two of fishing. Why don’t you come too?” Mack said.

      “We shall see. I promised you an explanation about that woman you saw on Monday…”

      MacLachlan nodded and waited silently for the man who ran the very most covert activities of the Secret Intelligence Service.

      “Alexis Campbell is the best agent I ever fielded. Her capabilities rival your own. Her greatest attribute was her independent thinking. She operated outside the box. It was also her downfall. She mucked up an op badly. Caused the chaps at Whitehall quite a dither. Alex got injured and almost died in the process. Regrettably, I had to place her on indeterminate suspension, leaving her at the mercy of some rather nasty Eastern Europeans with whom she had crossed swords.”

      MacLachlan asked, “Is she truly a Campbell? That was the primary clan in my family’s area of the Highlands. We alternatingly fought with or against each other for hundreds of years, but mainly with.”

      “She is,” which was all that seemed to be forthcoming from Sir Walter, other than lunch conversation about world affairs, retirement (MacLachlan knew his friend’s retirement would be signaled by the thud of his head hitting his desk one day), and other people they both knew, and who they could both admit to knowing.
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      THREE MONTHS EARLIER BUDAPEST AND LONDON

      

      Alexis Campbell, Alex to her associates and Lexi to her immediate family, dressed in a color-reversible raincoat with her raven hair covered by a non-descript scarf, followed the stocky, well-dressed man down Andrássy Avenue to Hóskök Tere, or Heroes’ Square. Her boss, Sir Walter Harvey-Smith, and her controller had both recommended pulling a team into Budapest, Hungary to assist her in the surveillance of Dritan Hoxha.

      The Albanian State Intelligence Service was, perhaps appropriately, called SHISH. Hoxha was a management level operative and was an extremely sensitive person to tail. He was not only very experienced in the field and deadly for his age—mid-sixties—but also carried diplomatic status. Any interaction before sanctioned detainment would cause an international incident.

      Alex, after months of tapping contacts for information, spreading both Pounds Sterling and Euros generously, had identified Hoxha to her superiors as the person-of-interest on her assignment. She had been tasked to identify the key player in a human trafficking ring. The ring sent fourteen to sixteen-year-old females into the UK. Once there, though called maids or au pairs, they were virtual sex slaves.

      Hoxha, she had found, used his connections with SHISH to facilitate the kidnapping and movement of the girls from various Eastern European countries to the West.

      She had not brought either Interpol or Europol into the investigation (though she had no arrest authority anywhere) and had decided to refuse the offered team.

      She wanted to go it alone, perhaps kidnapping the man and delivering him as a breathing (or not) package to the UK.

      Alex, pragmatic to a fault, believed her job was protection of the people and assets of the UK and justice.

      The latter was something she and Sir Walter Harvey-Smith, her ultimate superior, often had heated words about.

      As she was building an evidence trail, the people at SIS’ home at Vauxhall Cross, known by detractors as Legoland or the Vauxhall Trollop, were working with diplomats at the Foreign Office in Whitehall to decide how to best deal with an international criminal who was also a diplomat.

      Conducting moving surveillance by one’s self was tough though Alex was helped by the fact that crowds provided her some cover. Hoxha was an experienced spy, so doing surveillance detection routes (or routines, as appropriate), also known as SDR’s, was a way of life for him. Alex moved cautiously, keeping as many people between herself and her target as possible, while still not losing him.

      The Albanian crossed Heroes’ Square and headed down a street on the other side. Alex picked up her pace to cross at the same light. Traffic was heavy and she feared she would lose him otherwise.

      She was in mid-street when the traffic signal changed. An impatient motorist in a silver Skoda Octavia blew his horn repeatedly at her. Hoxha turned and made her.

      “Damn!” she mouthed to herself as Hoxha sped up. She quickly took off her raincoat and put it back on, the tan side now in and the black side out. Doing that in a crowd was horrendous tradecraft and she knew it. But there was only one person she was concerned about, his back was turned, and he was getting away.

      Now, she looked different and was on the same side of the street. Alex saw Dritan Hoxha turn into an alley. She paused at the corner of the alley and peeked around. He was walking slowly in the other direction, seemingly unconcerned for a man who had just identified a tail. That worried Alex. What had she missed?

      In her haste, the experienced agent had done what beginners did in surveillance. What cops did often in high speed pursuits. She had focused too much on her target and not enough on her surroundings.

      She realized that when she received a heavy, debilitating blow in the back and crumpled to the dirty, wet cobblestones of the alley. The blow, from the butt of a service-sized automatic pistol, had broken a rib and caused it to puncture her left lung.

      Alex acted through the surprise and pain, rolling immodestly in her dress, to face the person or persons who assaulted her. Dhurëtar Leka, stood over her, an H&K nine mm automatic aimed at her chest.

      Instinctively, she widened the space between her knees. For a mere second, Leka’s eyes drifted downwards. That was enough time for her to plant a three-inch Ferragamo high heel into his groin. He winced and the pistol went off, hitting cobblestone beside her and ricocheting into the wall of a building on the alley. A bullet fragment hit her in the upper arm, causing a wound that would be painful until the fragment was removed, but not fatal.

      Alex rolled to the side and arose quickly, drawing a knife and thrusting it into SHISH agent Dhurëtar Leka’s throat before he could fire again.

      Leka was disabled and dying quickly. Alex had been in front of him and had received a large amount of blood splatter on the front of her clothes, her face and hair.

      She saw Hoxha coming towards her at a run, drawing a pistol. Alex reached down and grabbed Leka’s Heckler & Koch.

      Bringing it up to her line of vision and in an isosceles two-hand hold, she fired at the approaching man three times. She knew that he was dead as he fell, twenty feet in front of her.

      Too many shots and too much blood on her. And she felt a slight froth on her lips. Wiping with back of her hand, which was not tainted by Leka’s blood, told her what she feared: she had internal injuries and was bleeding.

      She wiped Leka’s pistol and put it in his hand so that his prints would be on the grip and trigger. Painfully dragging Hoxha over to the other body, she wiped her fingerprints off the handle of the knife and put it in his hand, placing his pistol back in his shoulder holster, using her coat to prevent her fingerprints from getting on the now-sanitized grips.

      She wiped her face and hands on the back of her black raincoat, then put it on with the original tan side outwards. As she staggered down the alley away from the bodies as quickly as she could, Alex took the scarf off her head and tied it around her neck to cover the bloodstains on her blouse. She was sure that they were showing above the raincoat. Sirens seemed to be nearing from every direction. And, she knew that she had to get out of the area immediately; the Budapest police were no slouches.

      If an op could go to hell, she thought, this one surely had.

      Alex Campbell moved as quickly away as a grievously injured person could, operating on adrenalin and sheer stubbornness.

      She saw a bus coming and got on it, she had bought a one-day bus ticket for 1650 HUF earlier in the day and used it now. Alex had no idea where the bus was going, and she did not care. Her plan was to ride it out of the area, then take a taxi to a safe house and call for immediate and emergency exfiltration.

      She made it to the safe house in forty minutes and emailed her situation on an encrypted texting system. After several minutes waiting, an email reply came back. The Brits did not have sufficient assets for an immediate medical stabilization and exfiltration and had asked for help from both the Israelis and the Americans. A Mossad team was en route to attempt to stabilize and move her, then pass her off to the Americans for transport out of the country to somewhere she could be delivered safely to British hands.

      But Alex had already lost consciousness on a sofa in the safe house, a thin trickle of blood running down the corner of her mouth and onto the sofa’s arm...
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        * * *

      

      Sir Walter Harvey-Smith paced the perimeter of his office. It was not in the well-known and constantly surveilled Vauxhall Cross complex. Ever conscious of operational security or OPSEC, he had opted to move his operation some blocks away in a secure, but unremarkable building.

      Sir Walter had a number of problems to ponder. First, he thought, the whole op had been a diplomatic cock-up.

      Crook, spy, whatever, Dritan Hoxha was in fact, a diplomat. Killing a diplomat was an international matter. Second, Dhurëtar Leka was a member of SHISH. Countries did not go around assassinating members of another country’s secret intelligence service.

      Third, Alex had been seen by witnesses entering and leaving the alley at the time of the two deaths, though not yet identified by the Budapest Rendörség, or Police. It was likely she left some evidence, at least her blood, at the scene.

      And fourth, Sir Walter did not like to involve other nation’s services in a British comedy of errors—especially the Americans. He suspected the Mossad already knew what Alex was doing. But he was confident that the Americans did not, but would begin drilling her and anyone else they could find to determine her mission. Then, they would demand at the highest levels to know why they had not been involved from the start.

      Last, Sir Walter thought, “What to do I do about Alex?” A valuable, talented asset, she had recently become reckless and intolerant of rules and supervision. He wanted to shield her from prosecution, but also knew he had to remove her from government scrutiny until this blew over, assuming she survived her wounds.

      Twenty days later, after her hospital stay and she had recovered sufficiently to allow some mobility, he called a weakened, pale Alex Campbell to his office.

      “Alexis, I do not have to regale you with the litany of bad decisions you made on this operation. We have a diplomatic incident and Whitehall is calling for your immediate dismissal. I believe that I have forestalled demands for your prosecution, based on the fact that open court would clearly admit that a member of the government had killed a diplomat, as well as a member of another government’s intelligence service in broad daylight.”

      “In self-defense, I might note,” Alex interjected.

      “Irrelevant in diplomatic circles. So far, we do not think anyone has connected the tall woman at the scene with the British government. The Israelis and the Yanks know. Hopefully they will keep their mouths shut. I have spoken with my opposites at both and reminded them that we have cut the head off a human trafficking ring and their discretion would benefit us all.”

      “Sir Walter, I have a letter of resignation in my purse. I have had enough of this shit. The life, the politics…the whole thing.”

      “Give it to me to hold in case it’s needed. In the meantime, I am placing you on indefinite leave without pay. You may keep your credentials and er, “equipment”. I am terribly afraid that the Albanians have made you and will choose to exact retribution instead of diplomatic complaints. They must know that we are aware of their ‘diplomat’ using his government power to run a human trafficking ring and that, should they raise an official ruckus, we would not hesitate to mention that little fact.”

      “If they forgo the diplomatic complaint,” Alex began, “and just come after me, wouldn’t that be the best situation for the British government?”

      Sir Walter leveled a steely and infamous gaze at her. After a moment, he nodded up and down, almost imperceptivity.

      Alex Campbell arose painfully, looked at her boss and mentor of twenty years, turned, and walked out of his office without a word or rearward glance.

      It was then that the idea about using MacLachlan dawned upon Sir Walter.

      Putting Alex out in the cold and being unable to provide her any protection, made her an easier target for the Albanian mafia. He, too, was confident they would choose to exact retribution. But putting a team on her to protect her would surely cost him his job, something Sir Walter would not risk.

      Because he had a classified level seminar coming up and the wherewithal to select speakers and pick the venue, he had called MacLachlan for a little chat.

      Asking the American, one of the few he liked and respected, when he would “slip across the pond” next, he got a response he deemed perfect.

      “I’ve been thinking about coming to Scotland soon and researching my ancestors and seeing where they lived and the ruins of the castle. Most of the activity was along Loch Fyne in Argyll, though my direct ancestor, who came to America, had lived in Morvern, across from Mull. I have been thinking about basing out of somewhere closer to the castle, since I plan to spend more time in that area, instead of further north.”

      “Perfect!” Sir Walter thought to himself, knowing that Alex had a small croft near Inverchapel. It was a reasonable distance from MacLachlan’s planned area of concentration. And, it had a rental cottage…

      “You are in luck, Mack. I know a top estate agent who lets rural cottages in Dunoon, nearby. Allow me to have her contact you by phone or email. But the real reason I called you was that I’m putting together a little seminar for my folks and would like for you to be a panelist,” he went on, improvising as he spoke.

      “It will be in Scotland. All I can cover is a small stipend and lodging for the four days…but, if you are coming anyway…,” Sir Walter said.

      “Sounds great my friend! Let me know when you have firmed up the details and I won’t do anything about the trip until then. Once planned, have your estate agent contact me for the three weeks or so after, okay?”

      “Will do, Mack. Later,” Sir Walter rang off, quite pleased with himself. The estate agent he had mentioned to MacLachlan had sold Alex Campbell her croft, or small farmhouse, just a year before the Hoxha incident.

      Argyll might be MacLachlan country, but it had been dominated for years by Clan Campbell and the Duke of Argyll at Inverarry was a Campbell and had been for centuries. The Campbells had been preeminent since that idiot, Bonnie Prince Charlie, had been a nuisance toddler. And, best of all, the estate agent in Dunoon was his niece.

      Sir Walter had known MacLachlan for twenty years. The SAS, Mossad chaps, Yank Navy SEALS, Russian Spetznaz…all were tough. But based on his knowledge and the dossier he had on the American, MacLachlan had more kills under impossible circumstances and had survived more suicide-class missions than about anyone Sir Walter knew, mid-fifties or not, the man could still finish a marathon in reasonable time. Yes, MacLachlan was the perfect chap to protect Alex during her most vulnerable time…although he was totally unaware of it…for now.
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      Sir Walter called his niece following the end of the seminar and a quick flight back to London. Ava Jones knew something of what her uncle did but had no idea of the extent of his power and influence.

      Nor was she aware their conversation was being scrambled with a rolling, double inversion to a level three.

      “Hello, Dear! It is your favorite uncle.”

      “You have to be. You are my only uncle. But I guess you’d be my favorite, even if I had twenty.”

      “Proper answer, I should think. Are you done with the arrangements for my friend MacLachlan? Is he as near Alex as I had hoped?”

      “Perhaps even better than you had hoped. The cottage backs up to her garden. It’s hardly twenty-five yards away, house-to-house. If one has wind, the other is likely to hear it.”

      “A little respect for your elders, please.”

      “Oh, yes. Not that I have not heard you tell some bawdy tales over a second or third snifter of cognac, and, me a mere child.”

      “Ah, yes. A mere child who was kicked out of Hillcroft College for her scandalous behavior. But, moving on, when does he move in?” Sir Walter asked.

      “He is picking up a car in Edinburgh in the morning and driving to meet with a shotgun seller in Inverarry, then down to Inverchapel. I will show him the property there for a walk-through and we will go to my office in Dunoon for the paperwork.”

      

      “Excellent! Hmm…you in Dunoon! A Londoner. I was amazed that you agreed to move to the Highlands with that character you married and raise a family there. It is so primitive,” Sir Walter said.

      “Well, Uncle…that ‘character’ is quite a good husband, father and respected solicitor, no matter what you think,” she responded.

      “Spoken like my sister’s daughter… well, thanks for setting this up. Do bring the two tykes to Hortney Hall for a visit soon, okay?”

      Ava grunted at her uncle and rang off without further elaboration. He grinned broadly.

      “…Really more like me than my silly sister,” he thought.
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        * * *

      

      MacLachlan had found a car hire on the Internet before arriving in London. The agency had more interesting vehicles than most tourists would select.

      He had reserved a new Ford Focus RS. Not the economy car the name conjured up in the States, this hot hatchback had three hundred forty-five horsepower, all-wheel drive and could hold its own with many supercars. He feared it would be a standout in lime green or electric blue and was pleased to see a black one sitting in space 17.

      MacLachlan loved Scotland in general and the Highlands in specific. He knew that the roads, once off main highways, could be challenging. Narrow and marked with potholes and no barriers between the rock face on one side and the sheer drop off into a fjord-like loch on the other, the smallest vehicle that would carry the passenger and luggage anticipated would always be the prudent choice.

      He fired up the engine and let the exhaust burble as he familiarized himself with the controls, being particularly taken by the “Drift Mode” button. He shifted into first and pulled away, acclimating quickly to driving on a different side of the road than he usually did. MacLachlan had brought his own Garmin and it had been previously equipped with a Scottish map download. After a series of roundabouts, he accelerated through the gears on a main highway and settled in for the drive from Edinburgh to the town of Inveraray.

      By the time he arrived, it was lunch time and the gun dealer was closed. He parked the car and walked down Main Street. Stopping at the distillery, he purchased a bottle of Loch Fyne Scotch Whisky for seventy-five pounds. That would provide more than sufficient “wee drams” for his three week stay. MacLachlan carried the bagged whisky into a pub and had a quick lunch of salmon and a rocket salad, a slightly peppery baby arugula. MacLachlan liked the fact it was served with just a hint of vinaigrette, instead of being doused in it.

      The gun dealer’s shop was open when MacLachlan arrived after lunch, whisky now locked away under the tonneau in the Focus’s hatch.

      The shop smelled of gun oil, walnut, and pipe tobacco. Its owner was a small man with half spectacles and his sparse hair was combed over.

      They talked shotguns for a while, then the proprietor, a Mr. Brown, removed two Purdeys from the rack behind his counter. He broke open both doubles and laid them on the counter in front of MacLachlan. The first was newer and hammerless. The engraving was exquisite, as was the wood. The gauge was 28. MacLachlan was interested in examining it but had no interest in buying it. He knew he wanted the other one. It was a hundred-year old, reproofed twenty-gauge hammer Purdey. The finish was appropriately brown, the action tight and the stock fit him well when he mounted it to his shoulder and swung it as if on a clay. The barrels had been perfectly sleeved and re-choked Improved Cylinder and Improved Modified.

      Brown took five hundred pounds less than the asking price, but MacLachlan still paid more than some subcompact cars cost in the States. It came with the original Purdey-labeled leather trunk and wiping stick, oilers and spare small parts. He tendered the official ownership certificate with the funds and walked out of the shop with one less item left in his lifetime bucket list.

      MacLachlan had to meet estate agent Ava Jones at Inverchapel in about the time it would take for a fast driver to get to the village. So, he pushed the small hatchback and came into Inverchapel on time, his crackling exhaust note attracting attention.

      Like many realtors, called estate agents here, Ava had her picture on her stationary and, MacLachlan suspected, her business card, and a cell phone full of selfies. Unlike most of the meetings in his career, he did not feel compelled to arrive two hours early, surveil the area and wait out of sight until his party arrived, waiting another few minutes to make sure they were not being followed. Automatically, however, he had done a number of turns and mirror check surveillance detection routes or routines along the way. SDRs were just a second nature to him.

      Ava Jones was thirty-three and pretty. She was a short, slightly round woman and dressed in the sort of tweeds and boots one might expect to see at a Vintagers shotgun match in the US. MacLachlan thought it was getting a bit warm for tweeds.

      “Miss Jones? I’m Mack MacLachlan,” he said as he walked towards her, hand outstretched. She shook in with a none-too-firm grasp.

      “May I call you Mack?” He nodded affirmatively.

      “Since we will leave for Dunoon for the paperwork once you review the property, we shouldn’t need to take both cars,” she said.

      He walked behind her to a Defender, held her door, then got in the passenger side. She drove down Main Street, and north again on A-815.

      Several miles later, they turned off A-815 onto a curving, unpaved lane that was, at best, one car wide. A half mile later, she turned into the yard of a cottage with a slate roof. From the front, no other signs of human life were visible. MacLachlan smiled at this. He needed some time alone to get used to the idea of retiring and to work out some relationship issues, one of which was still hanging.

      “Here it is, Mack! Isn’t it quaint and lovely?” Ava exclaimed with a bubbliness that MacLachlan suspected could become tiresome over time… a short period of time.

      Ava unlocked the front door and ushered him in to a small sitting room, which had old but clean furniture and a flat screen television. The leather sofa was burnished with age, but long enough for him to stretch out upon. Beyond, she showed him a kitchen. It was small also but seemed well equipped for any cooking he might undertake. A bath and two bedrooms were next. The master had a firm, and obviously new, mattress. MacLachlan noted the mandatory locking gun cabinet and Ava indicated the proper key for it on the key ring she had in her hand. She also pointed out the Wi-Fi system and a note for its number and password was on the table beside the unit.

      They walked out of the house through a mud room, complete with several pairs of Wellies, or high rubber boots. MacLachlan doubted any would fit his size eleven feet but did not really care one way or the other.

      Ava extolled the attributes of the “garden” to him. MacLachlan had already determined that ‘garden’ did not necessarily mean a flower or vegetable garden. It could simply be a backyard, which pretty much described this garden. Nonetheless, he liked the garden with its chaises and fire pit.

      He was a bit surprised to see another cottage’s garden backing up to his less than seventy-five feet away.

      “Who lives there, Ava?” he asked.

      “Oh, she’s pretty solitary. A lady between us in age. Used to work for the government. Doubt you’ll see her. Always seems to be gadding about the world…though maybe she will be there more often, now she has left government,” Ava replied, adding no further details as to the woman.

      MacLachlan noted that she had not told him anything about herself either, not that he was particularly interested.

      “So,” he began, “this is rural enough that if I want to fire a round or two to check my new twenty bore, it won’t bother anyone?”

      “Oh, heavens no. Might want to alert your neighbor, Alex, that you might fire occasionally,” she said, nodding towards the cottage behind him. “She tends to park her car in the back instead of the front, so you will be able to know rather quickly whether she’s at home.”

      She pointed out the property lines, which outlined an acre lot.

      “Ready to sign for it for three weeks?” she asked, and he said “Yes.”

      A short time later, they were at her office in Dunoon. The requisite signature, and provision of keys by her and check by him were accomplished quickly and MacLachlan left. He walked around the town, then brought his car back to a grocery and bought a couple days’ worth of food and drink. MacLachlan had long followed the UK and European habit of buying only fresh food and in a limited quantity at home, whether on Casey Key or at his small mountain cabin on Cedar Creek in Virginia.
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        * * *

      

      Back at the croft, he unloaded the black Ford. The land and layout that had given it the designation of ‘croft or farm’ must have long been gone. Setting the Purdey case on the bed, he put his meager travel clothes in a wardrobe, the house having been built hundreds of years before the idea of closets had occurred to anyone. But, in those days, he reflected, nobody had more than one set of clothes anyway.

      Moving to the kitchen, he put cold items in the refrigerator and other items in the cabinets. A quick inventory proved he had sufficient cookware and table settings for meals. He thought he only needed service for one, but who knew what guest might be invited?

      He walked around the grounds for an hour, then prepared a simple lunch with seriously sharp cheddar, fresh bread and tomatoes. The Diet Coke tasted more like a fully sugared regular Coke in America, yet still had zero calories.

      MacLachlan assembled and oiled the old shotgun. Closing the case, he slipped it into the bottom of the wardrobe and took the gun to the gun safe. He opened it and saw it was not empty.

      A bottle of Glenkinchie sat in there, along with a letter of authority to carry a handgun, two fifty round boxes of 9mm hollow point cartridges and a Glock 17 pistol.

      Sir Walter! Clearly, the old fox knew about what whisky MacLachlan had ordered in London.

      Most likely, he was aware of the incident with the Syrians, something MacLachlan was pretty sure New Scotland Yard did not attribute to him. And, who he took back to his hotel room, no doubt.

      The pistol was a welcome but shocking find in a country where few police officers even had them. For a foreigner to legally carry a handgun was almost unheard of.

      MacLachlan had safe deposit boxes in ten capitols of Europe, Central and South America. The boxes had a local choice pistol—usually a model carried by national police—ammunition, passports, an automatic knife, and both US and local currency. He had such a box in London, illegal as all hell, like the rest.

      Once he was sure he would not require them and would really drop out of the intelligence world, he planned to visit each and collect the cash, burn the passports and either give the guns, ammunition and knife to trusted agents or drop them down a well somewhere.

      But he was so confident that the Purdey would be more than enough weaponry, he did not bother to visit his safe deposit in London. Why did Sir Walter think he needed a pistol? The SIS man certainly knew about the shotgun, since he had rammed the purchase and possession certificates through UK bureaucracy…very disconcerting and thought provoking.

      He and the old spymaster had spoken about three primary things: retiring; the woman in the blonde wig; and maybe Sir Walter coming to Florida to fish with him and their mutual friend, Will Grafton. None of that jumped out to MacLachlan as a reason for him to be armed. Had Sir Walter sniffed out a threat against MacLachlan? He doubted that; the man would have simply told him.

      MacLachlan decided to wait and see if something played out.

      If he had not heard anything in a week, he would contact the SIS executive by encrypted message with a broadly worded question and see what followed.

      To be on the safe side, MacLachlan field-stripped the Glock, slightly longer in barrel and grip than the Glock 19 that was his standard carry piece and oiled it from the Purdey supplies. He loaded it and the Purdey, locked the shotgun in the safe and slipped the pistol under his pillow.

      He folded the carry letter and put it in his wallet.

      Spring and early summer in the Highlands could be cool and rainy and that was exactly how it was this afternoon near Inverchapel. MacLachlan had checked the weather app on his phone. Tomorrow was forecast to be warmer and sunnier. That might be the day to go to Old Castle Lachlan and explore.

      MacLachlan put on nylon running shorts and running shoes. He added a light olive ball cap that had a fishing motif. Stringing the house and car keys around his neck on a leather thong, he walked out the door shirtless. Turning left on the lane, towards A-815, he picked up his pace and ran to the intersection with A-885, then down to the village of Sandbank. Known in Gaelic as Taigh a’ Chladaich, Sandbank had been a US submarine base for thirty years during the Cold War, and the home of a famous Scottish yacht building firm for many years before that. Now, it was a quiet village on Holy Loch.

      Glistening from sweat even in the cool Highland air, MacLachlan took the left branch of A-885 and ran along the coast of the Loch, rather than the right branch, which would have taken him the two and a half miles south along the commercial route into Dunoon. Just outside of town, MacLachlan turned around and retraced the miles back to his cottage.

      He turned off A-885 onto the two-tracked dirt lane leading home. Presently, he heard the sound of a vehicle being driven fast for the terrain. He veered off into the grass as a red Range Rover Evoque powered by. MacLachlan caught a glimpse of a woman with long black hair at the wheel. She was clearly a person who liked to drive fast.

      MacLachlan was confident there was no fire to which she was rushing. But he drove his British car in Florida fast and always drove fast in convoys, whether Mexico, Argentina, Hungary or Afghanistan or a myriad of other places.

      An early mentor had impressed upon him the old saying that a moving target was harder to hit. That person had been his grandfather. A former Texas rancher turned Floridian; it was he who had bequeathed MacLachlan his Florida cracker house on Casey Key.

      MacLachlan arrived back at the cottage. The Evoque was parked behind his neighbor’s house. There was further sign of life there.

      He had spotted a faucet and hose around the corner from the back garden and went there. It was out of his neighbor’s sight. Stripping, he began to hose himself off from the approximate half marathon run.

      Suddenly, he felt a presence. He immediately looked for a weapon—shovel, hammer, anything. There was nothing. He turned and saw the black-haired woman from the car standing a few feet away. She was staring at him.

      There was nothing else he could do. He reached down and turned the water spigot off, put the hose back on the hook attached to the house, put his shorts on and locked eyes with her.

      “I guess you are my neighbor,” he proffered.

      “You were in Edinburgh with Sir Walter, weren’t you?” she asked, demandingly.

      He looked closely at her—height, facial shape, physique.

      “Wait! You are Alexis Campbell!”

      “Yes, as if you did not already know! If you were sent here as some sort of bodyguard, I don’t need one,” she said with more than a hint of Scottish accent.

      “That answers a question or two…if I was, it was a matter orchestrated by our friend without my knowledge or acceptance. I suggest we adjourn to the living room and figure out what sort of game Sir Walter is playing and what we are going to do about it. If you would walk in the rear door, straight down the hall and have a seat, I will follow and get a towel and some clothes.”

      “I am quite aware of the location of the living room. This is my croft someone has let for you.”

      “I rented this place for three weeks on my own, and with my own money. Please go in and sit down so we can figure this out?”

      Without a word, she walked in. He followed, grabbed a bath towel from the bathroom and retired to the master bedroom to dry off and don jeans, a light pullover sweater, and sockless tassel Russell loafers.

      “May I offer you something to drink? Tea? A Coke? A whisky?”

      “I will not be here long enough to drink anything,” she snapped.

      “Miss Campbell, if that is your real name, there is no need to take your aggression out on me. I rented this place as a base to research my MacLachlan ancestors, not to babysit you or anyone else,” MacLachlan said in a deep, firm, but not unpleasant voice.

      “You can move out of my property today,” she said.

      “I signed a lease and paid for the three weeks in full with my estate agent, Ava Jones. I believe that is a legally binding contract,” MacLachlan responded.

      “You mean Ava Harvey-Smith Jones, I believe.”

      “As in Sir Walter?” he asked.

      “As in Sir Walter’s niece,” Alex said.

      “…So, this is why Sir Walter arranged for me to see you in your blonde wig disguise and, at the end of the week, to brief me on your career and recent departure. I thought when I first saw you that you were recovering from an illness. I guess your illness was human-inflicted, then?”

      “Quite. Who the hell are you that one of the most secretive men in the world would violate my privacy with you?” she asked.

      “I am nobody,”

      “Nobody who, though not a UK citizen, participates as a speaker in a top-secret seminar?”

      “Yes. That kind of nobody.”

      “You are not going to tell me, then, that you are the American that your intelligence community has used for years to do their nastiest and most dangerous jobs?”

      “It would appear that I do not need to tell you.”

      “Keep your friends close and your enemies closer,” she quoted.

      “I am not now, nor have I ever been anything but a friend and partner to the modern UK. As to the more historic England, my ancestors came from right here and died with your Campbells at Culloden on April 16, 1746. And, thirty years later, they fought the sons of those same redcoats in America, as did American Campbells.”

      “So, Mr. MacLachlan, what the hell are we going to do?” Alex Campbell asked.

      He looked at the old stainless Rolex.

      “It appears it is an hour where it would be socially acceptable to each have a glass of Glenkinchie whisky and review alternatives,” MacLachlan said.

      She glared at him, but did not say no.

      He poured each a healthy shot. “Water?” he asked. She shook her head negatively.

      MacLachlan held his glass to hers to toast. She was compelled to click against his and he said, “May our enemies cry as they die, may their blood freely ooze. Whilst we drink a wee dram and eat the beef of heery coos!”

      She scowled. “I was born in the Highlands and never heard that toast!”

      “Of course, you haven’t. I just made it up!”

      A small smile softened her face, quite against Alex’s will. It turned a beautiful porcelain statue into a lovely living creature, a transition that did not go unnoticed by MacLachlan.

      “So, Alex, if I may call you that, who is after you?”

      “That is something that you are not cleared to know.”

      “Being cleared to know anything is based on two things: clearance level—and you saw me at a top-secret conference—and need to know. I’d say, since anyone attacking my neighbor seventy-five feet away imperils me, that constitutes a clear need to know, wouldn’t you?” he said.

      She thought for a minute as MacLachlan studied her. Glossy black hair with the occasional silver threading through it. Eyes that were cold light blue. They matched his own green eyes in the ability to glare menacingly.

      “Perhaps you are owed some explanation. First, Alex is okay. We are not at the ‘Lexi’ stage. I should have expected Sir Walter to not leave me totally out in the cold. It benefits the Crown somewhat if the crooked or even legitimate operatives of SHISH attempted to attack a citizen on UK soil. SHISH, as you likely know, stands for Shërbimi Informativ Shtetëror, the Albanian intelligence operation.”

      MacLachlan responded “Several years ago, I had a run-in with one of their operatives, a man named Hoxha. We exchanged shots, but since I had completed my assignment, I needed to leave the area. So, he lived to play another day.”

      He saw the woman’s eyes dilate almost imperceptivity and knew he had struck a familiar chord.

      “Perhaps—and what do I call you? —that is why Sir Walter thought you might be personally interested in my situation.”

      “Mack or MacLachlan. Either is fine. So, is it Hoxha who is after you?” he asked.

      “Hoxha is beyond being after anyone. So is his bodyguard. They seemed to have died in Budapest,” she said, properly pronouncing the city “Buda-pesh”.

      

      “Hence, the probable retaliation by either SHISH, the Albanian Mafia, or persons allied with both?” MacLachlan asked.

      “Indeed.”

      “Hoxha was a thug. Why would the Albanians, other than the Mafiosi, risk attacking someone here?”

      “He was a thug with diplomatic credentials.”

      “I see,” MacLachlan said, pausing to think about the options both Albanian elements might have.

      “I doubt the official Albanians would approve such an action. It would have to be SHISH members who were, like Hoxha, playing both sides of the law, Mafiosi, or someone contracted to operate for them.”

      “Someone like you?” she asked.

      He surprised her with his answer.

      “Yes, someone like me.” He paused, then continued.

      “But, with no allegiance to right and wrong, or to his own country and its friends. I, and I suspect you also, can name twenty such people. And, all are on our lists as a ‘hit of opportunity’. Just like you and I are on such lists in the evil side of the shadow world,” he observed.

      “Mack, do you still work for the government?”

      “No. I have not been an employee of the US government since I was in my twenties. I am a contractor.”

      “So that’s why Sir Walter once called you the pointy end of a plausibly deniable spear?”

      MacLachlan chuckled at that, thinking of his friend.

      “Probably a bit dramatic,” he said, as she continued to study and appraise him.

      “Another wee dram, Alex?”

      “Yes. I will do the toast this time.”

      He poured and they raised glasses.

      “To the neighbor whose enemies likely find themselves like that item he likely wears!” she toasted.

      MacLachlan looked at her quizzically, and she smiled, having won this one.

      “Kilt.”

      He got up, now also smiling, and went to the bedroom. He returned with a new lightweight wool kilt in his hands.

      “MacLachlan Ancient. Faded. I did not care for the bright red and blue. This is more like what they wore with the Campbells to Culloden.”

      She took the kilt and stroked the soft material.

      “Aye,” she said, smiling as her mind seemed to go to another place, long ago.
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      Their conversation continued into the dinner hour, talking about options and assessing various threats posed, with the occasional personal question or comment.

      MacLachlan insisted on continuing as he prepared dinner, sautéed tuna strips served over a baby arugula salad with finely diced tomatoes and cucumbers. While white wine would have been appropriate, he poured a Cabernet. He simply did not care for white wine, so he never purchased it.

      The conversation was continued over French press coffee, both drinking the rich Arabica bean brew black.

      “So, what happens now?” Alex asked.

      “Killing both of us would be a bonus for the corrupt side of Albania. They have their own reasons for wanting me dead. I suggest we join forces. Two guns, back-to-back, beat one gun. I suspect that you are not totally unarmed over there?” MacLachlan prompted.

      “I am on leave, not terminated. So, I have the authorities and equipment that any other member of my section would have. Unfortunately, that’s only a pistol, a 12-bore with a short barrel, some knives and a small rifle. Anything with greater firepower or that is more specialized has to be checked out for each assignment.”

      “What’s the ‘small rifle”?” MacLachlan asked.

      “It’s a Webley & Scott bolt action .22.”

      “Hmm…small is right. But, a well-placed .22 slug beats a 9mm that misses. How about this? Let’s put a fake you made of pillows in your bed, gather up your weapons and a getaway bag, make it look like you have gone to bed, and then we’ll come back here.”

      “MacLachlan, that’s not even smooth. I would have expected better from you.”

      “If it had been a proposition, Alex, it would have been better,” he said.

      “But, it’s an op plan,” he continued. “If they were to come tonight or some other night soon, we would hear the shots and maybe have a chance to ambush them. If we use my 20-bore and your 12-bore, we could almost look like rural citizens with reasonable guns defending ourselves. Do the local constables have copies of your firearm certificates?” he asked.

      “Only the long guns, which I officially keep for rodents and snakes. The handgun certificate is in my credential case and held for use only if needed.”

      “Excellent! Let’s go gather your kit and come back here. Since it’s your house and you paid for the one new mattress, you can take the master bedroom.”

      “If you insist,” she replied, remembering she had planned to replace the other slightly sagging mattress, but plans for everything had been interrupted by her injuries and the on-going recovery.

      Alex put her gear into a backpack. As she was packing, MacLachlan patrolled around her cottage, the shotgun at the ready and a pocket full of #4 buck shotgun shells in his pocket. He would never get used to the British convention of calling shotgun rounds “cartridges”.

      Before they left, they put “tells” on doors and windows to tell if someone had entered. The tells were primarily plucked hairs closed in the door jamb and windowsills. Not noticeable, but a dead giveaway to the person who placed them if they were not there the next morning.

      They went back to the croft. Alex had three fifty round boxes of 9mm ammunition and put those in her pack along with several boxes of shotgun ammunition. MacLachlan did the same with his backpack. He always traveled with a couple emergency blankets, Quik Clot for wounds and a ferrocerium rod for fire making. He put those and a couple of bottles of water in his pack also.

      “Assuming this doesn’t all come to a head tonight, I had planned on driving up to Oban tomorrow, taking the ferry to Fishnish and another one to Lochaline. My plan for being here was ancestral research, being unaware of Sir Walter’s real plan. Want to go? Should be a nice outing and we’re safer together,” MacLachlan said.

      “Okay… You don’t think that old mucker’s setting us up, do you?” Alex asked.

      MacLachlan merely shrugged noncommittally.

      Alex thought about that for a moment. If it was true that opposites attract, they would be toxic together, she feared. That they were similar in talent, outlook and experience had become increasingly apparent to both during their conversations. A deadly couple in more ways than one, she decided. Then, she recoiled at her own thoughts using the word “couple”.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      They awakened early and, pistols hidden under shirttails, inspected Alex’s house. The tells were still in place. They locked the long guns in MacLachlan’s safe and hid the pistols in the car, close to hand. Alex was intrigued with the small car and asked if she could drive. Ever the uneasy passenger, MacLachlan took the passenger Recaro bucket on the left. She left with gusto and wound the Focus through first and second before running out of road. Spying the Drift button, she punched both the button and accelerator on a turn and took the next two curves on the dirt lane sideways.

      The woman drove as if she had taught security driving at the FBI’s TEVOC, or tactical emergency vehicle operations course, or better. After a while, MacLachlan sat back and enjoyed himself. He knew any expensive tickets would be her problem, not his. Plus, she was damned good.

      They stopped at Inveraray for breakfast at the same place MacLachlan had eaten lunch when there to buy the shotgun. Now comfortable as a passenger and able to watch the scenery instead staying shiny side up on damnably narrow roads marked by potholes that could shred a tire, MacLachlan enjoyed the northern portion of Loch Fyne. They had curved around the Loch to Inveraray and now on A-819 heading to the larger A-85, which went around the north end of Loch Awe much as they had Loch Fyne. Alex drove down the hill into the city of Oban. They found the ferry terminal and got in the queue for loading.

      Within an hour, they were underway and sipping tea on the top railing as the ferry crossed the Firth of Lorn. The day had become blustery and both wore Barbour windbreakers, luckily of differing length and style. MacLachlan’s first thought had been the retired snowbirds in Florida, walking malls in matching velour sweat suits. Then, he dismissed the thought. The reality was that people watching the two thought they were looking at a happy, but serious and affluent couple.

      Alex was pleasant company on the voyage, though her smile was not as readily apparent as it was while pushing the little car through the mountain roads. She did not send messages that she wanted to expand the relationship or get to know MacLachlan better, which was fine with him.

      Her primary curiosity was about his capabilities and experience. He assumed that she wanted to develop a level of comfort about whether he would be an asset or liability when things got dangerous. MacLachlan wondered the same about her but had the advantage of Sir Walter saying that her skills approached his own. That was not the type of comment Sir Walter would make in jest.

      The ferry entered the Sound of Mull at Duart Castle, then made its way up Scallastle Bay to the village of Fishnish, where they took a bus for another ferry for the short ride to Lochaline.

      At the village of Lochaline, they found the cemetery and MacLachlan used his iPad to photograph tombstones of ancestors and take notes. There being no other sources of information he could locate, they had lunch at the village and waited for the next ferry to reverse the voyages back to Oban.

      MacLachlan drove on the way back to Inverchapel. He drove well but did not push as hard as Alex had. He had long felt that one should not give away abilities too early. That kept him from answering people in their native tongue when he was fluent in it or showing tactical skills that were best reserved for when the chips were down. Early on, he had studied security driving under Tony Scotti. Tony was to most who really knew, the best in the world.

      Nonetheless, he felt Alex studying him as he took a line on curves, aiming for the correct edge going in, straightening the curve and accelerating to the other edge exiting it.

      To any but a trained driver, it would not seem that he was driving fast…until one noticed the speedometer was thirty miles per hour above the speed limit, even on tight curves.

      They picked up A-886 near Cairndow and drove south to Strachur, where they turned onto the road that led to Inverchapel, then on to Dunoon.

      They stopped at Glenbranter long enough for MacLachlan to pick up material on the hike to some waterfalls for later in his stay. He could not read from Alex whether she had an interest or not. MacLachlan knew she was still recovering from serious injuries, though having not had the full view she had had of him showering with the hose after his run, he did not of know their nature.

      MacLachlan killed the engine and let the Focus roll silently the last fifty yards downhill to his croft. Alex got out, pistol in hand and eased around the croft to look for obvious signs of an ambush her cottage. She saw none and signaled MacLachlan to park behind his house. They approached her cottage rear door from opposite directions. The tells were still in place. While she waited, MacLachlan circled the property in the woods that lay a hundred yards from the houses. No sniper nests. He returned to the house and verified the tells on the front door. The windows appeared intact. They returned to the croft.

      It was apparent to MacLachlan that the fit-looking woman was drained. He poured her a wee dram of Glenkinchie and suggested that she rest until dinner was ready. She disappeared into her bedroom, stripped and put on a long white tee-shirt and was soon fitfully asleep.

      When the meal was ready, MacLachlan walked to the bedroom door. Covers awry, Alex was still asleep, one long bare leg having escaped from the sheets. He covered it and lightly brushed the long black hair off her face. She stirred but did not awaken.

      MacLachlan ate his own dinner of Shepherd’s pie and left hers warming in the oven in aluminum foil. He would transfer it to the refrigerator if she did not awaken at a reasonable time to eat dinner.

      He poured a shot of Glenkinchie whisky and went shirtless out to the back and sat on a chaise with it, his pipe and with the pistol stuck in the 4:00 position of his jeans. He had moccasins on. A high lumen tactical flashlight lay on the table next to the chaise. MacLachlan sat in the dark. He knew the aromatic leaf could give away his position but risked using keen hearing to detect intruders even before they could smell the pipe. It was, after all, his vacation, and the risk of an attack was still impossible to predict with any certainty. His pipe became cold after half an hour, by an hour, the aroma had almost completely subsided.

      The long day and the smooth whisky made him sleepy. He stretched out and hazarded a small nap.

      Sometime later, he awoke, feeling the short hairs on the back of his neck rising. Primordial maybe, but always worth attention.

      MacLachlan blinked his eyes into sharp focus. No bright lights had reduced his night vision. He looked towards the woods and thought he saw two shadows move silently in the trees. The moon was behind a cloud and he was able to slowly move from the chaise and ease around to the front of the croft and enter. He left the pipe but took the flashlight.

      MacLachlan crept into Alex’s room. He noted that both of her hands were free and should be restrained before she woke up and instinctively shot him by mistake. He spoke softly, knowing that would not carry as far as a whisper.

      “Alex wake up. I think we have company at your cottage. Her eyes popped open and he held a finger to his lips. She nodded almost imperceptivity.

      She arose and left the Glock in favor of her short-barreled shogun. She followed MacLachlan, who had now added his shotgun, out the front door.

      Worrying more about time and surprise, Alex was still clad only in the tee-shirt and hastily added slippers.

      They walked around the left side of the croft with as much stealth as they could muster. In a move known in defensive circles as “slicing the pie,” both peered around the corner towards Alex’s cottage. Nothing appeared amiss.

      MacLachlan quickly went from the corner of the croft to that of the cottage, moving low, fast and zigzagging. After a few seconds of no response by intruders, he signaled Alex, who did the same.

      They could hear slight tool noises. The intruders were prying a window open. They heard it slide, somewhat creakily, in its sash, and the brush of clothes as at least one person climbed in.

      MacLachlan and Alex heard two muffled “pops” accompanied by bright flashes as a suppressed gun was fired in her bedroom. It appeared to both that the old pillows in the shape of a sleeping Alex trick had worked. At least for a second. They saw the glow of a flashlight followed by the crude “Baijgë!”

      They had discovered the pillow ruse and were now scrambling to exit by the window. Once both had hit the ground, MacLachlan yelled “Freeze!” and Alex pumped the twelve gauge.

      The stentorian order and the unmistakable sound of a shotgun racking had the desired effect. As Alex covered them, MacLachlan leaned the Purdey against the house behind where he stood and shot the blinding light in both men’s eyes. The trip from darkness to over three hundred lumens temporarily blinded both men.

      They dropped suppressed carbines onto the ground and raised hands, squinting painfully as MacLachlan played the beam back and forth to their disadvantage.

      In an inherently stupid move, one of the men, though suffering from temporary night blindness, pulled a pistol from a small-of-the-back holster.

      Before he could get it up, Alex shot him in the midriff with double-ought buckshot, pumped and fired again to the same area. The man was almost cut in half by the two close range shots and crumpled. He was dead before he hit the ground.

      The other man, though his sight was also diminished, rushed MacLachlan with a growl.

      MacLachlan engaged the man, who had sprung from less than five feet. The two hundred plus pound man and MacLachlan staggered back against Alex’s house as she watched, unable to fire.

      The man was trying to gouge MacLachlan’s eyes. MacLachlan blocked with his right elbow and grabbed the man’s nose with his left hand twisted, then squeezed as hard as he could. The Albanian screamed out and MacLachlan punched straight out from his shoulder into the man’s larynx. He did not have sufficient room for a killing blow and the effect was very temporary paralysis. The man clutched at his throat and made a wheezing noise. The wheezing stopped with a left jab to the solar plexus. That took away what little air he had.

      MacLachlan pushed the man gasping and gagging, to the ground face first. Straddling him, knees across his back, MacLachlan pulled the belt off his jeans and secured the man’s hands behind him.

      “I don’t believe there are any more, Alex. Why don’t you go to the croft, get your mobile to call it in to Sir Walter or whoever you call when something like this happens. She moved quickly in fuzzy pink slippers and the white tee- shirt.

      Within two minutes, Alex had returned. She had put her jeans on under the tee-shirt and MacLachlan could see the printing of the Glock pistol in her waistband under the shirt.

      The shotgun left at the cottage; she dialed a panic number once she returned to MacLachlan’s side. Alex identified herself to the dispatcher and gave a code number. It was not a fictional double-zero license to kill but may as well have been.

      “I have had an attack at my home in Inverchapel, Scotland. One attacker is dead, the other is in custody. No, he does not have any bullet wounds. Both appear to be Albanians. Please advise Sir Walter and have him instruct me what he wants me to do. No, I have not called the Constabulary. No, the shots probably did not attract attention. The Albanians had suppressed weapons. My shotgun noise should not carry far in this rural area and even then, would not be unusual at night. Oh: advise Sir Walter and any responders that MacLachlan is here with me. He will know who that is and will explain it to anyone with a need-to-know. Yes, I will stand by for further instructions. Bye.” Alex pressed the bottom center of her mobile and disconnected the call.

      She looked at MacLachlan and wrinkled her beautiful face in a frown.

      “I guess I’m glad you were here. Maybe sometimes it’s good to have a guardian angel,” she said.

      He looked her in the eyes, cold light green on cold light blue and just nodded slightly.

      “Do you have some cord we can use to secure this creep a bit better with?” he asked her.

      “Better than that!” She went into her cottage and returned with two plastic flex cuff one-use restraints. MacLachlan put the first on the back of the second man in lieu of the belt and the other pair on the dead body, per procedure. Not having Nitrile gloves, he was careful to avoid the blood and bodily fluid that was on the man and the surrounding area. A 12-gauge shotgun with buckshot from six feet is one of the most destructive weapons one could possibly use. And, two shots geometrically multiplied the damage.

      MacLachlan stepped back and swept the beam of the flashlight on his hands and body. Satisfied that he was not tainted, he switched it off.

      He turned to Alex, who had been watching him at the well-lit body. He knew she must have killed in the past. But, most kills by people like them were from a distance, or at least, were made and they immediately departed the scene. This had to be rough on her to stay and see the horrific damage. She turned away and he saw her shiver once before steeling herself to the situation.

      Wondering if it would engender a kick in the groin, he moved the few feet that separated them and platonically put his hand on her shoulder. She looked up for a second and tightened. Then, she softened and buried her face in his bare chest, only the thin tee-shirt separating them. He held her for several minutes until she broke away and said, “We should question the one that’s alive before anyone else gets here. They would be restrained by procedures. We aren’t.”

      MacLachlan nodded his head in agreement and dragged the now-stirring Albanian up to the cottage wall and propped his back against it.

      The man was not totally conscious. MacLachlan slapped him hard on both cheeks, with an open palm followed by a backhand. The man’s eyes popped open.

      “Who sent you?” MacLachlan asked.

      “Go to hell!”

      “Wrong answer,” he said, noting the man’s fluent English.

      MacLachlan reached for the Benchmade automatic knife clipped in his left front jeans pocket. He had mailed it to himself in care of the hotel in Edinburgh, along with some camping gear.

      Pressing the button, the blade snapped open. Half was sharp as a razor. The half nearest the handle was serrated to cut through seat belts, rope, or as MacLachlan told the man, to perform a castration. The man spit at him, missing.

      MacLachlan reached down and undid the man’s belt. Taking the man’s pants and underwear at the hips in each hand, he jerked the man’s pants down over his knees exposing him.

      “Appears you are either cold or scared there, Tripod,” MacLachlan observed to the man, intentionally insulting his masculinity.

      He touched the tip of the blade against the man’s scrotum and pressed. The man recoiled instinctively and pressed his lips firmly together in a show of defiance.

      “Alex, this guy is not going to cooperate yet. I am afraid my knife is too sharp to be as painful as I wish. Do you have some garden gloves and rusty shears?” he asked.

      She looked at him without expression and said, “Yes, in the garden shed. I’ll fetch them.” She walked away and came back with both.

      MacLachlan put on the left glove and clicked the opposing blades of the dull old shears together with his right hand.

      He placed a knee on each of the man’s legs, just below the man’s own knees, pinning him down and putting him in operating proximity. As MacLachlan reached towards the man’s genitals with his gloved hand, still aggressively clicking the shears, the man screamed out “I will talk! Just get those things away from me!”

      MacLachlan left him as he was, knowing an exposed man was more vulnerable and cooperative.

      “Who sent you?” he asked the man.

      “Adiim Prifti,” the man said.

      “Who is he?”

      “The leader of our organization.”

      “Where is he right now?” MacLachlan asked.

      “A hotel in Bath. The Hilton.”

      “How long will he be there?”

      “Until we check in with proof of the killing of the woman.”

      “Is he registered under ‘Adiim Prifti’?” MacLachlan asked.

      “Yes. He has no reason to hide.”

      MacLachlan ascertained the man’s name, which he verified with his credentials in his wallet as well as the dead man’s name. He decided to let crime scene people, or a coroner dig for the messy wallet for name verification of the dead man.

      Alex’s phone rang. She looked at the spoofed number and recognized it.

      “Alex,” she answered, listened for a minute, then responded.

      “Yes, Sir Walter. A Coast Guard helicopter with NCA and our men? Why?” A few minutes later she said, “I see.”

      “Here,” she said, handing the phone to MacLachlan.

      “Lucky I was manipulated,” he answered.

      “Sorry about that,” Sir Walter replied. His tone suggested that he was anything but sorry. “It seemed the best option. Plus, I left you a pistol, ammunition and your whisky of choice. Everything but a Cuban cigar.”

      Ignoring this, MacLachlan told him about the Albanian gang leader in Bath. He was assured the man would be in custody before dawn.

      “Mack, we want to keep this close to the vest. Word is there were two teams. You two neutralized one. We don’t have a clue where the other one is. We are doing a bit of a smoke screen on the clean-up. We have announced a training evolution for a call for a ship in distress in the Atlantic off Mull. Two Coast Guard helos are responding. One will have a warning light come on and will set down on a lane in Inverchapel for a few minutes to clear it before going “feet wet” over the water. That one will have some of my folks and NCA chaps. They will pick up your packages and return to base for repairs, so to speak. The news media will have that story before two a.m.”

      MacLachlan knew that the NCA, or National Crime Agency, was the UK’s relatively new answer to America’s FBI. He should have been surprised that the old spymaster could summon such cross-jurisdictional response within minutes but was not.

      “Sounds like a good plan. We’ll be here. Just get Prifti and push him hard to find out who and where the other team is, Sir Walter,” MacLachlan said.

      “Will do, Mack. How’s our girl?”

      “Good. Things are under control here, at least for now.”

      “Watch her for me, Mack. She deserves better treatment than I had to give her.”

      “I will, sir. Do you want Alex again?” he asked.

      Based on the response, he handed her mobile back to the British agent. She listened, shook her head once, then disconnected.

      MacLachlan walked her away from the prisoner and his dead associate.

      “I forgot to ask, Alex, do we have an ETA for the team coming in?” MacLachlan asked.

      “I’m not sure he knew. The Coast Guard are really good on search and rescue missions. They get in the air very quickly. I suspect the only delay will be getting NCA and SIS chaps aboard.”

      “Well, we’ll hear them well before they arrive. Let’s pull our cars together and light up the lane for an LZ,” he suggested. “And, when you get your car keys, why don’t you grab some more comfortable shoes and all before the cavalry arrives?”

      “You don’t like my outfit?” she asked.

      “On the contrary. I like it a lot.”

      She spun on the fuzzy pink slippers and walked towards the croft. MacLachlan could not interpret her expression, but it did not seem unpleasant.
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        * * *

      

      Half an hour after Alex returned with a shirt on over the white tee and the two created a makeshift landing zone on the lane with the headlights of the Land Rover and the Ford, they heard the “whup-whup” noise of the Coast Guard’s Sikorsky S92 helo approaching. The red and white helicopter circled as the pilot determined his best approach, then landed. The down flow of air easily equaled a high rating hurricane.

      Within seconds of the touchdown on the dirt lane, a half dozen NCA operators came out of the door, H&K MP-5 submachine guns at the ready. They spread out and began to search the surrounding area, per protocol. One approached Alex, smiling. He was a handsome Irishman, tall and muscular.

      “Rory? NCA? Really!” she said.

      “Let’s say ‘liaison’,” he responded, grin widening. “This must be MacLachlan.”

      MacLachlan shook hands once Rory swung the H&K away on its sling.

      “So, who shot the chap over there?” Rory asked.

      “I did. He was getting ready to shoot me after we had them drop their rifles. His pistol is on the ground. Take a look inside and see where they shot the mock-up of me in my bed. There should be lots of casings on the floor.” Alex said.

      “I will. The real NCA boys will photograph all that and the scene out here. They do the copper-type work. I am just here to protect SIS’s equities and provide a modicum of Celtic charm to piss off the Limey toffs.”

      “And, you do it so well, Agent Murphy,” she smiled.

      “Hardly as much as a Scot lass I know,” he said and walked off towards the house, an NCA policeman with a camera in tow.

      In less than an hour, the scene was sanitized, photographed and officially spun versions of Alex and MacLachlan’s stories were documented. The helicopter lifted off and headed for London, bypassing its base by many miles.

      “Alone at last!” MacLachlan said. “What do you want to do for the rest of the night?”

      “Sleep, if I can. This was messy.”

      “It gets that way sometime, Alex. Just try to think of something more pleasant.”

      She brushed her hand against his shoulder as she walked past, heading back to his croft. It may have been a caress. He was not sure. By the time he got there, she was back in the tee-shirt and laying on top of her bed.

      He walked near the doorway and asked “coffee or tea?”

      She said, “Tea.”

      MacLachlan fixed two cups, added cocoanut sugar and walked into the room. She was still on top of the covers, knees up, again in her tee-shirt. He handed her a cup. Alex patted the foot of the bed and MacLachlan sat down on it.

      “Want to talk?” he asked.

      “No, just to sit.”

      He nodded. Gently taking her legs and placing them on his lap, he began to massage her feet. She held the mug of tea in both hands, sipping occasionally, eyes closed.

      “Is there a Mrs. MacLachlan?” she asked softly.

      “Only my mother in Texas. Never has been a wife. There was a girlfriend. She did something kind of like you last night and had a hard time dealing with it. Looks like she’s past history now.”

      Alex laid there quietly. Presently, she said “Never a husband. Last boyfriend was in Uni. We graduated and went separate ways. Your and my lifestyle doesn’t allow for much in the way of relationships, does it?” she asked.

      “No, it doesn’t. Or rather, didn’t, since we are both kind of retired,” he responded.

      “Does one ever retire from our world?” Alex asked.

      “The OPSEC stays. The SDRs stay. But, one can stop taking assignments. That’s what I did.”

      “So, I truly was not an assignment?” she asked, eyes now open and focused on his face.

      “You truly weren’t,” he said, adding, “At least not one of which I was aware. But I am glad we ended up here in this place and time.”

      “Are you really, Mack?”

      “I really am, Lexi,” he said.

      She leaned forward and kissed him on the cheek.

      “Night!” she said, and he responded in kind.

      Both laid on their respective beds for a long time, staring at the ceiling. MacLachlan went to sleep just before dawn. Alex watched the sun come up in the chaise, a cup of re-heated tea in hand and her 9-millimeter on the table, covered with a napkin. She reclined, thinking of all that had happened in the past months.

      She fell asleep in the sunlight, a sweater draped over the tee-shirt, the teacup on the ground beside the chaise, and the faintest of aromas of MacLachlan’s pipe from the evening lingering in her senses.

      For the first time in a while, she smiled in her sleep. The smile was still on her face as MacLachlan came out an hour after sunrise with a fresh cup of tea for her. He straightened the sweater over her form, brushed a lock of hair off her brow gently and returned, drinking the tea himself.
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        * * *

      

      By almost mid-morning, Alex walked in barefooted and in the tee-shirt. She was large enough to giggle a little under the light covering when she walked and small enough to get by without bra anytime she wanted. MacLachlan had already noticed this and liked it.

      “Breakfast or lunch?” he asked.

      “A shower. Still queasier than an experienced operator ought to be over that first guy last night,” she observed.

      “You have every right to be.”

      She walked into the bathroom, took the tee-shirt off and turned on the shower, closing the door most of the way as an afterthought.

      MacLachlan studied the Michelin Scotland map for the directions to Old Castle Lachlan, a small smile on his face.

      This was a better vacation than he had envisioned.

      Alex’s mobile rang and MacLachlan looked at the number. It was a slight variation of the spoofed number for the SIS. He picked up the phone and walked to the bathroom door.

      “Alex, you have a call. I think it’s SIS,” he said through the crack. He heard the shower stop and a glistening Alex opened the door and took the phone, she turned her back to him as she spoke.

      “You got him? Excellent, Sir Walter! What did he have to say about the second hit team? Shit! Well, let one of us know if there is a change of heart there, okay?” She terminated the call.

      Turning to MacLachlan, she began to wrap a towel around her body. That done, she walked out and sat on the sofa.

      “He says they got Prifti. He has refused to talk, so nothing on the second team coming for me, or rather, us. Apparently, NCA has a pretty good case against him and will be taking it court shortly. There may be, Sir Walter says, a chance of a reduced charge or sentence if he talks about the second hit team.”

      “Alex, it won’t do us much good if the prosecutors don’t work their deal by today or tomorrow. I suspect they are already on the way, if not here,” MacLachlan speculated.

      She nodded.

      “I guess I’d better get something on,” she said.

      “Not on my account.”

      She looked at him. “We’ve only known one another a couple of days.”

      “Yes, but they have been very full, exciting days,” he said.

      She turned and padded silently into the bedroom, where she dropped the towel and almost closed the door while she began selecting her outfit for the day.

      “What are we doing today, so I’ll know what to wear?” she asked through a slight opening in the door.

      “How about exploring Old Lachlan Castle? It’s kind of the seat of the clan,” he responded.

      “That sounds fine. But only if we can go back to Inveraray and see my castle, too,” she said.

      “Yes, dear,” he said, leaving her with a quizzical smile.
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      MacLachlan drove the hot little hatchback to Old Castle Lachlan, but the roads did not allow him to enjoy the performance it offered. They parked in a turnoff and walked the path, partially a wooden walkway over marshland. They stopped along the way when he noticed Alex getting a bit out of breath.

      “Let’s stop for a minute so I can get my breath,” he suggested.

      “I am aware you ran the equivalent of a half marathon the day I met you and did not seem out of breath then. So, if you think I need to stop, just say so,” she said.

      “Having recovered from a variety of injuries myself, I recognize the need to take it slow and easy sometimes,” he said, countering her comment.

      “Yes, I saw a variety of bullet and knife and possibly shrapnel scars,” she observed.

      “A lot of observation for a fairly short look.”

      “I am a quick study,” Alex said, “especially if the view is worth seeing.”

      “Thanks, I think,” MacLachlan answered. She did not respond further.

      They were alone at the ruined castle and walked around it and inside.

      “It is thought that the British were not satisfied with killing most of my clan—and yours—at Culloden, so they sent a brig around Loch Fyne to bombard it.”

      Alex asked, “Is that why the wall facing the mainland has crumpled?”

      “That’s the contention, but there seem to me to be some holes in the theory,” he said. Continuing, he hypothesized, “Unless the Loch was terribly different two-hundred seventy-five years ago, there does not appear to be a way a ship could get a clear shot to that wall. The only way I could see that happening is rather unlikely—lobbing cannon balls in from the other side, hitting the inside of the now-collapsed wall, maybe to enable an infantry attack from the landside. My guess, and I am not an engineer, is perhaps the concussion of balls hitting walls facing the Loch may have caused this wall to fall, probably due to faults in its construction.”

      “Makes sense,” she agreed, studying the side of the Castle. “I noticed the story of the Brounie on the sign inside. What do you think of that?” she asked.

      “You are the one who was born and raised here. What do you think of wee ghosts in Scottish castles?”

      “I think of them as being Scottish leprechauns, Mack,” she said.

      “Maybe the Irish and the Scots drank way too much, believing in such little men,” he said.

      “Aye. Maybe. Or, maybe not,” Alex said.

      MacLachlan headed the little car north towards Inveraray and Inveraray Castle, seat of the Campbell Clan for years.

      They visited the castle and surrounding area. MacLachlan had been to Inveraray several times in as many days and liked the charming town, as did Alex. On the way back, she pressed him about personal things.

      “Would you feel uncomfortable telling me about where you live?” she asked.

      “Of course not. I inherited a house from my grandparents. It’s on Casey Key, south of Sarasota, Florida.”

      “So, that’s in the Florida Keys?” Alex asked.

      “No, the Keys are south of Miami, another several hundred miles down the peninsula. Much of the west coast of Florida has barrier islands just off the mainland. Casey Key is one of those. The land the house is on extends from the Bay to the Gulf. There is a road separating the rest of the property from the beach, but the beach is virtually private.”

      “The house must be old,” Alex speculated.

      “It was. But after I helped thwart a Hezbollah attack in the US, they sent a hired Cuban hit team for me. They blew up the 1930’s tin-roofed, wide porched cracker house. I had the original plans in a safe and rebuilt it with insurance money. It looks virtually the same, but with modern conveniences. This time, too, it is raised on stilts. And, of course, the original furnishings are gone. It does not have the character the old one did, or the aura of my grandfather. I miss that a lot,” he said.

      “What happened to the hit team, Mack?”

      “They died.”

      “Where?” she asked.

      “In the yard. One made it to off property, but not far.”

      “Who was there with you? And how many Cubans?” Alex probed.

      “Just me. Six Cubans, trained by Russians.”

      “Sir Walter told me that a mysterious man just helped a young couple in London who were attacked by a group of Syrian thugs. Said the Syrians all required hospitalization. Serious injuries. Sir Walter said the mysterious man was unarmed.”

      “Alex, sometimes thugs get what they deserve. They should have died, but that would have caused too much notice, especially with London government leaning the way they do towards the so-called refugees,” MacLachlan said.

      “Mack, could they have died just as easily?” Alex queried.

      “Easier. It’s harder for people like you and me, trained by the people who trained us in close quarter battle—CQB—to pull kicks and punches to wound. It’s easier to kill.”

      She nodded slowly, thinking back to her own experiences, including the one that caused her most recent injuries.

      “Alex, since we are partners against our own hit team now, please share your injuries. I need to know what you feel like you can and cannot take physically while you are recovering.”

      “I have a fragment bullet wound in the arm that is of no consequence. One of the two people I killed in Budapest hit me in the back with his full, service-size pistol. It cracked a rib, which punctured and deflated my left lung. I made it back to a safe house and called in. By the time the exfiltration team—Israelis—arrived, I was unconscious. Like you, I am a runner. But, right now, I doubt I could run half a mile. Looks like it’s going to be a long way back to my past conditioning. But I will get there, though my life—at least after this next hit team—will no longer depend on it.”

      Mack asked, “Don’t you think Sir Walter will reinstate you after a while?”

      Alex hesitated. “I think I am done, whether he wants me back or not. I was starting to feel that way before this last assignment. My controllers, including the old man, are too concerned with politics and political correctness. I grew up feeling my duty was to protect the flag and the people it flies over. Not some Toff’s ass,” she ended.

      “We are pretty much at the same point in our lives, Alex, it seems. There’s more to the house question, going back to the original subject. I also have a remote mountain cabin on Cedar Creek in Virginia. You have to ford a creek to get over to the path that leads to it…fast water for canoeing, a pool right in front of the cabin for swimming.”

      “How much land?” she asked.

      “Forty acres but surrounded by woodland that is part of a state refuge, so won’t be built on.” MacLachlan answered. “They are the two places have been my refuges from lifelong travel with guaranteed violence every trip. It will be interesting to see how I settle into them as retirement places, especially alone,” he mused aloud.

      She reached over and petted him on the leg, not wanting to touch a hand that was busy steering the car at a speed more than double the limit. He took the touch more as a platonic show of concern than a come-on but was not totally sure which it was on second thought.

      “After a similar life to mine, Alex, will you be content living a quiet life in the Highlands? Wear a funny hat and chase butterflies? Become a gardener or birdwatcher?”

      “Maybe, possibly and no,” Alex replied. “My home is in the Highlands. I may try gardening, but mainly raising organic food instead of flowers. Watching birds? Ha! Not on your life. I may shoot a few.”

      MacLachlan grinned. If she was as good with that double Purdey as she had been cutting the Albanian in half with buckshot in her pump shotgun, she would be a darn good wing shot, he thought.

      “Okay, what are you grinning so smugly about, MacLachlan?”

      “I was having erotic fantasies about you shooting birds with a fine English double,” he answered.

      “Dare I ask what I was wearing doing this?”

      “Oh, I hadn’t gotten that far yet before you interrupted.”

      “Well, if you think I am going afield nude except for Wellies, you are sadly mistaken,” she stated.

      He expertly drifted a tight curve and replied, “Hey, it’s my fantasy, you know!”

      “So, I have no vote in how I appear in your fantasies?” she asked.

      “Absolutely none at all…unless you share some ideas that will improve the quality of said fantasies.”

      She said “Humph!” but was unable to disguise the small smile that accompanied it.

      MacLachlan dropped into third and accelerated up a hill. At the crest, he felt the road drop away and downshifted into second, and the exhaust popped, as he engine-braked along with his foot brakes to bring the car down to a safer speed for descent.
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        * * *

      

      Sir Walter, and the NCA officers he seemed to have direct control over, moved Albanian mobster Adiim Prifti from the hotel to the Bath Police Station on Manvers Street. It is there that the initial interviews with police and Queen’s Counsel had taken place. The Chief Constable decided that there was a better, more secure location for a major criminal within the Avon & Somerset Constabulary and ordered that Prifti be moved once again until he could be relocated to London.

      While his boss was being questioned in Britain, Prifti’s number two had contacted the other hit team, two persons, and advised of the arrest of the man who would pay the remaining seventy-five percent of their fee when Alex Campbell was dead.

      That man, Pajit Zaharia, in an encrypted email, had offered a new deal. He maintained the hit on Alex intact, but pushed it to a secondary priority. He offered an additional fee of double the amount to be paid for Alex, if the team would take out Prifti before he could talk. He knew his boss and that he would not say a word until he had a deal with the Crown. And, he knew once that deal was cemented, Prifti would give up anyone, including Zaharia himself, to save his own ass. So, Prifti had to die.

      The professional assassins gladly took the additional assignment. They knew that Alex and MacLachlan, a man a small bit of whose history they knew from a dossier provided by their researcher, had killed the first team and would not be an easy hit. The hit on Prifti, best done during transport by likely unarmed British constables or agents from the relatively new NCA, would be an easy one for the experienced killers. They just considered it just additional money in their already comfortable coffers in Belize, the Isle of Mann and other places around the world.

      The team immediately set up surveillance on the Bath Police Station. They watched a police van leave with several marked cars and two unmarked ones in a convoy. It had to be Prifti. They were not prepared to do the hit yet, having developed no ops plan, getaway, or the like. So, they followed the convoy discretely to find out where Prifti would now be held. They were disappointed to see that the marked police cars, BMW estate wagons, had yellow discs emblazoned on every side. Armed police. Something that, despite the image the UK wished to preserve about unarmed constables, was becoming more prevalent daily.

      But the team also knew that the armaments were Glock pistols and maybe pistol caliber H&K MP-5 submachine guns, not heavy weaponry by the team’s standards.

      Quick Google research had indicated Portishead would be the most likely destination, given their route of travel and the nature of the convoy. It was thirty-three miles from Bath to the forty-seven-acre police headquarters campus at Portishead.

      They had to make some fast plans, because the site was expansive for a police station, and it was likely that the convoy would disappear into a man-trap entrance where the outside door or gate would close before the interior one could open. That would make it impossible to shoot Prifti as he exited the police van.

      The team took a chance that the convoy would stay on main routes, the M4 and M5. There was a way to skirt Bristol on secondary roads and cutoff the convoy just outside Portishead. It was risky but could be their only chance for a sniper shot, so they had to take it.

      They pushed their hired Range Rover Sport hard and found a good point to set up on at an intersection with the M5.

      There was a small grove of trees about one-hundred yards off the highway. Ideally, it was on a small rise. They had to assume the convoy had not passed the point yet, but would not be sure until they saw it, or too much time had passed without it.

      One shooter set up a specialized Remington 700 .338 Lapua caliber bolt action rifle with a Nightforce 5x20 variable power scope and bipods. The other moved in closer to the road and set up with a shoulder-fired rocket launcher. Their SUV was parked in a pull-off beside the highway and provided a place from which to deliver covering fire with a select-switch AR rifle. The switch was on full-auto. Positioned where it was, the vehicle should not be affected by the rocket’s detonation.

      The shooter on the hilltop had a view around the curve from the kill zone and saw the convoy first. He clicked the mic on a handheld radio twice and received a one-click acknowledgement.

      Tracking and leading the first police vehicle like a rising grouse, the shooter ignited the rocket launcher. The police car lifted ten feet off the highway and blew up, coming down on top of the second car. The van driver slammed on brakes and was killed instantly by a .338 round through a side window, through the officer sitting beside him, and into his head. The van rolled into the burning melee. The two rear cars came to a halt and officers, plain clothes and uniform exited, pistols at the ready.

      Empty launcher placed on the ground; the near shooter swept a full-auto thirty round magazine under the police vehicle serving as a barrier for the officers behind it. The shots were accompanied by screams as ricocheting rounds hit knees and feet.

      The closer shooter changed to another thirty-round magazine and moved forward. A delivery lorry approached the scene from the opposite direction. A .338 round exploded its right front tire and it stopped short of the action. The closer shooter stepped in view of the officers groaning with leg wounds and finished each with a head shot. No witnesses. It was the professional way.

      The near shooter then put a shape charge of C4 on the rear lock of the van, lit a short fuse and stepped away. The charge destroyed the lock and the two rear doors opened. An officer with an MP-5 sub gun hesitatingly stepped out and died. The shooter stepped around the van and peered in. Adiim Prifti was sitting on a hard bench, seat-belted and shackled. The shooter looked at him and they recognized who the shooter must be for the second before he received two rounds in the chest and one in the forehead. A smart phone picture memorialized his death.

      Both shooters had used tactical gloves each time they had handled the weapons they now placed back in the SUV. There were no fingerprints. Each grabbing a backpack, the shooter who had used the launcher now placed an IED underneath the vehicle.

      The SUV blew just as a delivery van pulled up behind the lorry with the destroyed tire. As the pair walked past the lorry, the smaller one shot the driver in the head.

      They approached the van and ordered the driver out.

      “Please don’t shoot me! I have a family!” In a soft voice, he was told “Sorry,” before he died. The pair got into his van and the larger shooter drove them down the surface road towards Bristol. They skirted Bristol with its CCTV cameras and stopped at a pull-off. Two more people died as they deserted the van and acquired a Honda sedan. As the sniper drove, the launcher and AR shooter sent Zaharia a photo of the dead Prifti. The launcher neglected to mention the other fifteen or so bodies left along the way. No charge for them.

      The police vehicles hit had not had time to put out radio calls. It was citizens who happened upon the scene…or scenes, who did. Police Scenes of Crime Officers, or SOCOs quickly identified casings and advised that 5.56 NATO and .338 Lapua sniper rounds had been used, as well as a rocket launcher and other explosives. Two shooting positions setting up the hit were identified within minutes of SOCO arrival. A Detective Chief Inspector, or DCI, called the Chief Constable, who called Sir Walter.

      Sir Walter called Alex.

      “It’s bad. Prifti is dead. The weaponry suggests a professional hit team of at least two. These were not Albanian thugs like the ones who came after you before. The SOCOs have footprints in the grass at the shooting points that suggest the sniper was a large man, probably 11 ½ shoes. The primary shooter was much smaller. A slight man or a female. They left sixteen people we know of dead. Most coppers, some motorists. Other than the two of you, who have not partnered on such an endeavor previously, I am only aware of one male-female team. My gut says it is they.”

      Continuing, he said, “They are out of Luxembourg, but their names and original nationalities are unknown. Interpol Red Notices have been issued. I will email you all I have on them. We do not have much in the way of descriptions…just male and female, no names.”

      With that, Sir Walter hung up, leaving Alex holding the phone to her ear for several seconds afterwards. She shared the news with MacLachlan, who listened in silence.

      “Not good news,” he finally concluded. “Apparent access to a variety of weapons…no hesitation to kill innocents or police officers. Seems it’s all about completing the assignment. No compassion or empathy. These people need to die.”

      “And, until they do, we are not safe,” Alex added.  MacLachlan shook his head in agreement.

      “We don’t want to go anywhere that we are sitting ducks,” MacLachlan said. “Yet, we want to stay moving. Harder to predict and hit us that way. What do you say to accompanying me to the States? We could go to the cabin or the place in Florida. Let them come to us on unfamiliar ground.”

      “I am the primary target. If I’m going to die, I’d just as soon it be in the Highlands where eons of Campbell’s have died before me,” Alex said.

      “You are not going to die,” he snapped decisively, “At least for the next fifty years or so. I am kinda getting used to having you around, so we have to be alert and take these people out. At least here, we have the fact they killed a bunch of British coppers to help justify any violent acts we perpetrate on them.”

      She looked at him, studying a firm resolve she had not previously seen.

      “I had looked into hiring a skiff with an outboard and us going fishing on Loch Fyne but sitting less than a mile offshore makes us vulnerable to a sniper rifle, like they used near Bristol. Maybe we should go fly fishing along Loch Eck?”

      “Maybe we should wait, and you could take me fishing in Florida when this shite is all over…” Alex suggested.

      MacLachlan nodded, agreeing that she had a better solution.

      “Instead of fishing, let’s go to Glasgow and shop,” he suggested.

      “Never would have guessed you were an inveterate shopper,” Alex noted.

      “Not. Hate shopping. But a little computer research has turned up some shops in Glasgow that have a few things we could use. Let’s take your little SUV. I think we could use the extra storage space.” He looked at the stainless Rolex. We have plenty of time to do it today. Say ‘yes,’ and I will buy you a nice dinner.”

      “I have money. You don’t have to play the male role and buy the little woman everything,” Alex snapped.

      “Maybe, I just want to.”

      “Then, let’s go. Should we take the shotguns?”

      “I think the pistols and your short 12-bore would be in order. Another benefit of the SUV,” he said.

      They left soon after and she drove fast and well. Several hours later, they were at an outdoor and hunting equipment store. MacLachlan purchased five wireless game cameras. The newest models, they had night vision lens and transmitted to a computer, which he already had.

      Going to a security specialist, they bought wireless pressure strips and a control annunciator box to alarm silently if someone stepped on the strips or broke contacts. MacLachlan planned to place the pressure alarm strips at all doorways of the two houses. He also obtained wireless contacts for all the windows. If a window was opened, it, too, would send a silent alarm to the annunciator.

      The day was quickly waning, so MacLachlan and Alex stopped at a restaurant for dinner. She had lamb, something MacLachlan studiously avoided. He had scallops. Both had a rocket salad with tomatoes and vinaigrette.

      They drove back to Inverchapel. MacLachlan made her pull off the lane and douse the lights on the Evoque. He asked that she wait ten minutes before moving to the cottage, lights still out. There was sufficient moon to guide her.

      He slipped into the woods, a tactical flash and the Glock at ready. Moving silently, the light off, he would stop, blow gently through his nose and then inhale through it. No alien smells, just wood smells. While seeking smells, he also listened. The only night sounds were those native to the rural Highlands forests.

      Woods circled the two houses on approximately two hundred seventy degrees of their circumference, so he was able to surveil the area from twenty feet inside the woods, out of sight to anyone in the houses or yards.

      When MacLachlan was positive there were no intruders or sniper nests, he texted Alex. She eased forward, parking in her usual place.

      They removed the purchases and the shotgun and took everything into MacLachlan’s croft for installation tomorrow. Both hoped for no attack tonight, but MacLachlan, shirtless, and in the MacLachlan Ancient Faded tartan, slept lightly again on the chaise, pistol and flash hidden by a magazine on the adjacent table.

      Dark in the master bedroom so as to not outline her profile for a shooter, Alex stood partially in the window. Once her eyes had become accustomed to the darkness, she looked at the man on the chaise. He looked like a Highland warrior. As she thought about it, she realized he was. And, so much more. She prayed that he would be safe out there tonight. Donning the thin tee-shirt again, she walked outside, pistol in hand. She warned him with a low whistle.

      “Everything okay?” he asked in a low voice.

      She bent over and kissed him lightly on the lips and whispered “Yes,” before going back to bed.

      MacLachlan’s desire to remain alert was certainly helped by the surprise from Alex. He was not sure what to make of it but was not at all unhappy.
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        * * *

      

      The night passed without an appearance by the hit team, which was still moving into the area circuitously, one stolen vehicle at a time. To reduce police fervor, they were now just hot-wiring older cars and not carjacking with bodies left by the side of the road. They were sociopathic enough to not realize they had aroused as much police anger already as was possible.

      In the morning, Alex, who had actually slept, insisted on preparing breakfast. MacLachlan sat on the leather sofa watching Alex as she scurried about the small kitchen, barefooted and in the tee-shirt. She moved with an athletic grace, hampered ever so slightly by her recovery from the Budapest affair.

      “Here is a full—okay—almost full Scottish breakfast: bacon, sausage, eggs, tomatoes, beans, but no black pudding. I hate that stuff and it makes me retch to think of its ingredients…just like haggis does,” Alex reported.

      MacLachlan stood and straightened his kilt, asked if he needed a shirt to eat in, was told no, looked out the window again and sat down to a delicious breakfast.

      “Perhaps,” Alex started, “we should always eat this way, me in my tee-shirt, you shirtless in your kilt. It seems so appropriate.”

      “It is. Or, we could get you a Campbell tartan and you could dress just as I am,” he ventured, watching for her reaction.

      “Perhaps,” she said, showing no facial signal as to whether she was serious, or teasing him.

      MacLachlan washed the dishes while Alex showered. He followed suit and soon was installing game cameras, window alarm contacts and pressure strips while she patrolled the woods, the Remington 870 pump shotgun in hand.

      Once the equipment was installed, he asked Alex to sit at the desk where his Mac was and monitor each alarm. He would text her on the cell as he approached a game camera, opened an unlocked window, or trod on a pressure strip.

      All worked properly and the Mac control program gave a small “beep” and flashing light that identified which device was being activated. The alert continued until another device was tripped.

      For a final test, MacLachlan successfully tested the Mac laptop in a cabinet, which was how he wanted to store it live when they were not at the cottage. He then duplicated the app on his iPhone and hers, and they took both outside to monitor while he and Alex laid in the almost warm sun.

      Alex rolled over on her stomach and pulled the tee-shirt over her head. MacLachlan got a good look at the surgical scar where she had been hit in the back in Budapest, as well as a less precisely stitched scar on her left arm from the same time. Otherwise, he noted, her back was perfectly formed and as smooth and clear as a marble statue. Her legs were long. Wispy panties covered a similarly perfect bottom. He was a bit less familiar with her front side but knew that it would be as perfect as the rest of her.

      Without looking up, she said “Are you studying me?” Before he could answer, she continued, “Well, I guess turnabout is fair play.”

      “I plead guilty. I am studying you. You are absolute perfection, Alex.”

      “You are only looking at half of me, silly. How can you come to that conclusion?” she said.

      “Because I am confident that the front is even lovelier.”

      “I thought American men liked breasts far larger than 34-B,” she commented.

      “Alex, I will stand on my previous comment.”

      “I am forty-five years old, Mack. No òigridh lass.”

      “Òigridh?” he asked.

      “Youthful,” she said.

      “I would bank on it that the forty-year old Glenfiddich is smoother and better than any less òigridh bottles. I would surely rather spend years with you than some twenty-five-year old. Your beauty is classic, refined. I know that you are just going to get better and better, Lexi.”

      She rolled over on her side, facing him. “That is the sweetest thing anyone ever said to me. Do you really mean that?”

      “Yes, I do,” he said, their eyes locked once again.

      She smiled and laid back down on her stomach as he scanned the woods and checked the screen of the iPad.

      After a while, Alex turned over on her back, draping the rolled tee-shirt demurely across her chest.

      “When do you want me to awaken you, so you won’t burn?” MacLachlan asked.

      “Oh, I’ll know. I hardly ever burn.” Given her porcelain skin, MacLachlan did not buy that at all. He noticed her squirming a bit at Craggans during dinner out. Before she retired, she asked him to apply aloe to her shoulders, back, then, hesitatingly, bottom.

      That night was a bit colder and MacLachlan slept on the chaise with a blue LL Bean dress shirt, shirttail out, over his jeans. He had the iPhone monitoring the alarms on the table and the Mac was now in Alex’s room. He moved the chaise into a shadow closer to the cottage. Previously, he had gotten Alex to sit in it and walked over to the rear of her cottage. She was completely invisible from that perspective, so he felt, sans a team with night vision goggles, he was safe from detection at night.

      A subsequent report from Sir Walter had apprised them that the team had blown up much of their specialized equipment before taking off. MacLachlan and Alex talked at length and agreed that the team probably wanted to be light and fast and only had pistols and knives. But that was just an educated guess. Either way, this team was effective and deadly.
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      The Apaches often struck in the dark hours before dawn, knowing that their enemies were in their deepest sleep at that time. So did the team from Luxembourg.

      The slight electronic noise (MacLachlan had turned down the light on the computers so as to not give away their positions) awakened both Alex and MacLachlan at four in the morning. It signaled activation of the game camera on the lane, as far away as the wireless transmitter could work.

      From their two positions, Alex and MacLachlan saw a small sedan reflected by the camera. It pulled off the road and parked. Two forms exited, one very large, the other smaller.

      MacLachlan texted Alex to make sure she was watching. She was. While the pair was still out of earshot, she racked the shotgun.

      By the time the pair had gotten to the next game camera, which transmitted a clearer picture, though still with some dazzle, pistols could be seen in the hands of both intruders. Night vision goggles, or NVGs, assisted both.

      MacLachlan viewed this as a bad news/good news situation. Bad because they could see in the dark and good because shining his high lumen flash into their eyes would be painfully blinding, exacerbated by the light multiplication by the night vision goggles. But that blindness would give him time to move, set up, and make a kill shot. He texted “NVG” to Alex, who uttered “shite!” soundlessly.

      “Moving” was MacLachlan’s next text to Alex.

      He moved around his cottage and reaching the front corner nearest to Alex’s cottage, looked, then sprinted to her cottage, knowing that the couple coming was either around a curve in the lane or entering the woods.

      MacLachlan set up at the corner where he had showered by garden hose the first time he had met Alex. He texted his position, shading the screen with his large hands, his back temporarily towards the enemy.

      He also asked that she, while watching the cameras and sensors, advise whether the pair was coming in from the front of her house or the rear. Away from his computer alarm monitor, MacLachlan was essentially blind for several minutes.

      He felt a vibration in his pocket. Again shading the light from the smartphone screen, he read the text from Alex.

      One letter. “R.” They were approaching the rear of the house, better for him tactically.

      Holding the powerful, but small flashlight by his pistol in a hold known as the “Ayoob Technique,” named after the respected law enforcement trainer, MacLachlan quickly swung around the corner and blinded both NVG wearers. As he had known, his high intensity light multiplied the brightness of the NVGs to an extremely unpleasant level.

      The man groaned and the woman screamed, but both fired instinctively at MacLachlan. He returned fire to the male with a Mozambique or Failure Drill of two shots to the center of mass, one to the head. The man fell. MacLachlan knew he was dead instantly, even if he had a vest on.

      The woman fired several shots, almost hitting the American. Then, she turned and ran, albeit blindly. Her training kicked in and she ran a zig-zag pattern towards the lane. As she ran, her vision began to recover. MacLachlan fired several rounds at her to no avail.

      Alex sprinted outside the house, now having added running shoes to her tee-shirt outfit. Not recently injured like her pursuer, the woman began to out distance Alex.

      MacLachlan went over to the man, covering him with the pistol and still aiming the flash in his eyes. He kicked off the NVGs and saw that the headshot had done its job. This one would never assassinate another person, unless in hell.

      He then began to run very fast to catch up with Alex and the woman.

      Several hundred yards ahead, the woman stepped behind a tree and fired at Alex, who was only seventy-five feet behind her.

      The 124-grain hollow point passed closely to the British agent’s head. She dropped and rolled, but hitting the ground was painful. As she came to a stop on her stomach, she fired the shotgun with an un-aimed snap shot. The woman fell, recovered, fired five or six shots at the agent on the ground and hobbled off around the curve and out of sight. The shots kicked up dirt harmlessly. Alex had continued to roll out of the kill zone after firing.

      MacLachlan had almost reached where Alex lay, looking at the downed woman with a pain of foreboding in his gut.

      “Alex, it’s me!” he yelled.

      She began to get to her feet, and he lifted her up with one hand.

      “I’m okay, just stiff. Let’s get her!”

      They began to run, taking positions on both sides of the lane. As they rounded the curve, they heard a vehicle start.

      The woman was getting away. She spun the car in a circle in the dirt lane and powered off.

      MacLachlan stood two-handed and fired the remaining ten rounds in his magazine. Alex fired and pumped the shotgun until it clicked on and empty chamber.

      The trunk of the getaway car was pockmarked with bullet and shot holes and the rear window was gone. But, miraculously, the car went on, picking up speed.

      “Stay here and catch your breath!” he yelled back to Alex as MacLachlan ran back to his cottage. As he ran, he reloaded the Glock 17. At the house, he grabbed the keys to the Ford.

      He picked up Alex on the way down the lane. When they reached A-815, they had a fifty-fifty decision to make. Left or right?

      They agreed that right towards Dunoon would give the getaway driver more options for obtaining a less obvious car than the one with bullet holes and no back glass. Alex dialed her SIS panic line and reported what had happened. Since the team had killed a large number of police officers and civilians, she was also told to dial 999 for the Dunoon police station, which would initiate road searches.

      She dialed 999 and, when answered, said “I am a British SIS agent. The murderers of the police officers near Bristol are on A-815, direction unknown. Their car is riddled with bullet holes and the female driver is wounded. You need to saturate the area with as many officers as possible. She is armed and dangerous! Call SIS headquarters in London to confirm this if you need to!”

      She killed the connection before the dispatcher could ask questions, not wanting local police to search the scene at her house before federal authorities did.
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        * * *

      

      Sir Walter called them back thirty minutes later. By that time, Alex and MacLachlan had driven to Dunoon, turned around and had driven back up the A-815 to Craggans without spotting the shot-up car.

      “No luck on your search for the car, eh?” the old spymaster asked.

      “None, sir,” Alex replied.

      “Well, at least this time, I had the ability to plant a team in your area. They are already at your home, examining the scene and trying to ID the body. Who shot him?”

      “Mack returned fire in self-defense with the pistol you left there.”

      “Yes, well…I have had him named a special armed NCA agent for the duration.”

      “Is there no limit to what you can do?” Alex asked.

      “You saw the limits, m’dear, when I was politically unable to give you protection. You might tell your partner there that he has new temporary powers. The team will give him his NCA credentials. He doesn’t have to hide the pistol quite as much. Tell him not to expect a salary or benefits! The bloke has enough money to buy a large part of our little island as it is.”

      The last was a surprise to Alex. She hung up and passed the badge information to MacLachlan, who took it unequivocally.

      MacLachlan looked over at the woman beside him in the car. Her hair was wild and the muddy tee-shirt was almost transparent with sweat.

      “I look pretty bad. I know it,” she said.

      “I kinda like the earthy look, myself,” he responded. “But my windbreaker is in the rear seat. I forgot to take it into the house when we went to Glasgow. You may want to cover up before getting out of the car and showing how beautiful you really are to your former associates.”

      “Probably a good idea. I try to only let special people see me at my worst, because apparently, they still think I’m beautiful that way.”

      “They do think that…without a moment’s hesitation.”

      “Mack, what am I going to do with you?” she asked, truly not knowing the answer. He shrugged, giving her no guidance, as they pulled into the now well-lit yard.

      Rory Murphy met them at the car. Looking at MacLachlan, he said “I have something for you. Based on it, I assume you are Canadian or something.” He handed MacLachlan a cred package with a badge and ID card with a photo of MacLachlan in a leather folder.

      “Or, something,” MacLachlan responded. “Thanks.”

      “Sir Walter says the dead chap has been killing people for twenty or more years…” Roy prompted.

      “Yes. Guess that’s over now,” MacLachlan responded without elaborating.

      Turning to Alex, he asked,” Did you shoot this one, too?”

      “No, Rory, Mack did,” Alex said.

      “This Luxembourg chap’s pistol has been fired several times. So…you executed a perfect Mozambique on him in the middle of a gunfight?”

      “Guess so,” MacLachlan responded. “Anything on their identities?”

      “Nothing new. They have been fulfilling hit contracts at the personal, corporate and government level for over twenty years. We think they may be out of Luxembourg, but probably not born there. You seem to the be only incomplete assignment they’ve ever had. I suspect she will be pissed and back and with a vengeance,” Rory Murphy said.

      “Rory, she may have to mend a while first. I hit her in the leg with birdshot, and,” MacLachlan looked at her with surprise, “she was limping. We also shot up her car, and may have hit her in doing that,” Alex said.

      The NCA/SIS team continued processing the scene. MacLachlan walked into the house behind Alex, who said she needed to shower and put on clean clothes, or at least some clothes.

      She turned to MacLachlan, knowing his question.

      “I only had a partial pack of five buckshot cartridges. I knew yours was a different bore. So, tonight, I only had number 7 ½ shot. Good enough for close. Not so good for distance.”

      MacLachlan stood silently for a moment. She was expecting an explosion of anger from him.

      “Based on the CQB we have experienced, your assumption was logical. So, let’s focus on finding out who she is and stopping her…decisively,” he said quietly. She turned and went into the bedroom, closing the door, and let out the air she had been holding while awaiting his response.

      MacLachlan checked his watch. It was already one o’clock at night, so eight or so in DC…he went to his room and rummaged through his bag for the clean disposable phone he had bought in Edinburgh. Using an encryption system, he called a Northern Virginia number.

      “Hey, it’s me,” MacLachlan said when the phone was answered.

      “You damn Slickmeister!” the party responded in a not unfriendly voice.

      “Can you call this number back on a ‘good’ line?” MacLachlan asked.

      “Umhumph.” The line went dead.

      A minute later, MacLachlan’s phone rang. He knew that the unfamiliar number would be on the same encryption system he had called on. He and the caller had used this methodology to speak for some years during ops.

      “Got your skirt on?”

      “It’s called a kilt, thank you very much.”

      The question indicated to MacLachlan that Will Grafton, head of the tactically trained intelligence analyst team and other things for the US Office of the Director of National Intelligence, was just verifying that his old friend was still in Scotland. MacLachlan had spoken with him about the trip prior to leaving the US.

      “Will, we helped our friends exfiltrate someone in Kate’s sector some months ago. Party was wounded. You with me?” Kate was Kate Mahris, MacLachlan’s former lover, who ran analysis for Eastern Europe.

      Alex listened with a very nervous look on her face. MacLachlan smiled at her and mouthed “It’s okay.”

      “Yeah, Mack. Some bad kimchi went down for an old friend of yours there. We figured the friendly party had something to do with it, but even wounded, she would not talk. We dropped her in Gibraltar, of all damn places,” Will said.

      “This is related, Will. The afore-mentioned friend of mine was dirty. His dirty friends put out a hit on the person we helped. The first team failed. The second team was a male-female one out of Luxembourg. The male is dead, the female wounded and is on the run. I need to get everything you can scrape up on them. I’d appreciate it if you did not tell Kate it was for me. If it’s awkward passing it to me, give it to our friend who does not work at the Vauxhall Trollop.”

      “I will go with him. Better with Kate that way, too. I am aware of a lot of gunplay in the UK in past couple of days. And, who just got killed there. I take it this is related?” Will asked.

      “Yep,” MacLachlan replied laconically.

      “Kate will still likely sniff out your part in this deal, Mack. Now that you have connected some dots, it has your prints all over it. She knows you are over there on ‘vacation’.”

      “Yeah, I guess. But any help will be appreciated by our friend in Vauxhall. They lost a bunch of cops and civilians. Check the Red Notice that just came out,” MacLachlan said.

      “Kate briefed the leadership here this morning on it. Guess you are not going to volunteer how you got mixed up in this?” Will prompted.

      “Tell you the whole story on the flats boat in Florida in a few weeks, my friend. I didn’t come over for this, but happened into it,” he looked over at Alex. “But, I’m glad I did.”

      Will Grafton had surrounded himself with brilliant analysts. Kate Mahris had an IQ in the mid-160’s. But, MacLachlan knew that none of them were as good or as sharp as Will and would never be. So, he was not surprised at the next words out of Will’s mouth.

      

      “I heard the Brit was beautiful.”

      “Yeah, Will…she really is. More later?” and he hung up.

      “I am assuming the ‘she’ is me. He asked if the ‘she’ was something. What?” Alex asked.

      “Beautiful,” MacLachlan replied.

      “Don’t be a gobshite! What did he really ask?”

      MacLachlan looked her directly in the eyes and said in a soft voice he hardly ever used, “He asked if you were beautiful. I said, ‘yeah, she really is’, and that’s the truth of it, Lexi.”

      She walked over to him, lips beginning to pucker for a kiss, but was interrupted when Rory Murphy came in the door.

      “What’s up? Looks like the mud is getting permanent!” he said, looking at Alex.

      “We were just talking about what we should do next,” Alex said. Continuing, “And, I decided a shower had to be in my future. So, you’ll excuse me?” She walked into the bathroom and closed the door.

      Rory looked in the open doors and saw that both of the two bedrooms appeared to be in use. Information for his briefing to Sir Walter, he thought.

      “How is the processing going?” MacLachlan asked him.

      “We’re about done here. Collected all the brass, measured everything. Packaged the bloke. By the way, Mack, we sent his fingerprints over to London. No record. Interpol same. Yanks same. Your blokes at CIS, same,” Rory said.

      MacLachlan, ignored the reference to his “blokes” at the Canadian Intelligence Service, and shook his head.

      “I just put a feeler out with a source of mine. I hope it, or something yields information on this damn woman,” MacLachlan lamented.

      Lowering his voice, Rory asked “How’s Alex doing through all of this? I take it you know about Hungary?”

      “I do, Rory. She’s tough, and she will be fine. I think her biggest frustrations are not being at one hundred percent physically yet—and operating unofficially.”

      “For whatever it’s worth, ‘officialdom’ is covering everything she does, whether she’s being assigned or not,” Rory said, his voice still low enough it could not be heard with the shower running.

      MacLachlan nodded approvingly, having known for years that a knowledgeable, approving, disapproving, or thoughtful nod was far more useful than opening one’s mouth and possibly either saying the wrong thing or causing someone else to not say something.

      They chatted briefly and the shower stopped. Shortly, Alex came out wearing her jeans and MacLachlan’s blue LL Bean dress shirt.

      “Sorry, Mack. There was no other shirt in there,” she said.

      “No problem, Alex. Looks great on you, if a bit large.”

      She smiled and asked Rory for a status report. He quickly repeated most of what he had said to MacLachlan and added they were ready to leave shortly, and he had just come in to say goodbye.

      “Alex and Mack: Sir Walter has us in place here. We are ostensibly an NCA team investigating the shootings. We actually are doing some of that, too. But I have written my mobile number on a card for each of you. We can be back here in fifteen minutes, twenty-four/seven. At least for a while. Call if either of you think we can be of help, okay?”

      MacLachlan nodded and Alex gave the young agent a hug and brotherly pat on the back. They walked out and briefly thanked everyone. The body and evidence bags had been loaded into a Mercedes Sprinter panel van. Rory joined several agents in a police-looking BMW estate wagon and the small contingent left.

      Alex led the way into the house and shed the jeans, wearing the dress length shirt, which was modest on her.

      “I like this shirt. A lot! Think I might keep it, Mack?”

      “Yes, I think you should. Looks almost as good as your thin tee-shirt. But I’ll continue to vote for that as uniform of the day,” he responded.

      “Mack, we have been up since a bit before dawn. A lot of stress. That and the hot shower have rather tired me out. If I were to take a wee nap, could you hold me? Nothing else, just hold me?”

      “Of course, Lexi.” He led her to the master bedroom and kicked off his shoes. He closed the blinds and curtains. She snuggled up against him, head on his shoulder, and immediately went to sleep, his arm around her. Her last thought, unsaid, before drifting off was that she had never felt safer. And, that was, without a doubt, true.
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      Scotland

      

      Solange Camu was on her own for the first time in many years. From the time at five years old when her partner began to protect her from bullies at the orphanage, she had had him in her life. When she was ten, a boy in the orphanage had raped her. Her partner, given only a first name, since his real name was unknown, killed the boy. The two escaped the orphanage in Marseille and never looked back. They lived on the streets, stealing and conning for food and other needs.

      Adopting the nom de guerre Guy Duret, the male signed a five-year contract with the Legion Estrangere. Though French nationals could join the Foreign Legion, he listed his nationality as Belgian. Having had nothing all his life, he lived modestly and sent most of his pay to Solange, now sixteen, for her rent and sustenance while she attended school.

      Guy was clinically sociopathic. He had a predator mentality, no empathy, and felt he was above death. He did not realize it, but part of what made Solange fit as a partner in the assassination business they were soon to establish was a similar personality disorder.

      Aspects of his disorder, which would have made a normal life in society impossible, helped him become a top sniper. He felt no remorse over any of the Taliban or others he shot from mountaintops or in darkened homes in villages.

      A tribal head in Afghanistan paid Guy to eliminate a rival. Guy complied with cold precision and was handed more money than he had ever seen in his life. He immediately recognized his life’s purpose. A week later, he deserted the Legion, picked up Solange and moved to a hut in the French countryside. He began to teach her all that he had learned in one of history’s toughest armies.

      Before Solange was twenty-one, they amassed enough blood money to buy a modest home in Luxembourg, set up off-shore accounts and become ghosts. After some years of doing it on their own, they found a brilliant, but quirky logistics person in college and retained her to do research and travel planning.

      Twenty-four years and millions of Euros banked later, Solange was alone, wounded and on the run.

      The partial load of birdshot that hit Solange in the left leg did not knock her off her feet. But the sting of the hit while running full out had caused her to trip. She somehow escaped MacLachlan’s pistol rounds that peppered the boot of her stolen sedan and took out its rear window.

      Solange and Guy had spent a considerable amount of their money on training; both were trained rally drivers. She, despite a leg that was bleeding slightly, having lost the only person she had ever cared about, and suffering from increasing pain, took the Honda sedan sideways on the dirt road’s curves. Once on a paved road, she took the car up to a three-digit speed and kept it there.

      Solange and Guy had arrived in the Argyll area where Alex lived by chartering with a no-questions asked service. The Swiss Pilatus PC-12 single turboprop was still on the ground, the pilot on standby to take them to the French coast, where an Audi A-8 was waiting.

      She limped to the building where the pilot waited and awakened him. They boarded the plane, which was fueled and had a fifteen-hundred-mile calm air endurance and took off. During the flight, Solange painfully picked shot out of her leg with tweezers. She had been far enough away from Alex that the shot had not penetrated deeply. It was visible just beneath the skin. Twenty-nine pellets later, she smeared triple antibiotic ointment on her calf, lightly wrapped it with gauze from the plane’s first aid kit, took four aspirin and a hefty shot of whisky and took a nap.

      They flew into a private airstrip in Köln, Germany. After a long drive to rural Luxembourg later, Solange was visited by her physician. He examined the pellet wounds, put on a new dressing and gave her a tetanus shot. He told her that she would be back to normal within several weeks. That, she thought, would give her adequate time to plan how to best finish the assignment alone. Money was not the only motivation this time. It took second place to retribution.
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        * * *

      

      Will Grafton called tactically trained intelligence analyst supervisor, Kate Mahris into his office.

      “Kate, I want you to talk with me as well as you can on some things. I know some new parts, but you probably remember others. Some are refreshers for me, since I don’t have your eidetic memory. Your top priority after this briefing will be to put your team on filling in all the details, particularly regarding a hit team.”

      “Sure. What do you want to talk about, Will?”

      “Some months ago, two Albanian SHISH agents were killed in Budapest. A female British agent was likely involved. She was seriously wounded. The Israelis packaged her and delivered her to us. We flew her to Gibraltar and turned her over to the Brits. You take it from there,” the intelligence legend said.

      “Her name is Alexis Campbell. She works, ultimately, for the Director of Operations for SIS. She was injured badly enough that we could not get any facts out of her about what happened before we had to give her to the British. This was in late February or early March, as I recollect.”

      “Who picked her up from the Israelis?” Will asked.

      “Your old gang, the Defense Intelligence Agency. They had the closest boots on the ground. Alex, as she is called, actually flew in an Air Force plane. One of their docs flew with her and treated her along the way,” the red-haired analyst said.

      “Jump forward to a couple of days ago. Are you aware of the mass shootings in the UK?” Will asked.

      “Only from the news…it’s not my area of concern.”

      “Well, it is now. It’s all related. The Albanian Mafia, for lack of a better description, put out a couple of hits on Alex. But Alex killed one and a person vacationing nearby captured the other. They used persuasive techniques to find out who sent the first team. Identifying the head of an Albanian criminal organization, they passed the intel to my friend Sir Walter at SIS. He had the guy picked up. The second team killed the gangster along with his police and NCA convoy and a bunch of civilians.”

      “Wow. I thought they just had a mass killer running amok over there. I hadn’t pieced together all of this,” Kate said.

      “No, way you could. The next part gets more interesting. The team, after taking out the gangster, headed for Scotland and struck Alex’s home. Like before, one was killed. This time by the vacationing neighbor. Unlike before, the second assassin got away after being wounded by Alex. We need to figure out who this male/female hit team are. I have been aware of them for some years, but they never hit anyone we cared about. Now, they have, and we need to track her down. There is a shitload of paper out on her from the UK, Interpol, you name it,” Will said.

      “You know what I find interesting, Will?” she asked. “That Alex had ‘vacationing neighbor’ who was able to capture and torture a member of the first team and kill a member of the new team.”

      “I suspect his identity will be more interesting to you…” Will grinned.

      “No! Not MacLachlan! What the hell is he doing over there and how did he get involved?” she asked about her former lover.

      “How does that Slickmeister get anywhere? But we have to find something on this remaining female member before she goes back and hits again. This seems to be their first incomplete assignment in a twenty plus year history of mayhem.”

      “Who sent them?”

      “We don’t know for sure. When Mack and I spoke, we were on an encrypted line, but caution still made us speak in vague terms most listeners would not understand. Best guess is that the Albanian gangsters put out the hit to begin with and when numero uno was caught, numero dos feared he might identify him and everyone down to the janitor to make a deal to save his own ass. So, he extended the hit to his boss, then had them continue to try to take out Alex and probably Mack,” Will explained.

      “Will, you said the female half was wounded with birdshot. How badly and why would anyone go into a firefight with birdshot?”

      “On the ammunition used, one, we don’t know. Two, we don’t care. The who, where, and how badly is up to you to find out.” Will Grafton made a pyramid with his hands and rested his chin upon it. Kate knew this was a sign that she should leave and begin the assignment.

      As she left his office, Will sat there thinking, “The man offered her the world and she didn’t even ask how he was just now? Was he injured in two firefights? Not a damn thing! Disappointing!”

      He stood, put on his suit jacket and walked outside for a Kool.
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        * * *

      

      MacLachlan sent one more email regarding the hit team. He contacted an old friend, Steven Rotenberg, who had been with the Mossad. And, may still be. If not on payroll, he would always be someone of great respect and influence.

      The encrypted email was brief: “S: A male/female hit team tried to take Alexis Campbell and me out in Scotland. I believe they are ghosts out of Luxembourg and have been operating for twenty years or longer. The male is dead; authorities have learned nothing yet from his body. Can you add anything, my friend? I want the female and will travel anywhere to take her into custody. M”

      MacLachlan was careful not to identify Alex as a British agent. Once his friend queried sources, her name would pop up as the woman they moved from Budapest and passed to Americans. No further introduction would be needed. He was also careful to say, “take her into custody”, not knowing who might have hacked his encryption… in case he had to do something extralegal.

      Later in the day, he received an acknowledgement. It said “M: Our friend passed your email to me. Checking for you. We are familiar with this matter. Best, A.” Ari Lieberman was a current agent with whom he had worked a year ago on his last major assignment. He would trust Ari with his life…and had.

      He shared the emails with Alex, failing to further identify his sources. Even with one he trusted, as he did her, his policy had always been to protect sources and methods.

      “Mack, do you think they will come through for you?” Alex asked.

      “If any three people in the world will, it’s Will and the two Israelis,” he replied.

      “Will you tell me who this ‘Kate’ is, and why you did not want her to know you were involved?”

      MacLachlan thought for a moment, then began.

      “Kate is probably the US’s top tactically trained intelligence analyst. She also heads the Eastern Europe desk for Will’s agency. She is also the person who was close to me and had to kill a couple of people up close and dirty. It affected her and our relationship, which is now over for good.”

      “Thanks for your candor. I appreciate it a great deal, Mack.”

      “Alex, there may be things I have to refuse to tell you. But you have my word that anything I do tell you is the truth so far as I know it to be. And, you should never refrain from asking me anything,” he said.

      “The same goes here,” was her response and he knew it was sincere.

      “On a slightly different angle, Mack, how long do you think we have before she comes back for us? Or, will they send another team?” she asked.

      “I don’t know the answer to the first question, Lexi. We may have an advantage on the second. Between Sir Walter and the contacts I made with the US Intelligence Community and Mossad, I suspect the number two guy with the Albanian Mafia won’t be able to order a pizza without three agencies knowing what toppings he likes. If he puts out a hit any way but orally and face-to-face, we will know about it. And, be ready and waiting. With the hit-woman’s wounds and the surveillance, I suspect we have some breathing space.”

      “Makes, sense, Mack. Now that this has ratcheted up, I think it’s time to reach out to Sir Walter for some upgraded weaponry, don’t you?” Alex asked.

      “Perhaps…,” he responded. “What’s in your armory?”

      “We have the Army Bullpup rifle…it’s short and powerful.”

      “Hell, Alex, even the soldiers who carry it don’t like it. How about a short barrel AR? Maybe with a holographic sight? Or, a red dot. That would be short, 5.56 NATO caliber, and accurate,” MacLachlan suggested.

      “I’ll check. How about a sniper rifle?” she asked.

      “If we do another standoff here, we won’t need more range than the little AR will afford us. Sniper rifles are long and heavy. Good for stopping that police convoy, but…well, your choice.”

      “Pistols?” she asked.

      “I carry the slightly smaller Glock 19, so I am good with the slightly longer Glock 17’s we have.”

      “Submachine guns?”

      “Alex, I believe they are overrated. I like the MP-5, but virtually always fire it semiauto instead of full auto. If we luck out and get ARs, we have a similar sized low recoil alternative. If we can’t get the ARs from your armory, then the Heckler & Koch MP-5 is fine. And, Alex? Maybe a couple flash bang grenades?”

      “Okay, Mack. I will call Sir Walter and see if he has what you want.”

      “If you get any push-back, we are really okay with what we have for the type situations we have been facing,” he said. She nodded in agreement.

      “But,” he added, “let’s get you some heavier replacement shotgun ammunition.”
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        * * *

      

      Within several hours, Sir Walter responded back that Rory would deliver a “care” package on the morrow, time not specified.

      MacLachlan and Alex went to Dunoon and replenished her shotgun ammunition with more appropriate rounds and had an early dinner after walking around town.

      Alex asked MacLachlan to “just hold” her again that evening and he did.

      He slipped out of bed early and brewed coffee.

      “Umm…coffee? Need some…” came a sleepy request from the bedroom. MacLachlan padded in and handed her a cup, which she took and her first sip was an unceremonious slurp.

      They drank on the side of the bed. He arose and took the empty cups to the kitchen sink. She went to the bath and he could hear her brushing her teeth.

      When MacLachlan walked back in the bedroom, Alex was sitting propped up on pillows. Her tee shirt was hanging over a chair.

      “Mack. I think it’s time, don’t you?” He nodded and laid down, taking her in his arms. She looked up and smiled at him from inches away and said “I love you” before kissing him. He rolled over on his back. She straddled him and looked down, smiling. Then, the intruder alarm for the farthest camera went off. She rolled off and grabbed the Glock first and her tee shirt and jeans second.

      MacLachlan, pistol in hand, was at the desk and studying the dark SUV coming in fast. He looked at her and she said, “I’ll take the left rear corner. Within seconds, the fast-moving Land Rover Sport pulled into the yard. Rory stepped out and MacLachlan and Alex, guns in two-handed holds, dropped the weapons to low ready. Rory grinned. Alex said, “Bang, bang.”

      “Bang, bang your ass! Wait until you see the bang-bangs I brought you!” the young agent said.

      MacLachlan tucked the pistol in his jeans and offered tea as the young agent walked up to him.

      “I hate tea,” the Irishman said quietly so as not to be heard by his British associates, now dismounted and opening the rear hatch of the SUV.

      “I guess I can commiserate with a Canadian and a Scot, he said conspiratorially. “The fecking Limeys drink that piss all day. I think it’s a ritual and they don’t even like it. I will take a black coffee if you have it, Mack. Fix them tea!”

      MacLachlan nodded. One day he would admit to Rory that he was not a Canadian. Just not today.

      In the cottage, Rory opened two rifle cases and removed M-4 carbines with Sig Romeo Red Dot sights. Each had three thirty-around magazines and one hundred rounds apiece. A smaller Pelican case held four flash bang grenades in fitted foam holders.

      

      “I might remind you, Colonel MacLachlan, that it was my former brothers at the SAS that developed these grenades, not your neighbors to the south!” Rory said.

      “Aye,” MacLachlan responded, adding nothing more.

      Within fifteen minutes, the coffee and tea was drunk, Rory delivered a briefing on the electronic surveillance on the newly elevated Albanian gangster leader Pajit Zaharia.

      With handshakes all around, Rory and his two associates got back into the SUV and left, driving as fast as they had coming in.

      With Alex watching, MacLachlan reviewed the manual of arms for the rifle platform the US had adopted in the mid-1960’s, the evil “black rifle or assault rifle” of the hysterical media. He broke the actions open like his double-barreled shotgun, noted that some armorer had cleaned and oiled them, loaded all magazines and handed one loaded rifle, two loaded mags and two flash bang grenades to the beautiful brunette, her raven hair still delightfully awry.

      She walked into the bedroom and placed her new equipment strategically. Walking back out, again barefooted and sans jeans, she said, “I guess our beautiful moment has passed, huh?”

      MacLachlan walked over to her. He picked her up in his arms and said, “Oh, I don’t think so, Lexi. I don’t think so at all.”

      He took her into the bedroom and laid her on the bed. Reaching down, he slipped the tee shirt over her head and hung it back on the chair.

      She slid the thin silk panties off her hips and to her toes. She managed to twirl them on a toe before flipping them off. They landed who knew where. Neither person cared.

      He took off his shirt. Then the jeans. Nothing was left. He climbed into the bed and took her back into his arms. They began to kiss deeply.

      As they kissed, he lightly ran his hand down her body. It lingered on her breasts.

      Exploring further, he caressed her hips and down her thighs, still kissing.

      After a short while, MacLachlan lifted her onto him. She straddled and she positioned herself atop, joined at last.

      Her movements were at a feverish pace and simultaneously turned to primal ecstasy.

      Spent, Lexi put her head on his shoulder. MacLachlan placed his arm around her; it was as relaxed as the corded muscle could allow.

      Her dark hair splayed out over his chest and the bed and pillow on the other side. He loved her hair. Hell, he just plain loved her. So very much. And, he told her so.

      The woman was asleep soon. The man lay staring at the ceiling, a smile on his face. He would always be her protector. And more. Her lover.

      Finally, he closed his eyes and joined her in peaceful slumber. They remained holding one another that way throughout the night. A pattern had been set. An enduring one.

      Night birds called in the Highlands. A cool breeze was replaced by a cold rain, even in the spring. The croft could stand the change in weather. It had for hundreds of years.

      The couple within could take on the world and endure. Together.

      The birds sang on.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, as she lay in his arms, head back on his shoulder, Alex reached up and whispered in his ear.

      “I need to build my stamina back. I want to do this every day.”

      “Oh. So, you’re an ‘every day’ girl? That won’t build much stamina. How about being a morning, noon, and night girl?” he asked.

      “Sounds pretty perfect to me. After all, once this is over, we’ll both be retired. What else have we got to do?” she queried.

      “Travel around and do it all day in a variety of places? To start, we already have three homes. Money really isn’t much of an issue,” MacLachlan said. Alex remembered Sir Walter’s comment about Mack’s wealth. She decided to let him elaborate in his own time.

      “Okay. I’m in.”
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        * * *

      

      Their plan for the rest of the day was to accomplish two goals. MacLachlan wanted to hike the Waterfall Trail at nearby Glenbranter Forest and both wanted Alex to work on building her stamina back.

      MacLachlan put one of the short 9” barrel rifles and the additional magazines in the day pack he had mailed to his Edinburgh hotel prior to arriving. He added a small, waterproof tarp and his survival kit with fire-making materials, a Pathfinder Knife Shop bush knife, Quik Clot blood stopping gauze for emergencies, a tuna can stove with cup, and small steel bottle of denatured alcohol. MacLachlan added several emergency blankets that folded to a size equal to two iPhones sitting on top of one another to the pack. The last things placed inside were a Nalgene water bottle and a hank of para cord. Even with the rifle and loaded magazines, the pack weighed less than twelve pounds.

      Alex used the tactical backpack she carried on SIS ops. It had a Camelback hydration system incorporated. She added cold, pure artesian well water from the croft to the water bladder.

      Usually, she packed a backup pistol, ammo, radio, GPS, and a folded rain jacket.

      Today, represented a marked departure. She added sharp cheddar, a crusty baguette, cheese, a knife, a bottle of wine and a wine opener. The knife was neither a dagger nor an automatic folding knife, rather it was a utilitarian wooden handled Opinel, carried by hikers worldwide.

      The drive to the Forest was fairly short. They parked, toured the center, then set out on the trail whose signs were marked by yellow feet—the Waterfall Trail. It was a largely gravel path with some muddy and steep portions as it traversed the Allt Robuic gorge. They hiked slowly, enjoying the varying and beautiful scenery. MacLachlan could see that the climb was taking a toll on Alex’s breathing, but she noticed him watching and insisted on resting at the falls, not along the way. He told her how Scot-turned American environmentalist, John Muir, preferred “sauntering” over just hiking along trails. How he studied and absorbed every view and smell as he walked.

      They arrived at the striking falls just as thunder clapped. The air had that yellow glow that signaled electricity and impending lightning. They could feel it as well as see it, so building cover and getting in it quickly was imperative.

      MacLachlan scanned the area quickly and found two trees seven feet apart and in a position unlikely to drain rainwater running downhill upon them. He picked up four short branches and, handing them and the Opinel knife to Alex, asked that she sharpen the ends of each.

      He tied para cord between the trees and stretched the light tarp over it. The tarp already had loops of para cord tied in each grommet. Taking the four new tent stakes Alex had fashioned, he staked down the corners of the tarp, making a shelter. MacLachlan cleared an area in the corner and made it level by use of both hands and the knife blade.

      As Alex smoothed one emergency blanket for a ground cover, MacLachlan poured two ounces of denatured alcohol into the tuna can stove and lit it with one scrape of his ferrocerium rod against the spine of the knife. He poured water from the Nalgene water bottle into a stainless cup and set it on top of the small stove to boil, a tea bag at the ready.

      Within ten minutes of the first clap of thunder, the two were in the shelter sharing a large cup of tea, huddled dry under the second emergency blanket. Both considered it idyllic and would not trade the feeling and the moment for a suite at the finest resort. They would have the bread, cheese and wine later if the rain continued. But, at this instance, they were as close to enjoying perfect contentment as they could wish.
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      Scotland And Somewhere In Europe

      

      The powerfully built man peered out the window from five feet behind it. The room was darkened. The bell-shaped listening device and tripod with camera-equipped 12 power binoculars were as out of sight as the man.

      The Mossad agent, forty five-year old Ari Lieberman, had arrived in Tirana, Albania several days ago. He headed a team; each member arrived in country at different points and times, though in the same two-day span.

      Ari had chosen agent Paul David to be his partner in the surveillance portion of the operation. Not only was David an experienced agent with whom Ari had worked before, he was also a virtually silent one. That, Ari considered, was golden.

      Nothing seemed to be happening of importance at the headquarters of the Albanian crime syndicate across the street.

      He could hear snoring and knew it came from the new leader Pajit Zaharia’s office where the listening device was aimed through the opened window. Ari hastily set up this Cold War vintage surveillance due to the 24/7 nature of the headquarters. Thugs actually lived there. That precluded a more sophisticated electronic surveillance or a “black bag” job with entry and planting bugs and cameras.

      Ari used his quiet time to think about the work he did, and the people involved. Though nobody officially worked any longer for Steven Rotenberg, the legendary operator, his power remained vast but vague. He was one of the assassins that Golda Meir had tasked with hunting down and delivering justice to the 1972 Munich Olympic killers. Steven, his career-long mentor, had once shown him the .22 Beretta with its six-inch suppressor he had used to kill two of the Black September terrorists. Steven told the younger agent that he followed instructions. He got the drop on the men each time, told them in Arabic who he was and why they were going to die, then emptied the magazine of the small automatic in their faces. The suppressor silenced the shots so that the movement of the slide was the primary sound heard. The small pile of empty casings became a symbol, and though evidence, was left intentionally.

      Ari had coordinated with the North American and European intelligence agencies for fifteen years. Each had its strengths, but he felt Mossad was the best overall. The very best.

      He thought, too, about the American, MacLachlan. A contractor, not an employee, for American intelligence. His friend. A man, whose negotiated percentage of recovered diamonds on their recent case together was in the low millions. He gave Ari a diamond worth fifty thousand US dollars. He also took some of his share to pay for care for two young girls he freed from sex trafficking in the same case. Steven Rotenberg recently told Ari that, even in his mid-fifties, MacLachlan was likely the most dangerous man in the world. Strong stuff coming from a man who was a deadly legend himself.

      Ari’s thoughts were interrupted when a ‘90’s vintage Mercedes sedan pulled up in front of the building across the street. Ari shook his head in wonderment. He knew that Albania, one of the poorest countries in Europe, had the highest concentration of Mercedes Benzes. He really could not explain it but knew that his own observations based on many trips to the country lent credence to the intelligence report statement on the matter.

      Two males climbed out of the car. Despite the warmth out, they wore jeans and leather jackets. A useful, though hot, uniform which also helped hide the inevitable pistol and knife. They went into the building and several minutes later, Ari and Paul heard knocking on a door and Zaharia telling them to come in. That told the Israelis that the building had robust security inside; Zaharia, rightfully paranoid after ordering the death of his superior, was not concerned about anyone who made it to his office. Ari filed that away in case a breach attack may be necessary in the future.

      The conversation was in Arabic, which both Israeli operators knew fluently. The Arabic was riddled with grammatical errors by all three; hard men but not learned ones.

      Ari and his partner learned that there would be another attack on the Campbell woman and the unknown man—MacLachlan—with her. Pajit Zaharia damned the Luxembourg hit team, especially since they used a woman.

      The two men were Alexsio Manaj, who looked like and was a cage fighter: and the equally dangerous knife fighter, Pal Shala. Both were accomplished enforcers. While both men had killed, this was their first assassination assignment.

      It was obvious to the Israelis that Zaharia had preplanned the operation. They learned in the conversation that he would personally supervise from Oban, while Manaj and Shala would proceed to Argyll and kill the two infidels in retribution.

      Zaharia planned for the three to fly to Glasgow. Criminal associates would deliver a “clean” vehicle to a location a taxi ride away. They would pick it up and drive to Oban. Zaharia had reserved two rooms in a hotel there. The two assassins would drive down to Inverchapel and do the job and return to Oban. Upon reaching Oban, they would meet Zaharia, leave the car at the hotel car park, and would board the ferry separately.

      At the farthest ferry terminal on western Mull, they would meet a French fishing vessel that transported extralegal commodities for the Albanian crime syndicate in the past. They would take passage on the vessel to coast of France.

      Zaharia arranged for another vessel to rendezvous with them off the French coast. In addition to providing transportation for the last ten miles, the crew would kill the original crew. Since the original crew knew what time and from where they picked up the Albanians, they could put two and two together following any news releases about murders in Scotland and turn witness for the Crown. The original vessel would then be scuttled and sunk without a trace.

      Pajit Zaharia was quite proud of the plan and convinced it would work. His tactical experience to date was illicit deliveries and breaking kneecaps. He had not considered the very large number of variables associated with a multinational assassination operation and blissfully proceeded forward in his naivety.

      A notification chain began as soon as Ari and Paul David heard the conversation in Tirana.

      Ari called Steven Rotenberg. Steven sent MacLachlan the collateral intel. MacLachlan advised Will Grafton without sharing who the source was and Alexis called Rory Murphy, who made an encrypted call to Sir Walter.
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        * * *

      

      Rain continued to drench the Glenbranter area. The two people huddled dry under an open-faced shelter could not have cared less. They shared personal stories, talked about family and skirted around assignments. Pauses in conversation seemed good times to kiss.

      “Mack, you mentioned us going to America and seeing your two homes. As soon as this is over, I’d like to do that,” Alex began after a kiss.

      “I would like that, too. You would get a kick out of fording a fast-moving stream in my old Jeep with the snorkel and Australian supercharger,” MacLachlan responded.

      “I know what a diving snorkel is. What’s a Jeep snorkel?” she asked.

      “The short answer is it allows the engine to pull in air free of water and dust. My Jeep doesn’t go much in dusty places, but I have to ford Cedar Creek to go to and from the cabin. Sometimes, I drive through several feet of water. That could drown out the engine. Having the little smokestack-looking thing on the side protects against that,” MacLachlan said.

      “The cabin sounds remote from what you told me earlier. How about the place in Florida?” she asked as she opened the bottle of wine, filled the metal cup, after shaking the last drops of tea out, and shared it.

      “It was remote when Grandpa bought the property and built the first tin-roofed stilt house on it in the fifties. Now the Key is comprised mainly of estates. Most are several acres in size. My property has soared in value. Grandpa paid a few thousand for land and house. Now…maybe three million dollars.”

      “Wow! Would you ever sell it?” she asked.

      “I don’t know, Lexi. It’s a great location. It’s just not the same with a new house and furnishings. Not my grandparent’s ambiance there like it used to have. I will inherit the small ranch I grew up on in Texas one day. That is not as dear to me. I wouldn’t mind selling it and using the money for a small place in the real Keys…maybe between Islamorada and Key West,” he mentioned, thinking aloud.

      “May I ask you a very personal question?” she asked.

      “Give it a try!”

      “Did you inherit money? From things you’ve said, and the value of the place on Casey Key, you seem pretty wealthy.”

      He paused to gauge how he was going to respond, and then spoke openly. ‘Say nothing or say the unvarnished truth’ he had learned as a boy at his grandfather’s knee.

      “As you know, I am—or was—a private contractor who took dangerous and dirty assignments for US. Sometimes, I took contracts from associated government agencies and both private and corporate interests. These last were mainly protective or investigative instead of intel…most of the time.

      “They paid well, and the expenses were separate. The money is both offshore and some is managed at home by a trust company. The president is a trusted friend.

      “Recently, I performed a joint counter terrorist op with another friendly nation. We knew there might be diamonds to be recovered from the person I was trailing, so agreed on a finder’s fee in that event. My split was small in percentage, but the treasure was large. So, I added seven figures more to my net worth. I won’t appear on anybody’s millionaire list. But, I—and I hope we—can go and do about anywhere and anything we want without worrying about how to pay for it. I don’t have any ex-wives. No kids. Elderly parents who are comfortable and well-insured in their own rights. I doubt if all the money can be spent in our lifetimes.”

      Alex slowly let out the breath she had been holding.

      “Mack, first off…I don’t want your money. I think you know that I fought falling in love with you from day one. Then, I quickly realized, why am I fighting this? Here is a person I would consider to be the perfect man for me. And, I now know, also the perfect lover. That you are wealthy is wonderful. But I loved you before I knew that. And, if you lost every damned farthing, I’d love you every bit as much.”

      He pulled her closer, spilling some wine on the Mylar emergency blanket and not caring. Alexis Campbell was a keeper. And, a Highlander to boot. He could not reckon how it could get any better than that.

      The rain continued through the bread and cheese Alex brought and the rest of the bottle of wine. It stopped on cue when the food and drink was consumed.

      They broke camp and walked the hour and a half back to the car, carefully picking their way down a slippery path of mud and rocks.

      As they walked along the Waterfall Trail, still guided by occasional uprights with yellow footprints painted on them, MacLachlan and Alexis talked about the arrival of more Albanians. They decided it was certainly a threat, but more of an irritant than having a true professional hit team coming after them. Will Grafton had immediately shared the intel with Kate Mahris. She and her analysts pulled out all the stops and learned about Manaj and Shala.

      The targets, in the stark and rural Highlands, knew that they were facing urban enforcers. Men who would kill without qualm, but who were out of their comfort zone in the rugged mountain areas of Scotland.

      The two agents assessed the situation hiking back down the trail. They decided that their protection in place was sufficient and that their friends from the Middle East’s only real democracy would keep them advised of the threats’ progress. So, they changed the conversation back to a more personal one.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It was probably only because Interpol was a French creation and headquartered there that the Legion Etanger released the name Guy Duret. Duret, they said, was the one matching the fingerprints of the man MacLachlan killed during the last attack.

      The international intelligence community now had a name to associate as the male half of the shadowy pair of killers.

      The only thing gleaned so far about his past, however, was that Duret was a deserter and proficient at killing. That, given the name was a nom de guerre, meant it was of little use. The information about his proficiency as a killer was not particularly informative either, the efficiency of the hit on the police convoy spoke volumes about his talents.

      Searches in Luxembourg did not yield any property rolls, driver’s or auto licenses, or even a dog license. Passport searches for the times and locations where the couple had been suspects in murders did not yield anything.

      Part of the problem was the people they killed were criminals. In many respects, they did host countries a favor. Their work was always professional, and they were in and out quickly, having saved the police and courts considerable time and efforts. Until the UK, there were no collateral damages, police or civilian.

      Police investigations were also quick, and any cases were closed within a week or so, marked “unsolved”, and, uncared about.
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        * * *

      

      Duret’s partner, Solange Camu, continued to recover from the flesh wounds Alexis had inflicted upon her. She determined to finish the job. It was personal to her, she thought, as she jogged down the rural lanes near where she lived in Luxembourg. Not because Guy was gone from her life or she missed him. She was devoid of such feelings. It was simply because something of Solange’s had been taken—a business partner of some significant prowess and value. So, they had to pay. Her reputation also depended on completing the mission. While Solange had no conscience to be bothered by completion of the task, the business aspect required her to act.

      Those facts, and those alone, meant Alex and the man named MacLachlan had to die. For now. Subject to change at her whim or change in circumstances.

      Solange threw the sweaty running clothes and shoes in a hamper and did her daily hundred sit-ups nude. Then, she mounted a Nordic Track for an hour of exercise that started with a fierceness and declined to a cool-down before stopping. She stood in her shower for a half hour, hot then warm then cold. Her short light brown hair hung wetly clinging to her shoulders and back. During the warm part, she used the remote shower head for pleasure. She loved her active sex life and had never required a partner to enhance it.

      Clean and smelling as fresh as the outdoors, she walked out on a second story patio and laid in the sun on a chaise lounge for twenty minutes to air dry.

      Invigorated, she went inside and made a salad nicoise for lunch. She drank a carafe of local wine with it.

      After checking her computer for news, particularly from Scotland, she adjourned to the barn. Animals had not inhabited the barn for years. She and Guy contracted a carpenter to build a walled tunnel down the middle, adding sound insulation. It was their private gun range.

      Solange fired her Sig 210 with deadly effect. From ten yards, her five-shot groups were no more than an inch and a half in diameter, with no flyers. Then came the H&K MP-5 submachine gun. The groups were similar, but the target had been moved back another twenty yards.

      She was satisfied and went into the house. She put on some young gay male porn and watched it until she drifted off to sleep for a late morning nap. She was neither a happy person nor an unhappy one. Having no conscience was, to her, a gift. Her female target in Inverchapel would have called it a “wee giftie”.
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      Scotland

      

      Zaharia, Manaj, and Shala arrived in Scotland. They found the promised clean vehicle at the simply named Glasgow Airport.

      Manaj got behind the wheel and they began the several hours drive to Oban.

      They had no reason to recognize Ari Lieberman or Paul David on the same flight. Perhaps crooks sense others of the same ilk, but not others of the same propensity for violence. Trained intelligence operatives like MacLachlan or Alex would have assessed everyone on the plane and, indeed, in their vicinity the terminal. The two Israelis, who had traveled separately from Tirana, met an associate at the curb. They had never been seen or considered by the Albanians during the 1959 miles they shadowed them.

      The driver of the Mossad vehicle was directed to the proper roadway by radio from another pair of Israeli operatives who were already behind the Albanians and had the “eye”, or were the ones immediately behind the quarry and looking at them.

      Several hours later, the three cars—one followed, two following—arrived at the port city of Oban. The Albanian car pulled up to the front of the Palace Hotel on George Street. The four Israelis watched Zaharia and Manaj get out of the car and retrieve bags from the trunk. Shala pulled away, ostensibly to find parking as the hotel did not have dedicated parking for guests.

      Marc Sanders and Ben Rosen, who had the eye, followed Shala, radioing to Ari and Paul to cover the hotel. The latter agents were several blocks back.

      In the amount of time needed to check in to two rooms, Shala had returned, car parked, and met his boss and Manaj. Presently, the three came out of the hotel and walked down George Street seeking a lunch spot with Ari and Paul following on opposite sides of the street.

      The three Albanians entered a pub and were seated. Ari and Paul continued on, while Marc entered and took a seat by the window. Ben took up a position across the street. It was still cool enough that the Israelis could wear caps that covered their ear wigs and allowed for immediate radio communications.

      Ari sent Mack an encrypted text from a café a block down. “Our friends are in town and staying at the Palace Hotel on George Street in Oban. We have them covered and will advise of movement.”

      Mack replied “Thanks, brother. Keep us apprised. We will be getting ready on our end.”

      Mack decided to not call Will and get American involvement. Alex apprised Rory. Rory called Sir Walter on a secure mobile phone and let him know what he had just found out. He could not tell Sir Walter the source of the collateral intelligence because Alex, at Mack’s request, had conveniently forgotten to mention it.

      “Got an op plan in mind?” Mack asked.

      Alex did not pause. “I do. If you were to set up in the woods, could you use the hot spot on your iPhone to provide Wi-Fi to the laptop so you could monitor our little cameras and traps?” she asked.

      “I could. I’d want to test it first, but I’m pretty confident it would work.”

      “Good! How about you set up in the woods with the short AR rifle, a Glock and a couple flash bangs. I will do the same from ‘your’ house. We will put both cars in sight from the road at ‘my’ house to draw them in there.”

      “A classic pincher strategy. We will have to angle so as not to shoot towards each other, but it’s a good plan. Let’s do a run through and test the laptop. And, energize the small lasers we bought and tape them on the rifles. We can both aim—laser only—at your car and make sure there is no crossfire danger. I have spent a lot of years seeking the woman of my dreams and have no wish to shoot her accidentally…” MacLachlan said.

      Alex gave him a long kiss and said, “I heartily agree with that sentiment.”

      The run-through was a success. The hot spot enabled the laptop in a sniper nest MacLachlan picked and the lasers crossed but did not endanger either operator. The pen-size public speaker and schoolteacher lasers were untapped and put away.

      Alex called Rory and told him about their plan. Rory and his team would take a position in a deserted barn at the intersection of A-815 and the two-track lane to the crofts. Their Land Rover would be out of sight but immediately available. The barn’s loft afforded an excellent vantage point on both directions of A-815.

      “We have several hours, even if they were to leave now,” MacLachlan observed. Alex smiled and removed her tee shirt and jeans, leaving her wearing only a hairband. Which she then removed. She took the big man by the hand and led him into the master bedroom. He sat his Glock and phone next to hers on the bedside table. Classic spy version of his and hers. The planned activity seemed to him to be the best possible way to wait for an op to materialize.
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        * * *

      

      The Albanians finished lunch and returned to the hotel. Ari looked at his watch and radioed his associates.

      “I’m not sure if they are planning a night op and will leave in a couple of hours or are going to wait until tomorrow. These guys are knee-breakers, not professional assassins. I’m thinking the best thing is to get a room in a hotel nearby with dedicated parking. Then start shifts with one man for four hours at a time parked near their car in the car park. The only way to get to where Mack and the woman are is by car, so I think it’s a calculated risk I’m ready to take. What do you guys think?”

      Ari did a quick roll call and Paul, Marc and Ben all agreed.

      In early evening, MacLachlan texted Ari. “Would it be possible to leave Zaharia as a living, breathing package for the Brits to pick up once the two dumbasses leave to come get us? Maybe with enough incriminating evidence to put him away irrespective of the real reason he’s here?”

      Ari responded back. “I’ve given that some thought. And, we are receiving some good stuff from home tonight. I promise you will love it! Will tell you about it over a post-op drink, okay?”

      “I look forward to that! Hopefully, it will be soon compadre,” MacLachlan responded.

      “Yes, Mack, the sooner this crook stuff is over, the sooner we can get back to our real endeavors, eh?”

      “You, my friend. Not me. It’s time to retire, once and for all. This is my last game.”

      Ari frowned as he signed off. An ominous choice of words, he thought.

      Ben Rosen had the watch the next morning. He radioed Ari that Manaj and Shala were approaching their car. It was 0800. Ben watched through a clear spot he had made in the fogged windows of his car.

      “Ari, I don’t see any visible weapons. They are wearing the same leather jackets and jeans. Maybe they have pistols underneath the jackets, but they are not carrying anything at all, which would suggest no long guns. If the long guns are in the trunk, I would think they would check by popping it open. But they are getting directly into the car,” Ben reported.

      “You’ve got the eye, Ben! Stay on the air a discreet distance back until I can scramble the others, then I’ll get the third car in the queue to back you up!” Ari said referring to a rental Toyota Tercel he had picked up last night at the car hire counter to supplement their fleet, since Paul and Marc would need the second car to get away after packaging Zaharia.

      Ari’s voice had already awakened the two and he was ready to go out the door in minutes. Paul grinned at his partner, though the assignments had changed when the Albanians left on Ben’s shift in the car park.

      “We will leave the Brits a present that cannot but cause them to imprison Zaharia for years! Justice will be done, though maybe not for the right crimes. This will be a work of art!” Paul said.

      Ari slapped his friend on the shoulder and winked at Marc. “Shalom, my good friends. Be safe and be savvy!” With that, the agent was gone, and the hall was as clear as if he had never been there. Paul quickly packed both his and Ari’s things as Marc was packing. They took their carry-ons to the car and retrieved other items from the trunk.

      Returning to their room, Paul called room service and ordered eggs and lox for two, with a pot of coffee. When it arrived, he donned the white jacket he had borrowed from the linen closet used by the staff.

      As people who carry guns for a living are wont to do, Marc walked the two floors down to where Zaharia was instead of taking the elevator. Pushing the cart, Paul took a freight elevator to the same floor.

      While Marc stood out of sight, Paul knocked on the door and said, “Room service,” intentionally rolling the “R” like a good Scot.

      Zaharia cracked the door open, wearing boxers and a sleeveless undershirt, known worldwide as a “wife beater”.

      “I didn’t order no damn breakfast,” he said.

      “The name on the ticket is Manaj,” Paul said, deliberately mispronouncing it. “Perhaps he sent it up as a surprise?”

      “What is it?” Zaharia asked.

      “Bagels, lox and coffee,” Paul responded.

      “Jew food!” said the Muslim Zaharia.

      “Perhaps it is his way of making a joke? Anyway, it’s paid for. You should take it,” Paul continued, pushing it against the partially opened door.

      “Okay, bring it in. At least I will have the coffee.”

      “If it bothers you, I have a secret. The ‘lox’ are really smoked salmon from Loch Awe nearby. Just as Scottish as havin’ a big one under yer kilt!”

      Zaharia looked at him with confusion, confusion that was short lived as Marc struck him with a powerful krav maga hammer strike to the back of his head. The Albanian went down hard and unconscious. Marc closed the door and double locked it. Both men put on nitrile gloves before commencing work.

      Paul removed a syringe from a leather cigar case in his shirt pocket and stuck it in Zaharia’s neck without a thought to an alcohol swab.

      “He will sleep like a baby for at least five hours. I hope I didn’t overdo the dose…,” Paul remarked.

      Having sufficient time, the two enjoyed the breakfast and drank the coffee. They put the second set of plates, utensils and coffee cup in a bag, making it appear that only one person had eaten.

      Though they had brought a throw-away laptop in case the Albanian did not have one, it proved unnecessary. Saving them time without meaning to, the gangster leader did not even have decent password protection on his Mac. Looking up the dossier on him on his smart phone, Marc tried his birthday, his mother’s birthday, then his mother’s first name. The computer came on immediately. They dumped all of his files onto a flash drive.

      The agents then downloaded a child porn file with a website and catalog that constituted an in-depth network. It perfectly set up Zaharia as the distributor.

      Marc adjusted the settings on Zaharia’s laptop to keep the screen on indefinitely. Nothing like a disgusting view when the Scottish police arrived.

      Removing Zaharia’s underwear, they turned over a chair in front of the desk where the computer sat and sprawled the almost naked unconscious man on the floor beside it. They moved a box of tissues from the lavatory to the floor beside the man as well as spilling some skin lotion on the floor and wrapping his hand around the bottle for prints.

      They poured cocaine on the desk and left a straw and razor blade. Sticking his finger in the coke, Paul dusted the white powder under the Albanian’s nose.

      They left the “distribution charges” quantity of the drug on the desk in a baggie.

      Searching the room, they did not find any weapons. Certainly, something that needed to be rectified, Paul placed an untraceable Star 9mm pistol on the bedside table after racking a Geco round into the chamber and flicking the safety on. He used his smartphone to make a video recording of the “crime scene”.

      “Okay, Marc, we have distribution of kiddie porn, cocaine, an illegal weapon…anything else the UK needs to put this arsehole away for years?” David asked with mock seriousness.

      “In the absence of a dead hooker, I think not. Let’s get the hell out of here and on the road behind Ari and Ben. We can call and update them on the way.”

      The Israelis had already put the room the four agents had used on an untraceable credit card. They returned long enough to make sure it was properly sanitized and walked out of the hotel. Getting into their car, Marc turned on a cheap throw-away mobile and dialed 999.

      “There’s a lot of ruckus and groaning at the Palace Hotel. I think somebody has been attacked! It’s room 213. I heard screams! Hurry!” Marc said in a native but exaggerated Scottish accent.

      Before the two men had left the city limits of Oban, they counted four white Vauxhall Astra’s with blue and yellow markings responding with lights and sirens towards the Palace Hotel area. They grinned at each other as Paul sped up to the exact posted limit. They had sufficient weapons aboard that a traffic stop would be uncomfortable and thus ruin a delightful morning.

      The Israelis, MacLachlan and Alex, and the Brits coordinated in that order as the Albanians’ car moved towards the target.

      On the X, MacLachlan and Alex finished preparations to greet and capture or kill the attackers when they arrived. They would deploy to their chosen positions when Ari advised the Albanians were near the turnoff onto A-815 near Strachur, some twenty minutes away. The Israeli shadows would stop at the intersection at Strachur and wait, preferring the Brits to remain unaware of their role and presence.

      Not surprised that the gangsters had chosen a daytime attack, something virtually no professional would do against known operators, the pair at Inverchapel worried more about their lack of intel on the female from Luxembourg.
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        * * *

      

      That very person, Solange Camu, having arrived in London the previous day and secured weapons and gear from a cache near Heathrow, had boarded a train and proceeded to Scotland. She secured a hired car at Edinburgh and was headed to a hotel in Dunoon to set up a base from which to attack in early morning darkness. She was traveling as Pasa Sidran on a Bosnian passport, one of the many she had used over the years.

      Solange kept a computer record of borders crossed with each passport. Immigration facial recognition programs were causing increasing problems for assassins, spies and criminals.

      She planned to retire after completing this assignment and then drop off the face of the earth.

      She thought about this as she drove the Volkswagen Polo towards Dunoon, a CZ-75 compact pistol in her purse and an MP-5 in a golf bag with never-used clubs in the car’s boot. Maybe she would learn to play golf…no, she decided. She would not. She would lay in the sun and carefully tan a fit body, exercise, eat a healthy diet and live to be a very old lady. She thought about where she would fulfill this plan. South of France? No, France had too many bad memories. South Pacific? Perhaps. The Florida Keys? A good choice.

      She even had an American passport. Her passport was in the name Helene Godwin. She had developed a legend in which Helene was an American who had been both a teacher and an au pair in Europe for years. She would return home to the US in time to become beneficiary of an aunt’s trust. In her plan, that aunt would likely be Pasa Sidran, the current alter ego.

      In America, she could even keep her shooting skills sharp.

      She had read about the Keys, but she and Guy had never actually been there. A good thing…no history in that entire hemisphere. She would do Internet research on Keys properties from the hotel in Dunoon, assuming the damn Scots had Wi-Fi.

      Solange drove on, keeping exactly on the posted speed limit and constantly damning traffic circles as being confusing.
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        * * *

      

      Ben Rosen, still ahead of Ari, called the senior headquarters agent by secure mobile.

      “Ari, these idiots just passed the turnoff down to Inverchapel. They have pulled into the Cruachan Hollow Mountain power station visitor center.”

      “Pull in and get some coffee. Maybe they just have to have a pee or something,” Ari suggested.

      The native Scot parked at the opposite end of the car park and sauntered into the center. He bought a foam cup of tea in the Hollow Mountain Café and went back to his car to wait. Within minutes, the two Albanians came out and got back into their car and left.

      “Okay, Ari! We are back on the right route to get to Inverchapel on my Garmin,” Ben reported.

      “Are you still off their radar?” Ari asked.

      “Completely. These guys are urban enforcers. I believe their only instincts are to recognize cops and other criminals. They would never suspect a movie star handsome lad like me.”

      “You don’t think your ego might give you away?” Ari asked.

      “Maybe to a fair lassie, Ari. But, that’s all. To the world I am a Scot of historic proportions and my heritage and employer are something nobody would ever guess.”

      “Good. Keep it that way. And, drive. The break allowed me to almost catch up. Once they get on A-815, find a pull off and wait for me. Mack and Alexis will take it from there. Mack says they have some Brit backup. We don’t want to run afoul of them,” Ari said, “so we will cover the return route in case something at the house goes to shite.”

      “Roger that, Ari. See you are picking up some Scot terms! I’m pulling off onto a parking area now to wait for you. See you in what? Ten minutes?” Ben said.

      “About that,” Ari responded as he hung up to call MacLachlan to update him.

      MacLachlan and Alex were dressed similarly, in jeans and dark turtlenecks with ball caps. He, armed with the laptop and the short-barreled M4 carbine, went to his chosen sniper nest in the woods.

      Alex set up in the rental house, with its view of her actual address. She had her rifle in hand, Glock in her jeans waistband, and the shotgun leaning against the window sill. She knew she had more than enough firepower for pistol and knife armed attackers.

      MacLachlan called Rory. “Keep a close eye out. I think something is going down in next fifteen or twenty minutes. Maybe before.”

      “What’s up, Mack? Do you have other assets in the game?” Rory asked.

      “Let’s go with ‘no’ for now on that, okay? Just trust me.”

      Damn Canadians, Rory thought to himself. Almost as independent as Yanks. He gave a heads-up to his team.

      Twenty minutes later, Rory called MacLachlan and reported that a sedan with two males had entered the lane and his team had blocked the road with the Land Rover after the sedan passed from sight. UK agents wore NCA jackets and carried long guns, ready to move or shoot.

      “They are here, darling,” MacLachlan tersely told Alex.

      He watched the first trail camera. It showed a dark older sedan pull off to the side and two men get out. They drew pistols and moved to the edge of the woods and began the walk to the houses, paralleling the lane.

      MacLachlan did not contact Alex; he knew she was watching the same thing as he was. He quietly moved deeper into the woods to avoid being walked up on.

      Once the two had passed where MacLachlan was crouching, he began to silently trail them, carbine at low ready.

      Manaj and Shala eased towards the two houses. Neither had a house number, so they assumed the one with the cars was the target location. The cage fighter and the knife fighter waited at the edge of the woods.

      In the darkened room and back from the window, Alex raised the M4 carbine at the movement in the woods. She put the single red dot on the area and waited for them to move into the open.

      MacLachlan moved within fifty feet of the pair and also froze, rifle ready
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        * * *

      

      Minutes before, Solange Camu frowned as she passed two cars pulled off the road between Creggans and Strachur. The two drivers were standing outside. One was smoking a cigarette. To anyone outside her trade, it would have appeared harmless. To Solange, it made the short hairs rise on the back of her neck. She thought about killing them but drove on.

      At Inverchapel, the two Albanians, seeing no activity, slipped out of the woods, pistols at the ready.

      From behind a tree, MacLachlan yelled “Drop your guns and raise your hands!”

      Both men raised their pistols instead. Instantly, both MacLachlan and Alex sent 62 grain 5.56 NATO bullets between their heads as the only planned warning shots.

      Even with the shorter barrels, the two bullets cracked past the two men’s faces at over twenty-two hundred feet per second. Both dropped their pistols immediately. They knew they were outgunned by unseen adversaries.

      MacLachlan moved into view while Alex covered him. Her position allowed for follow-up shots without endangering the man she had grown to love.

      “Get on the ground! Do it now! Cross your ankles and spread your arms to the side! I have no hesitation in putting a bullet through both of your skulls, exploding them like ripe watermelons,” MacLachlan said as he moved in, M4 aimed from his shoulder. Watching, Alex called Rory and told him to move in.

      Solange arrived at the turnoff to the lane just as Rory and his two NCA officers jumped into the Land Rover, raid jackets on and guns still showing. They spun all four wheels as they roared down the lane towards her target.

      Five trained, well-armed adversaries on high alert. Not worth the risk for the second half of the payment. She wanted to complete her and Guy’s last assignment, but not die doing it. A house in the Florida Keys was looking like a much better alternative as she drove the VW towards Dunoon. She would spend the night at the hotel room she reserved, have dinner and leave for Luxembourg the next morning. There was no need for retribution for the death of her partner. It was business. Just enjoying the rest of her life was uppermost on her mind.

      Rory and the NCA officers arrived as MacLachlan covered the pair on the ground.

      One officer, or SIS operator, since titles were blurred, frisked the two men as three men covered him. Alex walked out of the house, M4 still at low ready and quickly moved into the mix of people.

      Manaj was patted down and handcuffed from behind. NCA, or whatever agency, officer Aiden Rogers moved to Shala, placing his knee between the latter’s shoulder blades. In front of everyone, Shala rolled and pulled a knife, slashing the officer with speed borne of experience.

      MacLachlan moved aside but realized getting a clear shot was impossible without imperiling Alex. Alex stepped forward and snapped the butt of the M4 into the back of Shala’s head; as he plunged forward, MacLachlan’s fist struck straight out into Shala’s Adam’s apple, crushing his windpipe. Pal Shala fell to the ground, rolled, briefly made a gagging, wheezing noise and died.

      As Manaj rolled to get up, Rory kicked him in the back of the head. The front snap kick with combat boots knocked him unconscious with a grade 3 concussion.

      Rory set his rifle down quickly and grabbed a trauma kit from the Land Rover. He quickly applied a clotting gauze sponge with direct pressure to his associate’s wound. He knew it would need sutures…a lot of sutures. But stopping the bleeding was paramount first.

      As MacLachlan helped apply pressure to the long wound with a second gauze, Rory said “Guys, I think we have to call in the locals on this. We cannot do a cleanup, remove the prisoner and get Aiden sufficient medical help with just us. Alex, will you do the 999 call? Go with an ‘NCA possible terrorist op’ scenario,” the SIS operator ordered.

      Within fifteen minutes, the area was crawling with police, a medical examiner and ambulance. Scene of crime officers, or SOCO’s, had erected a tent over Shala’s body. Speaking for the rest, Rory had told the local constables and later the arriving Detective Sergeant and Detective Chief Inspector that they would reserve their statements for federal NCA supervisors on the way. He threw out the “national security” warning. That and four hard men holding impressive Crown credentials, and one beautiful, unarmed woman standing there feigning horror, gave the DCI no choice in the matter.

      By the time the scene had cleared and several SIS supervisors posing as NCA officers both had taken statements and given a cover one to Police Scotland, Solange Camu had enjoyed smoked fish from Loch Awe and a bottle of very good wine. She then stripped, did some isometric exercises and went to bed. She thought the mattress was too soft.

      She did not find the rustic mountains of the Highlands particularly appealing. Because of the armed police activity, she had almost run into the middle of and the news releases the following day, she determined once and for all to leave both Scotland and fulfilling the contract in her rear-view mirror.
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      Scotland And Virginia

      

      Before Rory left, he retrieved the armaments that he had brought, and the Glock left earlier for MacLachlan. At Sir Walter’s order, he also took the SIS-issued weapons assigned to Alexis Campbell. The two people at the crofts were left with their own hundred-year-old Purdey shotgun and a .22 rifle. He did not ask for their credentials, nor did they remind him about it. It was a signal from Sir Walter that more was to follow and they would be equipped for it according to need.

      Rory’s actions were based on Sir Walter’s orders. The young agent would have come up with a reason to disobey them had not he, MacLachlan and Alex agreed after a lengthy discussion that the threat had abated.

      Nonetheless, the two operators, who were finally left again to their own designs in Inverchapel, felt as Alex put it, “A wee bit vulnerable without serious weapons in case there is either a team we don’t know about, or that damn bitch shows up unexpectedly.”

      MacLachlan suggested that he turn in the key to the hired croft early, they secure her cottage and head for the US. The beautiful brunette agreed heartily and quickly. She called estate agent Ava Jones and told her to have the cleaning crew respond, then put the croft back on the rental market the following day. Both MacLachlan and Alex knew that the realtor would let her uncle, Sir Walter, know immediately of the change in plans.
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        * * *

      

      Four days later, MacLachlan and Alex landed at JFK Airport, cleared customs and immigration with their own passports and caught a shuttle flight to Washington National.

      Walking out of DCA with a shotgun case in his left hand—he always kept his right hand free—and beside a strikingly beautiful woman, MacLachlan began his surveillance detection routines at an airport always full of spies. He knew Alex was doing the same.

      They caught a taxi from the queue and headed south on Jeff Davis Highway. After several miles, MacLachlan feigned confusion and had the driver make a U-turn and proceed north. He had the Pakistani driver stop at a coffee shop and paid him. They walked in and seated themselves in a window seat. The shotgun was broken down in a short leather case, its barrels in one sleeve, the butt stock and action in another. The case did not scream “gun”.

      They ordered coffee and scones and discussed what meal they should consider it to be. Not arriving at a definitive answer, they consumed it, watching the street outside all the while.

      Convinced there were no “tails” conducting surveillance, MacLachlan led the way along the sidewalk for several blocks and coded them into a storage facility. They walked several buildings deep into it until they came to room 1715.

      He examined the right edge of the door. A long red hair was intentionally wedged in the jamb, between it and the heavy roll-down door. It was from Kate’s head and was a “tell”. Had anyone managed to pick the lock and set a trap inside, the hair would have fallen free unnoticed, and its absence would warn MacLachlan that his security had been breached.

      MacLachlan unlocked a high security padlock of government intelligence agency quality. He raised the door and they entered the air-conditioned room. MacLachlan quickly closed the door.

      Alex walked over to the matt black Jeep and ran her fingers lightly down the side as MacLachlan took a classic 16” barrel Winchester .30-30 from a safe and checked to make sure it was loaded. He also removed a Glock 19, identical to the one left in a similar garage and similar safe in Sarasota, Florida. Minutes later, three magazines were loaded with Hornady Critical Duty +P hollow points. He had used those several years before the FBI had adopted them. He dropped a smaller pistol in his bag without comment. MacLachlan hung his gray slacks and blue blazer in a wardrobe and donned a golf shirt, with the tail out, over jeans. The LL Bean Oxford cloth button down was stuffed into his carry-on for cleaning later.

      Alex did not have hot weather wear suitable for summer in Virginia, so she put on jeans and her white tee shirt. MacLachlan decided that white tee shirt was his second favorite of her outfits, beaten by, well…nothing at all.

      He disconnected the battery charger and the Jeep started immediately. The tank was full. He opened the door, drove out and stopped long enough to close and lock his storage room with a darker long hair replacing the ginger one. An appropriate signal to himself, he felt. They began heading towards Rt. 7 for a quick stop before I-66 West.

      On Rt. 7, they stopped at LL Bean, where Alex picked out outdoor clothes and shoes for both the Virginia mountain cabin and the Florida home. They stopped at Nordstrom’s and Lord & Taylor’s, also at Tyson’s Corner Center. By the time they were back in the Jeep, Alex had added both resort and business wear, lingerie, make-up, and dress shoes to her outdoor wardrobe. MacLachlan’s favorite purchase was a robin’s egg blue bikini, only the bottom half of which he had every hope and suspicion would see any use.

      After a quick lunch and grocery shopping along the way, they exited I-66 and a half hour later pulled onto the two-lane that led past Cedar Creek. The ford was not obvious, but Alex knew that they had reached it when MacLachlan stopped the old renovated Jeep and got out to manually turn and lock the hubs. He shifted into 4WD low and eased into the stream. As the bottom was hard sand, he did not have to use the supercharger’s torque to power across. Nonetheless, to Alex, the experience was exciting, and she smiled during entire crossing of fifteen seconds, as the side of the Jeep was buffeted by the oncoming rapids.

      When the first wave hit the Jeep, she turned to MacLachlan.

      “Are we going to be toppled over?” she asked without serious alarm.

      “Don’t believe so; I have crossed in rougher conditions. The water is shallow in this stretch, but the rapids are too strong to allow standing and walking. If we do turn over, get clear of the Jeep, and point downstream in a fetal position. The rapids abate just beyond here, and you can stand up and walk to the shore,” he responded. He turned his attention to keeping the nose pointed toward the opposite bank—steep enough that he would have to power up it—and to keeping the greasy side of the Jeep down.

      At the opposite bank, which was steeper than their entry point, he gunned the engine and the Australian supercharger did its job. The tires dug in and they climbed the elevation without hesitation.

      MacLachlan turned the Jeep downstream—to the left—and drove along the two-track path that paralleled the creek for another ten minutes. Alex, though she lived in a rural area, felt like they were entering a wilderness. At a bend, Cedar Creek had a pool. On the right, across the track and up a small rise, sat a shuttered log cabin.

      “Welcome to one of your homes, my darling,” MacLachlan said. They climbed down from the Jeep and MacLachlan retrieved the short lever action Winchester from the locked box where a rear seat would normally be. He handed Alex his Glock and they circled the cabin, looking for signs of tampering and wildlife that may be nearby due to the absence of humans. Seeing none, he used a key from the Jeep key ring to unlock the shutters from each window and he folded them back and re-locked them against the log walls. That would lessen the chance of an attacker locking them in.

      He opened the door and entered. They opened every window and left the main door open wide and the screen door closed.

      “It won’t take long for the cross-ventilation to clear out any stuffiness in here. The perpetual ceiling fan helps prevent mildew and so forth.” Alex flipped a light switch, and nothing happened.

      “If there is no electricity, how does the fan work?” she asked.

      MacLachlan grinned. “It’s solar powered. There is a generator that we’ll turn on shortly. It’s in the outbuilding. That’s what provides the house power. There is a remote control: we have to start it out there but can power it down from in there when we don’t need electricity.”

      “You mean like for a romantic, candle-lit evening?” she suggested.

      “Indeed. Precisely for that.”

      The outbuilding was their next stop once the bags had been brought into the house and placed on the bed in the master bedroom. It was a log shed that matched the construction of the main cabin.

      A high security combination door lock protected it. MacLachlan unlocked it. There was a large residential generator inside, as well as a rack with a Kevlar composite 17’ canoe, paddles and PFD’s and five-gallon Jerry cans of gas for the generator. A pegboard held various tools including an axe. Alex followed MacLachlan over to the workbench that was below the tool board. He motioned her to squat down with him. Taking a powerful flashlight from the bench, he illuminated the area beneath and showed her the stainless-steel S&W .357 magnum revolver and satellite telephone clipped there. A holder held the remaining forty-four rounds in a box of 125 grain hollow point cartridges.

      “This is, essentially, a safe room. The walls are log, the windows barred and, since there is no hasp on the door, it would be very difficult for someone to lock you in against your will,” he explained.

      “What’s the combination,” she asked.

      “1110.”

      “Any significance?” she asked.

      “Anniversary of the Marine Corps. You can always look it up on your phone,” MacLachlan said.

      “How, in the wilderness?” Alex asked.

      “There is a door in the bedroom that opens to an alcove with a new generation Mac, printer and sat phone. To accommodate that and this building, I have two satellite dishes that provide Wi-Fi capability; one on the cabin, the other on the shed here.”

      “Why a revolver, Mack? I thought you were an automatic pistol aficionado.”

      “I can leave a revolver there for years and it will fire six times whenever I want it to. With a semi-auto, I have to worry about magazine and other internal springs weakening under tension. Don’t you rotate magazines frequently for that reason?” he responded, and she nodded affirmatively before shifting back to the general subject of the precautions operators had to live with.

      “I guess people like us will always have to exist on the edge, with rabbit holes wherever we are, huh, Mack?”

      “I am afraid so. We incur a lot of enemies in our line of work. Many have long memories and unlimited resources. But, if we are careful, I truly believe we can reduce the probability of them being successful to perhaps that of succumbing to a drunk driver or cancer or something the rest of the world has to worry about,” MacLachlan answered, almost thinking aloud.

      “Hell, darling, I have lived that way so long, I no longer know any other way…” Alex stated. He reached over to hug her. It became a long embrace as the wind ruffled her long, dark hair. He smoothed it with his hand, then stopped, preferring the somewhat wilder look nature was providing. A thought flashed in his memory of a similar embrace with the wind blowing ginger hair. It pained a man whose emotions were kept in such tight check that they seemed to never surface. The right woman now, he thought, but closure with the one that he loved so much before would have been nice. The fear that that love had not waned but just moved to another, less visited place in his mind, worried him. He hugged Alex even tighter with the thought, saying nothing.
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        * * *

      

      The rest of the afternoon was spent settling in and relaxing. Around five o’clock, MacLachlan split some seasoned oak logs with a 26” Hudson’s Bay pattern axe. He placed the split wood near the iron fire ring in the yard. Further splitting one into kindling sticks, he made a small teepee of them and put a bit of dried grass in the base. Several strokes of a Tops Brothers of Bushcraft blade against a ferrocerium rod showered sufficient sparks to ignite the kindling. MacLachlan, a life-long woodsman, never used matches or a lighter when a blade and steel were available.

      He added progressively larger pieces of wood. By six-thirty, he had a bed of oak coals and buried two foil-wrapped russet potatoes in them. When they were almost done, he began to sear two steaks on an iron grill he placed over the coals, as Alex prepared green salads.

      Pepper, butter, fresh garlic, HP Sauce, vinegar and extra virgin olive oil later, and the meal was seasoned and superb. Fresh seedless grapes and cheddar finished it off, with glasses of Cabernet Sauvignon.

      Later, as they sat side by side on chaise lounges on the raised porch, MacLachlan looked at the once-again tee shirt-only clad brunette dozing beside him. She was the one. The redhead had been, but he acknowledged that she was no longer, by her choice. He knew the two would come face to face at some point and wondered about the reaction between the older, extremely deadly one and the younger, more volatile, tactically trained one. Tough as he was, he viewed that instant with some apprehension.

      Alex awakened and looked at the tall man watching her.

      “What do you see, Mack?”

      “I am looking at the rest of my life,” he responded.

      “And, how to you feel about that?” she asked.

      “Pretty darn good,” was his response. She smiled and closed her eyes again. But the smile stayed as she drifted back to sleep.

      Over the next week, they swam in the pool at the curve of Cedar Creek several times. Alex did not bother with the new bikini, so MacLachlan would have to wait for Florida to see that.

      They powered the Jeep out of the woods and toured the Shenandoah Valley, from Natural Bridge, surveyed by Washington and owned by Jefferson, to its Lace Falls. He took her down to Luray to paddle the Shenandoah River for which the valley and the song was named. Later, they visited underground caverns and historic mansions and Old Town Winchester. These were things MacLachlan knew by heart but were sources of pleasure to his companion.

      Seven days after their arrival in Virginia, MacLachlan received a call on his smart phone. It was on an encrypted service, yet outside the government portals. He knew the number and picked up before the second ring.

      “Whazzup, Slickmeister?” said the voice at the other end.

      “Not nearly as charismatic or as much as a chick magnet as you, but holding my own, old friend,” he replied.

      “I’m not going into details, no matter how encrypted this conversation is supposed to be. There’s probably some teenage boy in Scandinavia who could hack it.”

      “How the hell does he know about what I did in Brazil?” MacLachlan thought, but said nothing, waiting for Will Grafton to continue.

      “You doing anything tomorrow about lunch time?” his old friend asked.

      “I could be persuaded to buy you lunch…maybe not the Capitol Grill, but somewhere in your part of Northern Virginia,” MacLachlan said.

      “Let’s plan on it. I will get a pool car. No way I’m climbing into that damn ancient souped-up hot rod Jeep you drive. My ass still hurts from the last time. Plus, there will be more than the two of us. Come by the office for the briefing you need to hear and you, a briefer you know well and I will go to lunch after,” the American intelligence executive said.

      “I have my special friend from across the pond here. I’d like to bring her, especially if this briefing is related to some of the people after her,” MacLachlan said. Grafton could tell from his voice it was not a request but a condition.

      “What’s the situation on her clearances?” asked Will Grafton.

      “You’ll have to call Sir Walter on that. I am sure he’ll vouch for her.”

      “Normally, I wouldn’t include a non-US person, Mack. But, in this case, the Brits have equity in the matter. I wouldn’t mind the old geezer owing us Yanks one. Especially me. You have someone in earshot?”

      “Kinda.”

      “I will risk it; any problem with her and Kate being in same briefing, or worse yet, a social situation like lunch?” Will asked.

      “I don’t really know, Will. I will look into it and call you in five if that looks like it would be an issue.”

      “Fair enough. Kate has worked her ass off on this. And, right now, she is the world’s expert on a female you both want to take down.”

      “Will, if you don’t hear from me in five, clear us through the gate a bit before noon. That fair? Oh—will my ID card you got for me serve to get me in without a frisking? We still have some serious threats outstanding. Might want to treat Alex like a diplomat, too,” MacLachlan said.

      The conversation had peaked Alex’s attention, particularly the last.

      “Okay, Slickmeister. You got it, assuming you don’t call with a negative in the next few minutes. If so, come alone, because you really need to know this shit, okay?”

      “Okay, Will. Later.” MacLachlan hung up.

      “Not trying to eavesdrop, Pet, but sounds like you and I need to talk about something.”

      “Lexi, you know that the person I was involved with before was one of the USIC’s new cadre of tactically-trained intel analysts. And, that I brought her back from a kidnapping unsanctioned.”

      “Sir Walter filled me in even before my Budapest gaffe. As I remember, that’s where you got that through-and-through scar in the side and almost died, right?” she asked, gently touching his side where the scars were.

      “Right. Kate killed the guy that shot me. One in the balls and the rest kill shots. She has a couple credits. I think the last one, which was personal and a knife fight, was what distanced her from me. I wish nothing but the best for her. But, now, there is nothing else I want from her but the information she has on the female Luxembourg shooter. And, it looks like she has it.” MacLachlan said.

      “So, what do you need to find out from me for your friend at the Office of the Director of National Intelligence?” she asked.

      “Are you okay with sitting in on her briefing and going to lunch…just four of us?”

      “Of course! I am, as I hope you would know, a professional. Besides, if she pisses me off, I’ll snap her pretty little neck!”

      “Please don’t. She’s a major asset to both Will and the country.”

      “Hell, Mack, if she can give us the Luxembourg woman, I’ll kiss her arse in the Capitol Rotunda, if that’s what it would take.”

      “I’d really prefer you save all of that sort of activity for me…” he requested.

      “There’s no need to call Will back. I will try to behave,” she said, then added with an evil grin, “more or less.”

      MacLachlan shook his head and let out a long breath.

      At ODNI Headquarters, an hour after he had spoken with MacLachlan and not gotten a negative call back, Will Grafton hit a speed dial on the multi-line phone on his desk.

      “You busy? Good. Come see me,” he said to a very gifted redhead.

      Minutes later, Kate Mahris tapped on the glass wall outside his office and he motioned her in.

      “Kate, you have done a great job tracking down the shooter from Luxembourg. A lot of intel agencies were looking for her with boots on the ground and you got her with just a computer and a growing network of assets out in the world. I suspect one was your uncle, but I don’t need to know that.”

      Continuing, he said “We will pass this one off to the Brits. I just got off the horn with Sir Walter at SIS. It was his operative this Camu woman and others were trying to kill and she killed a lot of cops and civilians in the UK. He’s gonna ask Mack and Alexis Campbell to take her into custody. Dead or alive. They will have a team of Secret Intelligence Service agents standing by. You can pretty much put money on them all being current or past SAS operators. I don’t believe he has shared that with Mack or Alexis yet… so mum’s the word.

      “You have briefed the Director of National Intelligence, Director of Central Intelligence and others. Tomorrow may be your toughest performance and I expect you to shine. You will brief Mack, Alexis Campbell and me. Any paperwork will be sent to the British Embassy in DC for delivery to Sir Walter by diplomatic pouch. After you brief us and answer any questions, we will all four go to lunch.”

      “I don’t need to go to lunch,” she began.

      “Yes, you damn well do!” he interrupted in a voice that left no room for further discussion. In a softer voice, he said “Please reserve a full-size sedan or SUV for us to use, because I’m not riding in that damn Jeep.”
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        * * *

      

      The next morning found MacLachlan boarding the Jeep in a charcoal gray Brooks Brothers suit, black cap toe oxfords with deadly titanium toes, a white shirt and muted paisley tie. The ubiquitous Glock 19 was in a strong side IWB holster. Alexis wore her new navy-blue business suit with a very short matching skirt, white silk blouse and red three-inch heels. Her dark hair was long and glossy.

      MacLachlan looked at her and merely mouthed, “Wow!”

      She still had an official passport and it had “diplomat,” on the cover and inside page. The appellation was helpful, though not accurate. She dropped that in a small red leather purse with her wallet and a Walther PPK that MacLachlan had given her that morning.

      He told her the James Bondish German pistol was dependable with the cartridges he had put in it; she was quite familiar with the model and accepted his pronouncement without question. She did not need to further familiarize herself with it; one like it had been in her hand at her first kill.

      It took them almost two hours from the cabin to the ODNI Headquarters. The officers at the gate awaited them and one even recognized MacLachlan. They were waved through without presenting credentials. MacLachlan hung his blue US Intelligence Community badge around his neck on a lanyard. Alexis received a visitor badge on a clip. They badged through one more barrier and went straight to Will Grafton’s office.

      Kate Mahris was in the ladies’ room. She used makeup to cover dark circles under her eyes from lack of sleep the night before. Kate realized she had chosen career over a life of comfort and adventure but had not been able to face MacLachlan to tell him. Today, she would face him and in a group, which included her boss, and worse yet, Mack’s new love. Kate felt she had made the right decision. But she cared greatly for the quiet man and was unsure how she would react seeing him…especially with Alexis Campbell.

      What was she like? Kate had been unable to find pictures. The Brits had been at this intel stuff a lot longer than America. She suspected that she was older. Her study of the Budapest incident suggested to her that Alexis had not messed up. Rather, she had reacted to an attack and handled it expeditiously and gotten away despite grievous wounds. She really wanted to meet this woman. Just not as MacLachlan’s lover, that was going to be tough. Really tough, she knew.

      Kate looked in the mirror. Her ginger hair was long and full, the suit was fitted perfectly, and its skirt showed off long legs, punctuated by her trademark red heeled and soled Christian Louboutin high heels. The blouse was probably unbuttoned several buttons too many and showed what she considered to be, along with her hair, her best assets. She was aware that, if nobody noticed the taut expression, she looked like a million dollars. She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. Should she shake Mack’s hand? Hug him? Kiss him? Just nod and sit down? How would he react to her after she had not responded to his calls for months? Did he hate her? Or, still love her? Kate wondered about the Scottish woman. Had she replaced Kate totally? She would look for body language; she knew that Mack was an experienced operative and hard to read otherwise. He could be both stoic and implacable.

      She picked up the red, matching Louboutin portfolio with briefing materials marked TS inside and strode purposefully to Will Grafton’s office. She arrived as the two visitors did.

      Kate’s eyes locked on MacLachlan’s. She stuck out a hand, then said “Shit,” and stepped forward to hug him tightly. She broke off and stepped back.

      Kate looked at Alexis Campbell. Tall, trim, long dark hair, flawless complexion. Blue eyes. She was gorgeous. This time she held out her hand without uttering an expletive. Alexis extended her hand and gave a firm handshake, smiling all the while. She really wanted to hate Alexis but could not quite summon it…yet.

      They walked into Will Grafton’s office and MacLachlan introduced Will and Alex. The latter was immediately taken with the older black man, whose charisma and magnetic grin won over everyone he was not getting ready to kill.

      They sat around a small conference table and Kate began.

      She identified the two shooters from Luxembourg as Solange Camu, current target of interest, and Guy Duret, now deceased, and gave their history from the orphanage through the French Foreign Legion to the hits and to the present day. The most she could find out about descriptions was that Solange was mid-forties, petite and totally unremarkable. Guy, from what little she could find, looked like the monster he had been until MacLachlan killed him.

      This was human intelligence, or HUMINT, and as a member of foreign intelligence was present, Kate did not divulge her sources for this remarkable bit of investigation and analysis. Nor did Alex ask a single question. Kate told them about the small villa in the country and some of the offshore banking relationships she had been able to ascertain. She showed, and promised to send Sir Walter, satellite photos of the villa. Will took the collateral intelligence and locked it in a safe in his office for transmittal to the British Embassy later in the day.

      They walked out to the parking lot, where Kate found the black Suburban she had reserved. As she drove, Grafton directed her to a newly opened steakhouse several miles away. He had already made reservations. MacLachlan knew from the recognition and smile of the lovely hostess that it was not his friend’s first visit.

      They were directed to a private room. “Some of my boys came here earlier and did a quick once over. However, I have stayed alive over seventy years by not trusting much or anyone. Maybe, on a weak day, I trust this Slickmeister, MacLachlan,” Grafton admitted. He took out a small machine and turned it on. It made a blowing noise, almost imperceptibly.

      “White noise?” MacLachlan mouthed to his friend who nodded assent. Alex smiled. Kate said nothing; the device was new to her. “We still will not be able to talk much shop. This being the best restaurant near the multi-building complex we just left, it is often visited by friendly and unfriendly operators alike,” Grafton warned.

      “I invited our knighted British friend to join you and me for fishing at my other place,” MacLachlan opened, speaking to Will Grafton.

      “I will make it; doubt you can get him to the Colonies. What do you think, Alex?”

      “I tend to think you are right. He is wedded to his desk. Any spare time is spent spoiling his grandniece and nephew,” Alex said. They chatted as they reviewed the menu and decided on each’s lunch selection. Two were federal officers and did not consider ordering alcohol. Out of respect, the two non-feds did not either.

      They finished the main course and ordered coffees. Kate arose and excused herself. Alex stood and said, “As it’s impossible for one lady to go to the loo alone, I will go also,” and walked off behind the redhead.”

      “God. You can pick them, Mack,” Grafton observed to his friend, adding, “We won’t be hearing shots will we?”

      “Not unless someone else attacks them,” MacLachlan said without smiling.

      Inside the ladies’ room, Kate turned to the beautiful older woman as they washed their hands. “Look after him, please. There is no one quite like him,” she said.

      “Kate, I would kill anyone who tried to harm him.”

      “I already have,” Kate snapped a bit more harshly than she would have wanted.

      “I know, dear. He already told me. With a great deal of pride.”

      Kate was surprised and gave only a faint smile in response. They returned to the table, serious expressions prompting MacLachlan to wonder. Will Grafton knew he would get the whole story from his star employee before the day was over.

      Back at the Jeep, Alex graced both of the ODNI people with a hug and kisses on the cheek. Will gave her his best disarming grin. Kate threw her arms around the corded muscle of MacLachlan’s torso and held him for several seconds. He said softly, “Good job on Camu. Take care of yourself, Kate, okay?” She mumbled, “You, too,” as Alex looked on, her expression neither unpleasant or readable. Kate blinked a single tear from an eye; only MacLachlan noticed it, or so he thought.

      The American and the Scot got back into the Jeep and headed out of the complex and back towards I-66.

      “She still loves you, you know that, don’t you, Mack?” Alex said.

      He did not respond right away. Seeing a good turnoff, he pulled the Jeep off the road. Leaning over, he kissed Alex. “She’s confused about who or what she wants. If it’s me, she waited too long. I have what I want. You.”

      Without further comment. He pulled onto the main road and shifted gears. The woman beside him rode in silence. Smiling.
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      Virginia, London, And Luxembourg

      

      As they drove back to the cabin, Alex appeared to nap. Had she really slept, it would have been quite an accomplishment in the old Jeep, bouncing along even on the smooth Interstate highway. Though she feigned sleep to think something through, the smile was real and remained as they distanced themselves from the National Capitol Region.

      The skirt was very short. As he drove, MacLachlan rested his hand gently on her thigh. Her bare thigh. It gave her other thoughts, which she pushed aside to resolve the more serious, less carnal ones.

      Alexis Campbell knew that MacLachlan reached a major life decision today. She suspected he reached it earlier but knew that the decision was cemented by the interaction with Kate. And, she decided that she wanted right away to make him positive his decision was the right one…the permanent one. Her strategy was simple and natural, and she would initiate it as soon as they returned to the cabin.

      Once decided, she actually did fall asleep, a capability honed by her days in intelligence. Much like military members, she could sleep when needed and immediately awaken with full facilities, ready for action, when needed. She found early on that the man beside her could do the same.

      Alex awakened when MacLachlan stopped the Jeep and dismounted to lock the front hubs into four-wheel drive for the ford. As he climbed back in, she greeted him with a sleepy “hi” and was rewarded with a smile that she treasured more each passing day.

      The water seemed to be less angry as they drove across; but the engine still roared as they climbed the steep bank to the path on the opposite side. Turning left, MacLachlan stopped, unlocked the hubs and shifted up as far as third gear as they drove along, never more than twenty miles per hour.

      They pulled up the hill to the cabin and MacLachlan walked around and opened the door for Alex. She slid down and said, “I fancy a swim. Would you get me a towel?” She handed him her purse, the red high heels and her suit jacket. Alex slowly walked down the hill, across the two-track lane and to the pool in Cedar Creek. As he watched from the Jeep, she took off the white silk blouse. Her bare back appeared, unfettered by a bra and its straps. She slipped the skirt off. Again, nothing below. She knelt and straightened the two pieces of apparel on the grass and turned to smile and give a small wave. He returned both as she waded into the cold water with a squeal.

      By the time he had returned with her towel, his jacket and tie left behind, she was finished swimming. He wrapped the towel around her and picked her up in his arms, easily carrying her the twenty yards to the cabin and up the steps.

      In the bedroom, before he set her on the bed, she looked up into his eyes and said, “Now, please.”

      A very satisfying hour later, she rolled over and put her head on his shoulder. She said, “I love you,” and lay there, arm across his chest. As she had planned on the ride back, this was not an amorous reprise of something they had done before. It was a consummation.
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        * * *

      

      For the next several days, they hiked on his and adjoining land, paddled several small rapids on Cedar Creek in the Kevlar canoe and ate healthily. Alex’s endurance was coming back quickly, and she reveled in returning to her old capabilities. MacLachlan showed her pistol shooting techniques that far exceeded what she had learned at SIS outside London. And, she surprised him by her ability to throw a knife with deadly accuracy, something the Marine knife training had not fathomed when he had it years ago.

      At nine in the morning on the fourth day after the meeting with Will Grafton, Sir Walter called Alex.

      “I need you to return home immediately to deploy and handle the matter you met with my friend in Virginia about. Tell your friend there to come along. I cannot pay him a fee but will cover his expenses. I shall look forward to you in my office day after tomorrow. Rory is on-site watching the person you were briefed about. Until then.” The spymaster rang off, not interested in a reply by either person at Cedar Creek. He already knew they would be there.

      Alex relayed the message verbatim to MacLachlan. He went to the computer in the closet of the cabin and made reservations online and printed boarding passes. He saved the receipt. Money was not a particular object to him anymore, but right was right.

      “Let’s do this thing, whether it’s a hit or a snatch, check on your place in Scotland, then fly back to Florida for some tropical R&R,” MacLachlan proposed.

      “Sounds like a plan, Love. Let’s do it. There were so many coppers and civilians killed by this woman and her associate, the Crown will want some sort of trial. So, I suspect it will be a snatch…maybe even an arrest and extradition. Not sure why us, though. Why not have her picked up under the Interpol Red Notice?” she asked.

      “Not sure. The old fox has something up his sleeve. Maybe a fake attack by her and termination. We’ll see.”

      “I could have used a few more days here,” Alex thought aloud.

      “We can come here or go to Florida or back to Scotland, or anywhere neither of us are wanted, anytime you wish. As often as you desire. Forever.”

      “Sounds like a pretty nice life, Mack.” He just nodded.

      “Mack, from your standpoint, where can we not go?” she asked.

      “Well…for me, several places in Eastern Europe, including Russia. A couple countries in Central and South America. One island in the Caribbean that seemed to have a bit of a coup while I was there. And, though I have never been there, both China and North Korea. Probably Vietnam, too.”

      “Well, I certainly would like to avoid Hungary and Albania. Probably Bosnia and Herzegovina. Algeria. Parts of North Africa. Maybe Belfast. We both may need to avoid Luxembourg after this. Still, it leaves the prettiest parts of the world: Italy, Switzerland, Greece, Iceland, the South Pacific, most of the Caribbean, and your whole diverse country plus Canada. Not so bad, oh man of mine. Not so bad!” she said.

      They each packed a carry-on and flew to Glasgow via a quick layover in Reykjavik; MacLachlan had booked Business Class. If necessary, he would argue about the class with SIS later. In the meantime, they arrived more rested than they would have in Coach.

      The went to the croft by rental car and Alex added some more tactical clothes and a small black backpack to her kit. A quick trip back to Edinburgh, then an express train to London.

      They badged into Sir Walter’s building on the second morning after they left Virginia. MacLachlan neglected to mention the trip to Will Grafton, but was sure Will anticipated it, based on sending the collateral intelligence to the UK.

      “Tea?” Sir Walter asked as soon as the pair was seated. Clearly, he wanted some and both nodded affirmatively to participate in the ritual.

      Once the tea was poured and milk and sugar added or omitted to everyone’s satisfaction, the older man began to speak.

      “This is good information that the Yanks have provided. I’d like you to take one more assignment, Alexis, with full pay. After that, whether you become active again or sail off into the sunset with Mack here, is your call. I believe if the latter is your choice, some sort of disability retirement compensation could be arranged.” He paused and waited for her response.

      “Thank you, sir. I will take the assignment. But I have given it a lot of thought. While I do not want to return to active duty, I’d like to offer a counterproposal to you,” she said.

      He nodded and she proceeded, “I would like to be on a limited pay status with benefits and keep my credentials. Sort of a reserve officer, you might say. If I accept an assignment, it would be at normal duty pay. How does that sound?”

      “I believe we could make that happen, Alexis,” Sir Walter said nodding as he thought to himself how to do it.

      “Mack,” he began, “my deal for you is to join Alexis on this assignment, with current credentials. Things are tight from a budgetary standpoint, so there will be no fee. The SIS will cover reasonable expenses. What do you think?”

      “I think I need to know what the assignment is before committing to anything,” MacLachlan said.

      “We have authorized issuance of a name-specific Red Notice on Solange Camu in Luxembourg. I would like for the two of you to apprehend her and turn her over to the Luxembourg authorities pending extradition. When that occurs, I would like you to formally arrest her and caution her before bringing her back to London in handcuffs.”

      “Sir Walther, do you have an endgame? That is, do you want her to attack us and for us to subdue her with deadly force? Then, return her body?” MacLachlan asked.

      “Not specifically, Mack. If that were to occur by her volition, you should defend yourselves. However, the Crown would like to have a highly publicized trial in view of the coppers and civilians that she and her late—and not lamented—associate killed. My personal preference would be to open the door over the English Channel and push her arse out at thirty-thousand feet. The Crown’s preference has to prevail, though, I am afraid,” Sir Walther said unequivocally.

      MacLachlan nodded though he agreed with his old friend’s idea about the free-fall without a parachute; Alex remained stoic, saying nothing.

      The American looked at the Scot and she nodded almost unperceptively. He then said to Sir Walter, “I think we are of an accord. Let’s take her down and bring her in. Though, I have to admit, operating under a badge and official sanctions feels different for me…but, whatever it takes.”

      Sir Walter chuckled as he added, “Allow young Rory to operate with the misunderstanding of your nationality. He doesn’t really like either Brits or Yanks, so since you are not Irish, Canadian gives him a bit of comfort.”

      MacLachlan responded, “I will, eh?” to as large a grin as the old spymaster allowed himself to share.

      “Arrive in-country as you wish and advise Rory. He will coordinate with you and provide whatever technical support or muscle you may need. He is using credentials from the British National Central Bureau for this,” Sir Walther said.

      “So, he’s Interpol this week?” Alex asked.

      “Well, let’s just say that assignment is paired with his temporary one over to NCA. It all just seemed a cleaner way to do things. The press seem to take some sort of James Bond look at everything their so-called MI-6 does,” Sir Walter responded.

      “Bet they’d have a kitten if they knew one of the NCA agents transporting their Ten Most Wanted prisoner is an American whom the ‘other side’ calls an assassin…” MacLachlan observed.

      “Quite,” was the older man’s only response.

      Sir Walter handed Alex a copy of the Interpol Red Notice on Solange Camu and a copy of the application for extradition that would be provided to the Luxembourg authorities along appropriate lines once they had Camu in custody.

      The two agents stood, shook hands with Sir Walter Harvey-Smith, and departed with no further formalities.

      MacLachlan made reservations at a small London hotel prior to leaving the cabin, so they took an Uber on MacLachlan’s false name credit card to the hotel and checked in.

      Once in the room, Alex’s first action was to call Rory in Luxembourg.

      “Hey, it’s me. We are on this side. How is your view of our friend?” she asked.

      “Hi. We are in place. Our friend is just living a normal life: eating out occasionally; shopping some; taking runs,” he said.

      “Would the runs be a good place to ‘meet’ her?” Alex asked, mildly disguising the actual nature of the conversation.

      “Maybe. I always like early morning visits to the house. Nice to see what kind of stuff she has. Seems to live alone, so it would give time to look around and get to know her,” the Irish SIS agent responded.

      “Yeah. Makes sense. I’ll share with our ‘Canadian’ friend here and we’ll let you know when we arrive, okay?” she said.

      “Roger that. See you soon. Maybe tomorrow?” Rory asked.

      “I suspect so, but we’ll advise when we get in. For now, it’s tomorrow. Bye,” and she hung up.

      MacLachlan, who had been listening, said, “Let’s get there and meet with him tomorrow for sure. We can hit the house—just the two of us—and bring his team and him in once we have her in custody. Then, they can do a thorough forensic search of the house for proof of identity and any possible evidence, bank records, and the like,” MacLachlan suggested. She nodded and he turned his laptop on and dialed into the hotel’s Wi-Fi to make two ticket reservations to Arlon-Sterpenich Airport in Belgium. Alex would arrange to pick up an SIS car there and they would drive circuituitously into Luxembourg instead of flying straight to the capitol city and its largest and most watched airport.

      “Why don’t you request one of your Aston Martins,” MacLachlan suggested wryly. That actually caused his partner to laugh out loud at its absurdity.

      While facial recognition programs made being an operative more difficult, the ease of crossing EU borders had more than compensated for the hardship.

      The next day, they arrived and picked up a small Audi diesel sedan waiting for them from the Belgian SIS office. Since it was not a rental, they could take the “clean” car anywhere and drop it anywhere without a financial trail for their activity. At the very least, portions of their activity would be extralegal.

      Within hours, they had rendezvoused with Rory and his three-operator team and been briefed at the safe house he had established for the operation.

      Because of the rural location outside Luxembourg City, Rory had also developed what he called a “hide”. Anywhere outside the U.K., it would have been a blind or just a surveillance point. He took them to the location, and they watched the villa with Rory and the duty agent. Rory briefed them.

      “She is supposed to be mid-forties, smallish and very fit. But she seems younger and taller than the description we have been working with. She has long, honey blonde hair—sometimes curly, sometimes straight—and swims in the pool, au naturel, each morning after a run of about five miles down the lane and back. She has breakfast on the patio by the pool. It’s usually fruit, croissants and lots of coffee. All the carbs don’t seem to affect her; I guess she burns them off or just has great metabolism, ‘cause she’s killer looking.”

      “Interesting pun, my friend. Odd that our analyst was so far off on description. Any others at the villa?” Alex asked.

      “Not usually. The odd deliveryman comes periodically and there is a cleaning lady who comes once a week. It’s not today or tomorrow, so we should be okay,” Rory said.

      “Rory,” MacLachlan began, “have you seen any sign of weapons? Does she keep a pistol folded in her towel or anything?”

      “Not that we have seen. That does not mean she doesn’t have weapons though…she has been at this a long time and seems to have survived quite well, thank you. So, anything is possible. But, if you mean does she sit out by the pool and fieldstrip an L7A2 machine gun or something, the answer is no,” Rory concluded.

      “Any sign of wounds—shotgun pellets—on her calves?” Alex asked.

      “Not that we have seen,” the young agent said.

      Alex frowned and got a contemplative look on her face.

      Continuing, MacLachlan asked “Would you give us a drawing of the house, including her bedroom location—if you know—and where cameras are. Also, have you seen her clear alarms when she gets home? We weren’t there long enough today to spot any of that sort of thing.”

      “I will, Mack, and no. I have not seen signs of an alarm system. But, again, maybe she uses a remote to disarm it before she comes into our full view here at the hide.”

      “None of us have been seen at local pubs or restaurants, and I’d like to keep it that way, so when you get here, let’s not meet publicly, okay?” Rory said to the newly arrived pair. “I will meet you an hour before you make the arrest and give you the house diagram, a couple of walkie-talkies with earwigs, and the two items I picked up from you in Scotland.”

      MacLachlan knew Rory meant the Glock pistols.

      “No,” MacLachlan said. “Just before hitting it is too late to be studying the house and thinking about how to approach it. We will meet you at the hide tonight and get the house diagram and try to verify the existence of cameras and alarms.”

      “Okay, Mack. We can discuss any subsequent intel we pick up between now and then when you get there, and you and Alex can watch the place for a while tonight before making an early morning entry. How’s that, eh?”

      “Is that a Canadian joke?” MacLachlan asked.

      “A friendly one since you are neither a damn Limey nor Yank,” Rory responded.

      MacLachlan said nothing but chuckled and smiled to himself. Alex heard the by-play and rolled her eyes as the call ended.

      They ate an early and light meal, spent some quality time together and showered. Both man and woman donned dark pants and shirts with black short tactical boots. They softened the SWAT look with more civilian-looking nylon jackets and ball caps.

      On the way down the hall to the hotel’s elevator, MacLachlan purloined a pillowcase from the room cleaner’s cart left unattended outside a vacated room. It left no trail of evidence like theft from their room would. He folded it and slipped it into his pocket for use on the op.

      Alex drove the Audi to the hide. They arrived around nine o’clock and greeted Rory and a new duty agent who was the primary “eye” for this shift.

      MacLachlan borrowed Rory’s ten power Steiners and studied the villa with the premium binoculars. He could not see any cameras; alarms would have been invisible from the outside, unless there was an oddly placed keypad outside the door. And, there was not.

      Rory advised the pair that Solange’s bedroom was the second-floor left window with a small balcony. The balcony appeared solidly constructed through the Steiners. The team had rubber encased grappling hooks and appropriate line for both to scale the two-story distance with a minimum of noise and bother. While MacLachlan and Alex were climbing, one of the team members—a current SAS sniper—would cover them with a rifle and scope.

      An hour before sunrise, the pair approached the villa. Both tossed their grappling hooks onto the bedroom balcony and pulled them tightly. Both lines held MacLachlan’s almost two-hundred pounds, so they buckled in and began to climb. The short distance was covered quickly, and they muscled over the balcony barrier. Pausing, they peered into the dimly lit room.

      There was a woman asleep on the bed. Her face was turned away from them. They watched her, averting eyes periodically to not chance combined intense stares drawing subconscious attention.

      She moved almost imperceptibly, as one who was in deep REM sleep would be expected to do. MacLachlan tried the sliding door. It was locked. He took the Benchmade Mini-Reflex automatic knife from his pocket and holding it behind his body, so the sound of the “snick” would not be heard by the sleeping woman, pressed the button to open it. Lifting up on the sliding door handle, he inserted the tip and pushed the hook bar down, unlocking the door.

      Alex had already drawn her Glock and was ready to enter the room. They pulled balaclavas over their faces and quickly and quietly entered. As MacLachlan covered her, Alex went to the bed. When Alex signaled she was ready, he re-holstered his sidearm and moved to the bed. The woman there was quite striking, average height, fit and very buxom for her overall size. As Rory had said, she had long blonde hair, currently with curls tousled as she slept. She was sleeping nude and was on her back, snoring softly. The woman was beautiful, but to MacLachlan and Alex, that was of no concern at this moment. She was just a dangerous target to be snatched, debriefed, packaged, and delivered.

      Alex pulled a pillowcase over Solange’s head as MacLachlan pinned her wrists down in an iron grip the woman could not overcome. She awoke with a scream and resisted with surprising strength.

      She continued to struggle until Alex hit her with a right hook. Striking her on the side of the chin barely protected by the thin pillowcase, the blow knocked her unconscious. MacLachlan mentally filed away the strength Alex put into the punch for future reference.

      Alex walked into the bathroom and found a silk robe. She put it on the still-unconscious woman for a modicum of decency. MacLachlan quickly searched and cleared the villa, gun at low ready. The woman was the only person present, other than them. He went to the front door and opened it, flashing his small flashlight twice to signal Rory.

      Rory and the team of operators entered and began to search the house. The first thing MacLachlan asked them to find was a heavy chair upon which to duct tape and question Solange Camu before removing her to Luxembourg authorities prior to extradition.

      A suitable chair was located and placed in a downstairs interior room, away from portals. MacLachlan lifted the woman and slung her over his right shoulder and carried her down the stairs as she began to wake up. He placed her in the chair and duct taped her. As she became more conscious, she began to struggle again. She cursed him in German, French and English. He responded back in all three languages for her to be quiet and stop struggling unless she wished to incur far more unpleasantry than she could imagine. His deep voice was soft but firm and she, surprisingly, responded positively to it.

      The team met in a room out of earshot of the captive. Rory reported that the search had been completed and the house was devoid of most signs of active habitation. The most unusual thing, he said, was the lack of any sort of weapons in the premises.

      “Mack, what sort of assassin of some repute—or no repute—would live without access to a weapon? It just makes no sense.”

      “You mentioned no signs of active habitation, Rory. What exactly do you mean by that?” Alex asked.

      “No magazines laying around, no real food in cupboards. It looks like she is staying here…not living here,” he responded.

      “She does not match Kate’s description for Solange Camu. As you told us right up front, she is taller and more voluptuous. Camu is supposedly a petite woman in all respects except her large penchant for death and mayhem. I am thinking we don’t claim success with Sir Walter until we speak with her at length and figure out who the hell she is and where Solange is, if our suspicions are right,” MacLachlan offered.

      “Agreed,” Rory said. “Who should go first?” he asked.

      “Alex, you want to take a shot at first?” MacLachlan asked.

      “Sure! Bad copper or good copper?”

      “Your call. I can be either,” he responded.

      “I will go with good. I’ll try some old-fashioned female bonding. And, I will tell her you are scary mean.”

      “Deal,” he replied.

      Not having a good interview room, Alex left the door slightly ajar so the male members of the team could hear at least some of the questions and responses. She walked in and paced around the woman, whose pillowcase had been removed from her head.

      Alex began her initial speech to set the stage for the interview.

      “So. You are Solange Camu, famous assassin who has left very little footprint for past quarter of a century. But yet, here we are with you as our prisoner. And, enough evidence and witnesses to get you a lethal injection in several countries and life in prison in the UK for cop killing, car hijacking, illegal weapons and murder of civilians. You are lucky we are Brits who have you and are preparing extradition. And, even luckier that Britain did away with hanging in 1965,” she said.

      “Several of us are British NCA agents. We respect your basic human rights. Now… the big guy who carried you down the steps like a ragdoll… he’s a contractor. And, he’s not even British. He does not have to answer to the government. He’s our plausible deniability person for getting answers and handling such unpleasantries that we may require. If you truthfully answer everything I ask you, you won’t have to worry about him. You don’t and he will be putting the clamps from car battery jumper cables on your nipples and hooking them to a car battery. It will be unlike anything you have ever experienced in the world of pain. I promise you that, Solange.”

      The woman looked at Alex sweetly and with confidence. Then, she spoke.

      “When the man brought me down the steps, he did not grope me or hold my butt when he carried me. When he sat me down in this chair and took the bag off my head, he was gentle. He modestly arranged my robe so my private parts would not show. That is not a man who would put jumper cables on my nipples. Yes, I believe he is dangerous to a foe. I believe, from looking in his eyes, that he has killed. Maybe a lot. But, in my heart, I know he has only killed people who needed to be killed. Not like Solange and Guy. They would kill anyone for money. Not this man.”

      She took a breath and continued speaking to Alex in a calm, even tone.

      “I am not Solange Camu. I am aware that Guy is dead. I know quite a bit about them. If you promise that I will not be prosecuted, I will share that with you.”

      “I need more than that to get clearance to offer a deal,” Alex said. “First, I need to know your name.”

      “My name is Anna Visser. I am from Belgium. I am 5’7” and thirty-four years old. Solange is five inches shorter and a decade older. You should already know that. My parents still live in Belgium and will verify who I am. What they don’t know is what I have done for a living for the past decade.”

      “And, what is that?” Alex asked.

      “First, tell me your name.”

      “You can call me Kate. The big guy is Will,” Alex lied, using the Americans’ names from lunch almost a week ago.

      “Well, Kate, I worked for them as a logistics person, you might say as their travel agent. I know when and where they went.”

      “And this, Anna, is by memory for ten years?”

      “Of course not, Kate. I have an office in my real apartment. It’s all on flash drives. Every single thing a prosecutor in any country might want. Give me written assurance from the Crown’s prosecutor that you will not charge me with anything nor turn me over to any country where Solange and Guy killed people, and I’ll take you to my apartment and both show and give you everything. But, not before getting my ‘deal’ in writing.”

      “You are doing this to save your ass?” Alex asked.

      “Yes, dear. Partially, at least. The other reason is that Solange set me up here. She claimed to have set a false trail to lure you away from here and her actual route. Clearly, she didn’t. She suckered me and I don’t like that. Not one little bit. I want to see you kill the bitch or lock her away until her teeth fall out and somebody has to feed her baby food.”

      “Give me a few minutes to think about this and maybe call London. Anything you need right now?” Alex inquired.

      “A couple sips of water.”

      Alex left, then returned with a teacup half full of water. She held the cup to Anna’s lips, giving her sips until she was satisfied. Anna smiled at her in thanks but said nothing.

      Alex left and joined the team. She related all that had transpired. It was agreed that the call had to be made to Sir Walter to apprise him of developments and get someone from the Ministry of Justice to weigh in on the deal the captive proposed.

      Rory said that the wily old fox would want a second opinion and they better provide it on the first call. MacLachlan and Alex both agreed. As a contractor with no official line of authority, MacLachlan suggested Rory interview Anna.

      Rory deferred to the older man. MacLachlan agreed and walked down the hall and into the room where he had taped Anna to the chair.

      He pulled up a less substantive chair and sat close to her.

      “Is the tape too tight?” he asked.

      “No, it’s fine. Have they sent you in to scare me? I told Kate that I didn’t buy that you were the scary torturer.”

      “I have gotten people to talk by using enhanced interrogation. I consider it a last resort though. I’d rather talk like adults and hear the truth without stooping to such things,” MacLachlan said.

      “You have a nice voice. It’s reassuring,” she said.

      “You are working me Anna. Who trained you?”

      “If you are talking about an intelligence agency or military operation, nobody. I read a lot. I had a fair amount of time after I set up the arrangements for Solange and Guy’s work.”

      “I see. Just how did you ‘set up’ these arrangements?” MacLachlan asked.

      “No, no, no, Will. It is all too premature. I have not seen Crown paperwork, duly signed and with a seal on it. Given that, I will tell you everything you need to know.”

      “I notice you said ‘need,’ not ‘want,’” MacLachlan prompted.

      Anna smiled sweetly. “I did. I will never lie to you, Will—though I know that is not your name. But I also will not give away my bargaining chip. I can be a wonderful witness, but a surprisingly apt adversary.”

      “Indeed,” he said, adding nothing more.

      “One question, if you don’t mind?” Anna asked.

      MacLachlan looked at her.

      “Who killed Guy? Kate? I pulled the computer copies of the autopsy. He was killed with two bullets to the chest and one to the head. Apparently, the exact center of his forehead. I have to think he was ambushed.”

      “No, Anna. He was not. He was actively shooting at me at the time.”

      “So, Mr. MacLachlan,” he did not evidence the surprise he felt at her using his real name instead of the one Alex had given, “you killed one of the most successful assassins in the world with surgical shots in the middle of a gunfight?” she asked.

      “Sometimes a blind squirrel finds an acorn,” he replied.

      “Tell that to someone who believes it. You are a ghost. I can find out about anyone through open source intelligence and the official databases I regularly hack. The only thing I could find out about you is that you live in Florida and years ago your home was destroyed by a group of Cuban hitmen. And you killed every single one of them in a gunfight. You must have rebuilt the house, because last year, a female guest killed a Hezbollah higher-up there. One local article and then the news was cut off. I know who can do that. So, unlike Guy and Solange, you have some official sanction.”

      “You are wrong about that. I am not an employee of anyone but myself. But we are not here to talk about me…” he commented.

      “How do you feel about the death of Guy Duret and us finding and prosecuting Solange Camu for multiple murders in the UK?” he asked.

      She locked eyes with him, her silk robe now daringly askew.

      “Guy Duret was never bad to me the few times I actually was in his presence. But he scared the living hell out of me. His eyes. It was like looking into a dark hole. There was no human compassion there. He was a monster. A machine. The world is a better, safer place without him,” she said.

      “And, Solange?” he asked.

      “As cold and unfeeling. The two were like a robot team. I suspect she did not shed a tear over his passing, unless it had to do with her,” Anna replied.

      “To do with her? In what way?” MacLachlan pressed.

      “Her career as half of one of the world’s most successful assassin teams. Her protection. They had a weird relationship, but I suspect he would have killed anyone he thought might harm her. With him around, she could sleep comfortably. And, of course, the bitch set me up by placing me here to be maybe killed or prosecuted while she gets away,” the woman answered.

      “So, Anna, they were not a couple? Lovers? Relatives?”

      “None of the above. I never detected any human feelings between them, other than maybe loyalty. And, I am not even positive about that,” she said.

      “And, you are not ready to speak about your place in all this?” he prompted again.

      “No. Not without written assurances sealed by the Crown, including you not turning me over to some of the other countries I will provide proof they conducted hits in.”

      “Okay. I guess we can dispense with the use of ‘Kate’ as a cover for my partner?” MacLachlan asked.

      “You mean Alexis Campbell? The target turned threat? Yes. Quite.”

      MacLachlan smiled at her and turned. He left the room.

      He went back in the parlor with the team, who were able hear only parts of the conversation.

      MacLachlan said, “I greatly suspect she was their researcher in addition to setting up travel and handling the books. She has known our names from the start and about as much about me as can be found outside of intelligence agency circles. I also think that she did not have to do much digging on you, Alex, because Prifti probably gave it to her as part of the hit negotiation.”

      “She is smart and cool. She’s feeding us just enough about the assassins and her to keep us on the line and working to get the assurances she wants. If she’s scared now, I can’t tell. We all know when masked intruders capture you in your sleep and the only thing you have on is a bag over your head, anyone would be terrified. She recovered from that amazingly fast. But I basically believe her. She is not Solange Camu.”

      He continued. “I think the agreement should also include us going with her to her apartment and reviewing and taking possession—with her written permission—sans a warrant, of all evidence. If we deem it adequate, she should be sprung with the promise of no Crown prosecution and not turning her in to such other countries as we find evidence of hits in. How does that sound?”

      All team members nodded affirmatively. Alex called Sir Walter with the additional language about letting her go on the promise she would testify if and when called.

      MacLachlan went back to where Anna was being held and told her what deal was being proposed to Crown and that the ball was in their court. He added that he had no idea how long it would take for a decision, but noted they were dealing with bureaucrats, so it could be a while.

      “In that case, Mack, I need to have a pee without further ado. And, maybe something to eat. It has been a long time since dinner last night. Not wearing a watch or anything other than this robe, I have no idea exactly how long. But I realize camouflaging the passage of time is an old interrogation trick,” she said

      “Or, an oversight,” MacLachlan answered. “I will get Alex to assist you to the bathroom.

      “Not necessary. Just hurry, please. Really hurry.”

      He pressed the button on the automatic knife and carefully cut the duct tape on her feet and hands, replacing the latter with a handi-cuff, hands to the front. MacLachlan believed in cuffing to the rear, but it made it impossible to use the toilet without help, which he did not intend to provide.

      She was shaky and fell against him. He caught and steadied her and led her to the bathroom. He checked the medicine cabinet and toilet tank for weapons. Finding none, he ushered her in and required that she leave the door slightly ajar. He walked out of sight immediately behind the door. She came out quickly and he told her to sit in the chair. Going to the door, he called for Rory to scare up some sort of lunch and beverage.

      Alex spelled MacLachlan while lunch was being prepared from items one of the operators found in the refrigerator and cupboard. This snatch op had taken longer than anyone anticipated and it looked like they were in for a longer stay in the villa.

      The two women chatted informally, Anna steadfastly refusing to provide any helpful information until what she deemed to be a satisfactory agreement was in her hands.

      Alex felt the woman was pumping her and MacLachlan for information, not to use but because she seemed fascinated with them and had identified them as a couple. She mentioned this to MacLachlan as they ate separately with an SAS operator watching Anna eat.

      “I got the same feeling. It’s way too early for some sort of Stockholm Syndrome to be setting in. Maybe she is contrasting us with Guy and Solange?” he asked.

      “Maybe. I don’t detect anything threatening about the interest, unless she is bat-shite crazy and I just don’t see that being the case, Mack.”

      “Me either. We’ll just watch her. When we get to take her to Belgium or wherever to review the evidence, we should have some up-close time to further judge what’s at play here.”

      “Maybe she’s just interested in a threesome,” Alex offered.

      MacLachlan looked at her, eyebrows slightly elevated, but said nothing.
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        * * *

      

      Three more meals passed before they received the waited-for call from London. During that time, each of the team members took turns at guarding Anna. She spoke softly and openly with MacLachlan and Alex, with whom she had clearly developed an affinity, but much less so with Rory and his three hard men. Yet, in even the friendliest chats with MacLachlan and Alex, Anna was careful to not let slip any information that would be negotiable for her desired results.

      Rory’s encrypted phone rang. He responded with two “Yes, sir’s” before handing the phone to Alex.

      She nodded several times and said, “That should work. What can we use if we need to sweeten the deal because the quality of the evidence we obtain is high? Yes, sir.” And, she hung up, five men eagerly awaiting her report.

      “Sir Walter said the Crown’s Prosecutor had prepared a document. He signed it and emblazoned it with a seal. It will be in the British Embassy in Luxembourg by 0900 tomorrow morning. It is being flown in and delivered in a diplomatic pouch. So, we have to go to the Embassy on Boulevard Joseph II to pick it up,” she said.

      “What does it say?” Rory asked.

      “Basically, it guarantees that, given sufficient evidence—examples of which are given—that could reasonably be expected to successfully locate, arrest and prosecute Solange Camu and to associate her and her crimes with Guy Duret, the British government will permanently refrain from levying criminal charges against Anna and will not provide any government where the two assassins worked information about her or her possible involvement as a co-conspirator.”

      “What was the part about ‘sweetening the deal?” MacLachlan asked.

      Alex smiled. “This one is cagey. I thought it would be nice to have a little bonus of some sort in case we needed it.”

      “And?” MacLachlan pressed.

      “Sir Walter said, ‘Bloody hell!’ and hung up,” she responded.

      “We need to tell her the news. Alex, why don’t you do it?” MacLachlan suggested.

      “My vote, if I have one, is both of you do it,” Rory said.

      “You may be right…” MacLachlan said, leaning on a counter. He straightened and followed Alex down the hall to the room where Anna Visser was being held.

      “Anna? Are you awake?” Alex said as they entered. She walked over to the woman, who had been napping in the chair and carefully straightened the silk robe, which had slid off her shoulder and was exposing more skin than Anna perhaps wished. Perhaps.

      “Have you heard something?” Anna asked.

      “Yes. A document is on the way to the British Embassy in a diplomatic pouch. It is signed by a senior judicial official in the Ministry of Justice and will also be signed in your presence by the British Ambassador, then you. He will present it to you tomorrow morning after breakfast. Of course, we have not read it, but I was just briefed on its contents. I am sure you will like them, though.”

      “I hope so, dear. What is the gist of the document?” Anna asked brightly, as if speaking to a beloved friend or sister.

      MacLachlan joined the conversation in response to her question.

      “It apparently says everything you wanted it to: given sufficient evidence, which it lists by example, to locate, arrest and successfully prosecute Solange Camu, you will be guaranteed no prosecution by the Crown and no referral about you will be made to any other countries where Camu and Duret killed people. The interest, I am assuming, is to have a high visibility trial for the woman who murdered so many British police officers and citizens. If you facilitate that by delivering evidence and, if required, testimony, you will cease to be a person of interest,” he said.

      “Since the hits were on people with political or criminal connections, my identity at a trial will surely compromise my safety for the rest of my life. Is there any consideration about a new identity and witness protection?” Anna asked.

      “No. I am sorry,” Alex said. She watched as a tear slid down the other woman’s cheek. It was the first sign of weakness she had evidenced since being captured.

      “Perhaps we can offer some suggestions in that department,” MacLachlan said.

      “Perhaps, but way off the record,” Alex agreed.

      MacLachlan continued, “But let’s not sing ‘Kumbaya’ yet. This is only step one. You have not read and signed the agreement and we have not gone with you to Belgium to pick up the evidence and deliver it to the Ministry of Justice for their final approval. Even once that happens, you will likely have to testify in court. Once that is done and Camu is imprisoned for good, you are free to disappear. Until then, the Crown owns you, Anna. But, that beats the living hell out of those two murderers owning you. Or, the people that have come after Alex and me who we have subsequently had to kill.”

      “Do I have to stay in custody until the capture and trial?” Anna asked.

      Alex said “Probably. I would think it would be more like supervised probation. Maybe an electronic anklet or something. Maybe a safe house, with freedom to walk around.”

      “Could, at least, it be you and Mack who watch me, Alex?” Anna asked, using Alex’s Christian name for the first time.

      “I don’t know. Maybe me. I am an employee of the British government. Mack is not. He’s not even being paid for this. He’s doing it because it’s the right thing, given the attacks on us.”

      Anna turned slightly, facing MacLachlan, “So, for you, it’s honor above all?”

      “Something like that, Anna.” Clearly the right answer based on the glowing smile it engendered.

      MacLachlan smiled, but not for any reason anyone else in the room knew. Someone else had said that to him. Many years ago.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Alex roused Anna early. “Time to get cleaned up, dressed and have breakfast. You are going with us to the British Embassy. A solicitor will be assigned on your behalf to help you interpret the document and make sure it is in your best interest. Then, you and the Ambassador will sign it. We will come back here, and pack and Mack and I will take you to wherever in Belgium your apartment is. There, we will obtain the ‘evidence’ and deliver it to Rory to transport back to Britain,” As she was speaking, Alex opened her folding knife, a fast-opening Kershaw Speedsafe, and cut Anna’s bindings.

      “Let’s go up to your bedroom and get your most formal business type outfit and get you showered and ready to meet the Ambassador, okay?”

      Anna arose, but immediately fell back. As with MacLachlan, Alex caught her. She held her until Anna regained her composure. “I guess sitting so long and not moving has had an effect on me,” the Belgian said.

      They walked past the room with the operators in it. They were all drinking tea as Rory fixed a close to full Irish breakfast. Anna saw MacLachlan and smiled at him as she passed. He nodded slightly.

      In her room, Anna immediately shed the robe. “Sorry, but I have had that thing on for far too long,” she explained to Alex. She padded over to the wardrobe and selected a dress she might wear to Mass, if she ever went, and pumps. Panties were selected from a drawer and this seemed to complete her ensemble for the trip.

      They walked down the hall to the bath and Alex sat on the closed commode chatting with Anna as the latter showered. They switched places, at Anna’s suggestion, and Alex then showered and washed her long, dark hair. She put the same clothes back on that she had worn for the op, until she could change for the trip also. The two came down and joined the men for breakfast. Rory looked overtly appraisingly at Anna, but she smiled and looked across the table at MacLachlan and Alex. They were her real ticket out, and other things, she thought.

      Once inside the Embassy parking, MacLachlan, Rory and the two women went inside, leaving the three operators to guard the two vehicles, now both pointed outwards.

      They were introduced to the Ambassador, an attorney who would counsel Anna, much like a public defender but in a more civil than criminal manner, and a man who, despite an innocuous title, was surely SIS.

      “Miss Visser, you will be getting a free pass on this matter, if you provide the Crown with what we want. I personally would not have been so generous as the Ministry of Justice, and others (he glanced clearly at Alex and Rory) were. We cannot have criminals come into our country and shoot up police and citizens like it is bloody America. We won’t have it!”

      At the last comment, MacLachlan locked eyes with the bloviating official and the blue eyes shot a look that spoke extreme violence. Yet, his face was composed, and a half smile was on the American’s lips. It has been said the Western lawman Bill Tilghman was famous for such a look just before drawing on a miscreant. Around the table, the two known and one suspected SIS members looked worried at what MacLachlan may do or say. Anna Visser smiled broadly, with what seemed to be pride.

      The ambassador cleared his throat uncomfortably, averted his eyes from whom both Will Grafton and Sir Walter Harvey-Smith recently described as the deadliest man alive, and pushed the documents over to Anna to review. She did so, asking one legal question of counsel, then signed both copies and pushed them back to the ambassador who signed both copies. He handed the copy to her. The counsel provided an envelope for it. Without further words, the ambassador got up and left the conference room.

      The man suspected of being the SIS rep at the Embassy looked at him as he left and said nothing, frowning with distaste.

      Rory started to say something, but Alex caught the younger man’s eye and put a finger up to her lip. The counsel left and the SIS man opened his mouth, but Alex spoke first.

      “There are talkers and there are doers. We are the latter. He is, well…” The man nodded, knowing the room was bugged, since he had overseen the installation and the monitoring.

      They left the room and as they were walking down the hall, Rory sidled up to MacLachlan and quietly said, “Guess I must have been wrong about what flag you salute.”

      “Not really so wrong, my friend. We fought the British twice when they were the strongest nation on the face of the earth. And beat them. Before that, they conducted genocide in my Scotland. We bailed their asses out of WWII. I’m not particularly political. But, under other circumstances, I would have gone across the table and ripped his throat out and handed it to him. But, the pompous piece of shit is not worth it. Neither are many of our diplomats. They are all professional compromisers. Nothing more. Politicians make me want to throw up and I bet they do you too, Rory,” MacLachlan said.

      “Aye, laddie. The Limeys treated your Scots as bad as my people in Belfast. Wars and killin’ in the name of Jesus and Mary. What’s up with that, huh?” the thirty-year-old Irishman asked.

      “We could speak of the Spanish Inquisition, the Pilgrims burning women at the stake, and the Pope and King of France ordering the murder of every Templar on Friday the Thirteenth, Black Friday. But, what’s the use? Religion has been at the root of many horrors. We can only shoulder the rifles and serve whatever master we have.”

      “Yeah, but I’d have liked to punch out that gobshite for you,” Rory ended.

      The older man put his hand on the younger one’s shoulder. “In my mind, you did just as much by sharing this. I have been honored to work with you on this op, particularly since it’s my last one.”

      “So, you’re out after this?” he asked.

      “Rory, I thought I was out before Sir Walter snookered me into this. But I owe him for doing it after all. I have come out with some relationships that I treasure,” MacLachlan said, now lightly punching the Irishman on the shoulder.

      “Will we be having time for a drink?” Rory asked.

      “Yes, but let’s have it wherever we end up in Belgium, okay?”

      “You got it, mate!”

      The two women walked on, half smiles on both of their faces.

      Later, out of Anna’s hearing, MacLachlan texted Rory a photo of Anna in her dress clothes for the meeting and in a quiet whisper and suggested he have it in case he needed to compare her appearance with her parents during the visit to Belgium. Rory would set the stage for a false background check for a government job with a clearance. The two men decided not to leave Anna’s claims of who she was to chance.

      The original op being over, they entered a new phase. Rory released the three SAS operators back to their active duty units and aimed his Rover towards Antwerp to meet with Anna’s parents.

      They were Frederik and Mirjam Visser. He had their number in the file that emanated from many hours of questioning and called. Mirjam answered and he explained that he was with Interpol and doing a background check for their daughter. He assured the mother that nothing was amiss, and he would allay her concerns when he visited her and her husband. They agreed upon eleven the next morning at the Visser residence.
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      Rory left earlier than the other three and was pulling up near the Visser’s Antwerp townhouse by mid-morning. As part of his automatic OPSEC, he parked down the block instead of in front of the location.

      He rang the doorbell and an attractive blonde woman opened the door. She had to be Anna’s mother…or, older sister.

      “Hello, I am Agent Rory Murphy. I called you earlier.”

      “Come in, Agent Murphy,” the woman said in accented English. “I am Anna’s mother, Mirjam Visser.”

      He extended his hand and said,” It is nice to meet you, Mrs. Visser.”

      “My husband, Frederik, is out of town. Though retired, he accepts a consulting contract occasionally.”

      “Oh? What does—or, did—he do for his occupation?” Rory asked, after the woman returned his proffered Interpol badge and ID.

      “He was a metallurgical engineer. Several times a year, his old company pulls him back for a week or so on some project. It’s nice to get the extra money and helps him to fight the boredom of being retired.”

      “I see,” Rory said as he sat in a very uncomfortable chair that she indicated by gesture.

      “Agent Murphy, would you join me in a cup of tea? Or coffee, perhaps?” Mirjam Visser asked.

      

      “Coffee would be wonderful, if it’s not too much trouble. Black.”

      The woman walked away, he guessed into the kitchen, and gave him a while to look around the room. It was tastefully done. Anna’s mother appeared to be her mid-fifties and was quite striking. Any gray or white in her hair was largely hidden by the profusion of blonde hair. The resemblance between mother and daughter was strong.

      Mirjam Visser returned shortly with a silver tray with two steaming mugs of coffee on it.

      “I know the mugs do not appear appropriate for the tray, Agent Murphy, but you do not appear to be a man who likes to drink his coffee in a feminine cup, using two fingers,” she explained.

      “You are quite perceptive, Mrs. Visser.”

      “Now, Agent Murphy, what is this visit all about? You mentioned on the phone that Anna has applied for a new job…doing what that interests Interpol?”

      “I don’t actually know what the specific job is. They don’t tell us that when we get a lead to do a background inquiry. It actually is with Interpol. Many Interpol positions require security clearances and apparently this is one.”

      “My little girl always fancied herself an international heroine,” she said.

      Looking at the mother with his most charming and disarming smile, Rory suggested that she tell him “all about your daughter”.

      “Well, she was always a good girl. We never seemed to live somewhere with other little girls nearby, so she learned to be happy with her own company. She rode whenever possible. Sometimes I think the horses were her only friends. Always the Zorro or misperceived villain in her alter egos, she preferred black horses.”

      Rory smiled and nodded, following participative interviewing techniques exactly while still writing key points for use in his report.

      “But that must have changed in school,” he prompted.

      “Oh, yes. She had acquaintances at school,” she said.

      Rory, taking notes without breaking eye contact, noted the choice of “acquaintances” instead of “friends.”

      “She flew through secondary school and got her licentiate at KU Leuven. A year later, she matriculated at the University of Amsterdam and earned her master’s. We were so proud of her!”

      “Mrs. Visser, what did she do in the year between school in Leuven, Belgium and Amsterdam?” Rory asked.

      He noted a momentary dilation of the woman’s eyes and almost imperceptible blush.

      “She just worked out some issues. Things kids do, you know,” and clearly was not going to elaborate.

      Still smiling and holding eye contact, Rory entered the year in his notes with an asterisk. This was something he needed to pursue deeper, he knew.

      “And, her master’s degree in Amsterdam…international relations, I believe?” he prompted.

      “Yes. We were not sure why she picked something with no direct job benefit. She became a logistician for a consulting company shortly after she got her master’s. It looks like now, with Interpol, she may actually get to use her specialty,” the mother said, now doing the prompting herself.

      “I assume. But, again, they don’t tell us what or even where, just who,” Rory said. His smile over “logistician for a consulting company” was real, not feigned. “Consulting, my bloody arse,” he thought to himself, “Consulting on how to eliminate enemies or competitors by killing them!”

      He continued. “Growing up when and where she did, were there any issues with alcohol or drugs?”

      “Oh, just the occasional marijuana. Nothing stronger that I am aware of. She is not a hard drinker, though we who are Dutch, and even those who live in Belgium, are known to take a drink every now and then…”

      “Ah…it is said that we Irish do, too. I have always thought the Scots had drinking down to a far greater art than Irishmen though.”

      The woman lit up, probably as much over the change in subject away from her daughter as for the small joke. Rory recognized it immediately.

      They chatted for another twenty minutes about Anna’s political views, interests and current friends, the latter area being sparse. This time was spent on his scripted, background investigation template, with a rare probative foray.

      Just after his second cup of rich coffee, Rory concluded the interview and asked if he might use the loo. She uncrossed her legs, rose and directed him. The slow walk gave him more time to look around and add to his impressions about Anna’s background. Door closed in the loo, he flushed the toilet as cover and opened the medicine cabinet. In addition to ordinary items, he identified several prescription bottles for high blood pressure and anxiety medications. He did not recognize one and wrote the name in his notebook. It was aripiprazole systemic. He would Google that as soon as he was in the Rover.

      Rory washed and dried his hands for effect and walked out. Mrs. Visser was back in the parlor where they had spoken. She rose again and he extended his hand. She held his hand slightly longer than he would have expected.

      “Thank you, Mrs. Visser. May I call you if I think of something or need further clarification once I review my notes?”

      Yes, agent. Please do. And, next time, I hope you will call me ‘Mirjam,’” she said.

      “I will. Have a wonderful day and thanks again.”

      He walked down the several steps to the sidewalk level and turned left, strolling slowly for the hundred feet to the Rover. Rory could feel her looking at him from the parlor window. “Interesting lady. Interesting daughter,” he thought. It would have been instructive to meet the father, too. The two women were so much alike. Rory wondered about the personality and appearance of the head of household. Or, was he? Mirjam Visser seemed confident and strong. But there was something just a little bit off about her.

      He drove to a small café, parked and went in for a light and early lunch. Over croissants, cheese and fruit, he studied his notes.

      Looking up aripiprazole systemic on his smart phone, he found it was the generic name for a drug used to treat bi-polar disorder. “Oh shite!” he said under his breath, wondering if it would be a case of like mother, like daughter.

      After lunch, Rory drove to the National Central Bureau in Brussels. It was what each country—except France where the headquarters is—calls its Interpol operation.

      He presented the credentials and badge which, while real, misrepresented him as an agent out of Interpol headquarters in Lyon. Rory asked for and was assigned an analyst.

      Léa de Wees had strawberry blonde hair, and light freckles on a picture-perfect face. Everything else was in fine order. She looked more Irish than his sister. He thought to himself that he might be in love.

      Léa was not only exceeded Rory’s definition of the perfect woman, she proved to be a brilliant analyst. After two hours and a long lunch, two things were known.

      The first was that Anna Visser had been arrested between college and graduate school. The arrest was for illegally purchasing a firearm. A high-priced attorney represented her. He had organized crime connections and was not the sort of person her parents would have even known about. Could Solange or Guy have hired him? Did she work for them even in college?

      Léa found the court documents online. Anna was given a one-year sentence in a psychiatric detention facility on a plea bargain agreement between her defense and the prosecutor. Further investigation yielded that no visitors, except her parents, visited her, eliminating the possibility for institutional surveillance photos of either Solange or Guy.

      After release, she entered the master’s program in Amsterdam. A call from Léa determined that her tuition was paid in cash, with a lump sum payment annually for the three years. Her address was an apartment, near but not on the campus. Rory factored all of this end and finished his written report to Alex and MacLachlan on his laptop.

      The second thing he knew after this process was more personal. He really liked Léa. Everything about her. She was very enthusiastic about his heritage, having enjoyed a semester of study abroad in Ireland. Léa told him she loved the green countryside and its warm people and had considered living there. She said this factually and not as a hint. But the point drove home and Rory confidently pledged to himself she would become a mission and he would win the target without question.

      Rory made plans with Léa for dinner, knowing his time in Belgium was dwindling quickly. It was obvious that she was as enthralled with him as he was with her. In the time between lunch and dinner, he secured a hotel room for the night and moved in. He called Alex and said he had information he needed to share, but it was of a sensitive nature and required privacy.

      Alex listened to him and said “If it’s about that American weapon, I am somewhat familiar with it, but you should speak with Mack. We are stopping soon. I’ll have him call you.”

      Rory knew that meant Anna could hear and a private call would be made soon.

      “Mack, Rory has information on that sniper rifle, but needs more guidance from you. Will you call him when we stop?” Alex asked the contactor.

      Though the quizzical look on MacLachlan’s face was masked instantly, it did not matter as he was in the backseat of the Audi.

      “Sure. I will call him,” he said, and the two women picked up their conversation where it left off before Rory called.
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        * * *

      

      Alex drove the loaner Passat fast, Anna beside her in the front and MacLachlan in the back. He liked Alex’s driving skills and had learned to trust them to be almost as much as his own. That fact was something he chose to keep to himself. Alex was competitive enough that, if she had an inkling he thought that, they would be reserving several rounds on the 14.2 mile Nürburgring race course in Germany for a face-off. Upon further reflection, he thought it might be fun, but feared how she might react to the drubbing he would give her. After all, his car in Florida was a two-hundred mile per hour Jaguar F-type SVR. Its existence was something he had omitted mentioning yet. In his brief experience since buying it, it proved to be a stunner to produce for a ride to dinner after a week of driving around Casey Key and Sarasota in his beige Toyota Tacoma pickup truck.

      Additionally, there were several tactical benefits to being in the rear. He could watch Anna’s body language constantly during conversations. That was something a driver, especially one driving at three-digit speeds, could not do. And, should an attack occur, he could respond with fire while Alex was concentrating on getting them off the X, or kill zone. So, he sat back, observed and enjoyed the passing countryside. Lord, how he loved that strong, capable woman.
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        * * *

      

      The three stopped in Leuven and checked in to a hotel. Anna may have an apartment there, but she was not free to go yet.

      Since she had her government credit card, Alex handled the check-in, selecting two rooms with a connecting door. She and Anna would stay in one, MacLachlan in the other. She reserved another room for late arrival for Rory. Alex then called her associate and told him the hotel and its address.

      After they were in their rooms, MacLachlan tapped on the connecting door and Alex opened it.

      “Hi, okay to come in for a second?” he asked.

      “Sure. Anna is in the shower. What’s up?”

      “I am going out to find a restaurant for dinner. While I am out, I will call Rory and get the executive summary on his findings today. Once I find his ETA, I will reserve four seats for us at dinner.”

      “Sounds like a plan, Mack.” Alex looked at the partially open in-suite bathroom door. From sound, she assumed Anna was in the shower. Alex leaned forward they kissed passionately, whispering “I wish you were my roomie tonight! I have gotten used to you beside me.”

      “Stay used to it for a long time,” he said patting her on the bottom and going back through the connecting door and closing it.

      On the street, MacLachlan called Rory.

      “Hey, it’s me. Can you speak okay?” MacLachlan asked.

      “Well, I’ve been told I sound like a bloody Mick when I do, but nobody’s listening if that’s what you mean. I am in the car alone.”

      “What’s the quick version of what you learned?”

      “Good news and interesting news,” the Irishman answered.

      “She really is Anna Visser. Her mum could be her older sister. Almost as hot. Didn’t meet her father. Off on a business trip. It sounds like Anna was working for the assassins in college. Just after, she bought an illegal firearm and was arrested. Had to be for them. She did not come from a hunting or shooting background. A high-priced attorney with questionable clients showed up. She got a year in a psychiatric correctional ward. I don’t know yet whether that was due to a plea or whether she has a screw loose in there somewhere. More on that later. When she got out, she started her master’s program where you are now. Three years. All paid in cash. I’m thinking by Solange and Guy.”

      Continuing, Rory said “Mom, as I mentioned, is a doll, but something is just not one hundred percent with her. I told her I had to go to the loo. I found a bottle of up to date bi-polar meds in the medicine cabinet. That explains that feeling I had. Did Anna inherit emotional problems with a penchant for violence? Or, did she have a good lawyer who copped for a mental plea instead of a lengthy prison sentence. This is a big question, because when we catch Solange and she goes to trial, Anna is our entire case, along with her records. If Solange’s attorney finds out about the mental detention, there goes the credibility of our case, buddy. Even if she is a stable as the day is long, once there is a demonstrable example of mental or emotional issues, we are screwed.”

      “Rory,” MacLachlan said, “if someone in your shop can clarify her real mental condition, it would be great. What time are you getting in o Leuven?”

      “About seven thirty,” Rory answered.

      “Okay. I will make dinner plans for eight or eight-thirty. You did a good job, Rory. I really appreciate it and know Alex will too. See you when you get here. Bye!”

      MacLachlan hung up. He thought about the credibility issue on the case when Solange was caught. It was serious. Alex would have to call Sir Walter and fill him in as soon as possible.

      MacLachlan found a four-star restaurant serving native dishes several blocks down the street from the hotel. Other than in places where poisonous fish, goat’s eyes or various breed’s testicles were the local delicacy, MacLachlan always tried to go with local foods. He made reservations for four at eight o’clock. Slipping back into the hotel, he changed into his running clothes and ran at marathon speed for three miles around the university before returning to shower and get ready for dinner.

      Belgium is primarily Dutch and French with some German thrown in. The restaurant served all three varieties of food. MacLachlan went heavy and chose German fare, as did Rory. The two women selected French country food, much like MacLachlan frequently had in his favorite French country restaurant in Northern Virginia.

      Anna warmed up to the Irish intelligence officer somewhat during dinner, but still spent most of her time watching the other two. Neither of those trained and experienced individuals could fathom her motivation for the rapt attention.

      Not planning to expense it, MacLachlan looked at the liquor menu and ordered a bottle of Chivas Regal Extra blended Scotch whisky.

      Once healthy drams were poured, he proposed a toast to four raised glasses.

      “To the Celtic friends I hold so dear. The Brits can never find your equals among their own! Slàinte!”

      Rory replied with “May the best day of your past be the worst day of your future!”

      Alex nodded and whispered “Aye,” while Anna just smiled, reveling that she was here in this place, this time, and most particularly with these people.

      The two women retired to their room and MacLachlan and Rory stayed a bit longer to lighten the Chivas and talk. Rory told his friend about Léa de Wees.

      “Rory, grab the brass ring now, my friend. I missed the sons and daughters and pets and those pleasures and satisfactions. I was too busy doing what it is that we do. All I have to show for it is a bunch of scars and a bit of satisfaction. At least at this juncture, I have Lexi to talk about the scars with. She understands because she has some of the same scars and the same history. You have a chance here, son. Take it and go after the girl. Invite me, and I’ll fly over for your wedding.”

      Rory thought for a moment at the words his late father might have spoken to him. He nodded and said, “If she’ll have me, you’ll have an invitation Mack. Of that you can be sure. I’ll be needing a best man. So, watch your mail.”

      MacLachlan pushed the bottle over to the Irishman and they both arose and walked to the elevator.

      In their room, Alex and Anna readied for bed. Alex removed and folded her business clothes and prepared to don her tee shirt. Anna stripped and stood there wondering what she had to wear.

      Looking at the medium height blonde with her buxom figure, Alex said “I’m a wee bit jealous my friend.”

      “You are like a lithe model and have nothing to be jealous about! One of the manliest men in the world worships you. I am the one who should be envious, Alex,” Anna said.

      “Thank you, dear. I am lucky. I know that. I just hope I can always be there for him. To watch his back.”

      “You will be. I wish I could protect you both…somehow.”

      Alex walked over and gave her a hug and said, “Thanks. I know you do. I think Mack does too. But, right now, keeping you safe is the important thing.” Alex handed Anna a spare tee shirt to sleep in and the two climbed into the adjoining twin beds and appeared to sleep. Both were thinking, eyes closed. Alex about the future and Anna about how she loved being here. Here with dangerous people. People who made things happen. Out on the edge of danger. She was finally realizing her childhood fantasies. Anna knew instinctively that she was going to be good in this lifestyle. And, she loved it.
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        * * *

      

      Léa de Wees continued to search for the whereabouts of Solange Camu, out of professionalism and a growing desire to help and please Rory Murphy.

      She recruited a team of people to watch traffic cameras as well as those in airports, both commercial and the several private ones that had them.

      Senior and respected as an Interpol analyst in Belgium, no managers questioned her use of time and personnel to continue the investigation she and Rory had begun.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Anna directed both cars to her apartment. It had been deserted for a month. She opened windows, checked the refrigerator and cursed at having missed one item, now something that should be in a Petrie dish.

      As Rory began an overall search, something Anna understood and approved, she sat at her desk.

      Starting the Mac, she inserted several flash drives in succession. One gave a twenty plus year chronicle of travel that a combination of SIS, Ministry of Justice and Interpol analysts could tie to assassinations around the world.

      Another represented transactions for black market weapons that Anna had purchased in person for cash and transshipped to caches at or near where assassinations occurred, including the ones used in the UK attack on the police convoy.

      The third through eighth were detailed descriptions of targets, with photographs, addresses and virtually everything necessary to kill them with a minimum of background study. These were a combination of information received from the client, including annotation of his, or its, missing name information, and Anna’s research.

      The final flash drive was the “follow the money” evidence trail. It showed deposits for the entire period split among numbered accounts. As US and other EU pressure on Switzerland grew, Anna had moved money to bitcoins and Austria and Singapore, which were more resistant to attacks against their bank secrecy protections.

      It became immediately apparent to MacLachlan and Alex that Anna was organized and extremely talented. As obvious, as they looked at the records, was the fact that she was more personally involved in the assassins’ business than she claimed and had negotiated an exceptional “get out of jail free” card with the Ministry of Justice.

      All three were aware of this as the screens uploaded and were replaced by others. But, no one changed expressions or commented, even in jest. Neither MacLachlan or Alex were people quick to jump to judgement, both having had to make far too many immediate decisions that broke the law for the public good… or their survival.

      “Anna, this looks like exactly what the MOJ needs to pursue its case once Solange is in custody and charged. Do you have duplicates of these files?” MacLachlan asked.

      “I do Mack, but I’d rather hold them close,” she replied.

      “I understand. But you are the Crown’s whole case against Solange. If you were to be kidnapped by Martians or something and these were lost, stolen or corrupted, Solange would walk free. I don’t think you’d want that.”

      She looked at the two and smiled, an effective strategy even with the hardened operators.

      “How about this,” she began, “I will show you where the backups are and make it possible for you to access them? But you have to promise me to only do it if I am dead and these originals are missing or corrupted. How about that?”

      “I think that sounds reasonable,” Alex stated. “You have my word on it.”

      “And, you have mine,” MacLachlan added. “Once we are through here and Rory is taking the evidence for inclusion in a diplomatic pouch to the UK, is the backup storage location close by?”

      “Yes, it is a bank in another city, but we can drive there. I will put both of you on the safe deposit box that has the flash drives in it.” Anna did not mention an adjacent safe deposit box with one million Euros skimmed from the assassins’ payments and from expenditures on their behalf over the years.

      Rory did not find any weapons or indications of Anna having taken a more active role in the activities of Solange Camu and Guy Duret than the threesome already knew about after questioning her and viewing the succession of flash drives.

      He joined them long enough to get a quick run-through on the flash drives he was being given. To maintain a proper chain of custody, he had Anna sign an NCA custody form and then signed he had taken possession. He put the flash drives in a briefcase and handcuffed it to his weak hand, leaving this strong ready to defend the material with deadly force if necessary. To maintain that level of security, MacLachlan drove the Rover to Avenue d’Auderghem in nearby Brussels as the two women followed in the Audi.

      Once the Rover was parked in the Embassy, MacLachlan gave Rory the keys and a handshake and MacLachlan walked out of the gate onto the avenue and got in the Audi.

      “Mack, I spoke with Sir Walter. I told him in detail about the evidence. He and the MOJ said Anna can stay at her apartment without any sort of electronic restraint. Rory and I have to stay with her until it is clear whether she will be needed for a trial. He said to thank you and that he will speak with you soon. You are released to return to the US or wherever you wish to go.” Alex ended her statements with a sad look.

      “What if it takes us a year to find Solange? And, it takes another six months for the Crown to build a case?” MacLachlan asked.

      “Good questions, Mack. He didn’t go there. So, I don’t know. I guess, since it’s a one-bedroom apartment, Rory and I will split 12 hour shifts and the night shift person will sleep on the sofa,” Alex mused.

      “The sofa is too short for either of you to be comfortable,” Anna chimed in. “I have a double bed if you want to share. I like Rory, but he is going to have to sleep alone. He’s clearly not another girl. Maybe we can rent or buy a folding bed for him.”

      “That could work for a while,” Alex said. MacLachlan said nothing.

      MacLachlan broached the hard question facing all.

      “Anna, the bargain is that you also provide information that will assist us in locating Solange to arrest her. That information has not been given to us. Where is she?” he asked.

      “Mack, I truly don’t know. She ducked out and left me like a sitting duck. It could have been organized crime or a state supporter of terrorism or criminal enterprise that came for me instead of you. I am so lucky, and I know it. I assure you; I’d lead you directly to that bitch if I could. But, I can’t. Logically, she probably went somewhere she and Guy didn’t have a history of killing people. Somewhere she could drop out. The only place she ever mentioned to me was in the US.”

      “Where in the US?” Alex asked.

      “When I first arrived, she was gone, but had to return. I gave her some mail. There were some real estate magazines from the Florida Keys in it. I asked her about them, and she told me she thought the area looked pretty, but likely would never go there. I didn’t believe her then and I don’t now!” Anna said.

      “Well, you have a better idea of where is safe for Solange than anyone other than her. I am sure our analysts will do scatter diagrams on hits around world. Alex and I were only able to take cursory looks while you were showing us your flash drives. Where do you think is logical for her?” MacLachlan asked, with Alex nodding affirmatively.

      “Hmm. They operated primarily from England to Russia. Most hits were in Mediterranean and Eastern European countries. So, I would put them on a less-likely list. They lived in Luxembourg for a reason—I can’t think of many contracts in any immediately surrounding countries. Definitely none in little old Luxembourg. Kind of that old ‘don’t defecate where you eat’ idea,” Anna said.

      Continuing, she said “Despite my generalization, I believe there may have been one or two in France before I met them, but years ago. But never in the Western hemisphere, north or south. To my knowledge, never in the Pacific or Asia. They felt they might stand out in the latter. Based on all of this, I would put coastal America or Caribbean at the top of my best-guess list for Solange. I think, based on what I know of her activities at the villa, she likes to swim, run and lay in the sun. So, Florida or the islands would be it.”

      “To your knowledge, Anna, did they ever use disguises?” Alex asked.

      “I don’t know for sure, but I never processed any paperwork for disguises or makeup. And, I never obtained any for either. You have seen Guy. He looked like a movie monster. It would be hard to disguise him. And Solange…well, she was so unnoticeable she did not need a disguise. She could walk into a crowd and blend such that nobody knew she was there.”

      “Anna, what was the date when Solange showed up and you gave her the mail?” Alex asked.

      “That’s easy. It was four days before you came up the wall and detained me,” Anna responded, giving them an approximate departure time to work with.

      “Thanks, Anna. That is good information. We will follow up on it. Or, rather somebody will,” MacLachlan said. He was facing Anna, with Alex just behind her, and Alex nodded ever so slightly. MacLachlan knew that he should pass the information to Rory for his analyst and to Will Grafton for Kate to pursue. It was the best lead yet. What else did she know and was holding back, both operators wondered.

      Back at Leuven, the two women went to buy groceries and wine and MacLachlan got on his Mac Book and made flight reservations back to Florida for later in the day. Using encrypted texts, he sent the new leads to both Rory and Will.

      They had lunch at the apartment and the two women took him to Brussels Airport, seven miles outside of the city.

      MacLachlan held Alex for a long-time outside security and kissed her. Anna stood watching. As soon as they stepped back from each other, she said “Next!” and stepped forward, arms outstretched. MacLachlan hugged her and moved to kiss her on the cheek, but she was too fast, and he got a wet kiss to the lips.

      “If Sir Walter will approve it, I will pay for tickets for you both to come stay with me—the cabin or, better, Florida. I think you will be safer there,” he proposed.

      “I will run it past the old toff,” Alex promised. The two women watched longingly as the tall man walked through the security gate with a carry-on, one bag already checked through. He did not look back. The tough female agent and the younger blonde both wiped tears. Anna reached out and the two walked arm and arm towards the car park, having similar thoughts.
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      MacLachlan settled in for the short flight to Frankfurt, then on to JFK in New York, Atlanta, then Sarasota. Halfway from Atlanta to Sarasota, with a bit of sleep along the way, he finished his fourth Kindle book and put that traveler’s salvation device back in his scarred leather briefcase. There was no need trying to sleep during what was left of his long journey, so he looked at a phone picture of Alex and Anna at the airport in Belgium.

      He hated leaving them there, but knew if this was going to drag out, the tight-fisted Sir Walter would see the efficacy of sending both women to be watched in Florida.

      Unless it was his imagination, which seldom ran wild, Alex and Anna were looking into the camera with equal expressions of adoration. As beautiful and all-around desirable as the blonde was, he really did not need that. It was…well, he did not know what it was. He had very mixed emotions and since he could not solve them from this far away, decided to concentrate on the now almost rote surveillance detections routines he followed to keep people from following him to either of his homes.

      MacLachlan had cleared Immigration and Customs in New York, so he only had to collect two checked bags in Sarasota. He took a taxi to an address in an older part of Sarasota and fumbled deliberately until the driver drove out of sight. MacLachlan then walked through an alley to another cottage and walked around to the back yard. He took a key from his keychain and unlocked a high tensile security padlock on a garage door after making sure no one was observing his actions. His metallic tan Tacoma pickup was within as well as a coat rack, work bench and small green rolled steel gun vault lag-bolted to the concrete floor.

      MacLachlan disconnected the battery trickle charger from the truck and hung his navy blazer and gray slacks on the coat rack, exactly as he had done in Northern Virginia when Lexi was with him. He put his shoes underneath and donned a Columbia fishing shirt, Sportif shorts and boat shoes. He immediately felt refreshed. He placed a Colt M4 carbine and several 30 round magazines in the truck in a low behind the seat rack and a Glock 19 in an inside the waistline holster under the outside shirt tail. A tan ball cap completed the outfit and he became the other person he was. A Florida fisherman. A well-armed, very dangerous Florida fisherman. MacLachlan opened rickety-looking, but steel-lined door with a wall switch and pulled the truck out. He pressed the opener-closer and the door shut, but he stepped outside the Toyota and reattached the high security padlock before leaving.

      Eschewing Interstate 75, miles to the east, he headed down Rt. 41, the Tamiami Trail. Originated and named by others but bankrolled by Barron Collier, the two-hundred seventy-five-mile highway’s terminus is Calle Ocho in Little Havana, Miami. It still passes through rough country occupied by wildlife like the Florida panther, alligators and several types of large and poisonous serpents.

      In Sarasota, where MacLachlan was driving though, much of the wildlife drive Bentley Continentals, Porsches of all varieties, and when MacLachlan was in his “other” car, the world’s fastest Jaguar model.

      He stopped to eat a grouper sandwich on Philippi Creek, continued down the Trail, stopping at a Publix supermarket for provisions, having not been at his primary house for a time, and turned west towards Casey Key and home.

      He wished that Alexis was sitting beside him. This was the time he was supposed to be welcoming her to his home. But that would happen soon enough he supposed. He arrived at his property, one side fronting the Gulf of Mexico, the other larger portion of the several acres fronting the bay and the two split by a paved road.

      Since between the cabin on Cedar Creek and his far-flung assignments, MacLachlan was often gone from this primary home for long periods of time, all of his bills were set up on autopay and a friend who was both handyman and lawn service owner kept watch on the valuable property, kept it trimmed and checked on the Ankona flats boat that resided on the lift at bayside. The man’s wife cleaned the house twice a week.

      His home was on a short twisting lane through the property and not visible from the road—he parked the Tacoma and removing the Glock, circled the house, looking for signs of intrusion and unwelcome creatures in the yard. A black racer slithered off into the woods at the far edge of the yard. MacLachlan paid it limited notice. A moccasin or rattler would have received a great deal of notice and a 124 grain hollow point.

      He walked up the wooden steps to the raised “cracker house,” a tin-roofed Cyprus dwelling on seven-foot stilts. Entering the code into the alarm, he unlocked the door and went in. Despite the façade, the door was steel-cored and the hinge screws three and a half inches long. Two deadbolts of hardened steel locked it.

      He kept the air conditioning on low during his absences and the house stayed fresh, with the faintest of hints of pipe tobacco and gun oil. Having checked the house, he brought in his luggage and put away the groceries. He hoped to add some mangrove snapper and grouper fillets to the refrigerator within the next few days. For tonight, he would pull the Jag out of the raised garage and let a chef do the cooking.

      Later, he walked out to the beach to take a short run. As he walked along the lane and crossed the road to his beachfront and the chickee hut, he thought of Kate Mahris sunning there not so very long ago, just before a Hezbollah attacker wrestled with her in the bedroom and she killed him with one of MacLachlan’s knives. He had been unable to totally eradicate the large bloodstain on the Cyprus floor between the bed and the west-facing wall. He had covered it with a small braided rug. He thought perhaps he would refinish the whole floor during this stay.
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        * * *

      

      Two analysts spoke several times from almost four thousand miles apart. Kate Mahris at the US Office of the Director of National Intelligence, or ODNI, was one and Léa de Wees, at Interpol in Belgium was the other.

      They agreed that Léa would try to pick up the trail from Luxembourg to the Atlantic flight, based on all the assumptions they had and Kate would begin with arrival in the US and try to follow her electronically south to either Florida or on to the Caribbean, with Costa Rica and Belize likely options due to banking and cost of living. In the interviews at the villa, Anna said the pair had several types of investments and frugal living had caused those Euros and bitcoins to grow geometrically in worth.

      In addition to a detailed scatter diagram of the hits over the past quarter century, with each dot accompanied by the victim’s name and year of death, Kate programmed a watch on expensive home sales by a non-native in Florida and south to the islands to the extent her sources could follow.

      Léa used both agent information, the cameras that were all over Europe, and airport information to seek and verify Solange’s travel times, routes and destinations.

      The two exceptional analysts were unaware that Solange Camu had a fully developed legend as Helene Godwin, an American. She was currently on Brickell Avenue in Miami as a wealthy Serbian widow named Lena Sidran. Sidran was moving her total multi-million Euro estate to her niece, Helene Godwin, in a revocable living trust.

      Then, Solange’s Serbian legend would fade into obscurity and Helene, back from being an au pair for years in Europe, would be getting her first Florida operator’s license, a Social Security card and health insurance. Solange’s next stop was to a non-private and non-offshore bank in Miami, where she opened checking, savings and credit and debit card account as Helene.

      Unlike Anna’s experience with the assassins not using disguises, Solange had dusted her short hair with theatrical gray powder and was wearing expensive but dowdy clothes at first in Miami, then washed the gray out and wore youthful apparel as Helene later.

      Her plan was to further change her appearance as Helene with longer hair. Her light brown would become blonde. And, she anticipated breast enhancement. It may not be her former logistician’s C-cup, but certainly larger than her current boyish figure. She knew that those changes and the natural suntan living in tropical Florida would afford would make her unrecognizable to the few people who actually knew her. People who were on another continent anyway.

      Using credit she would pay off quickly instead of the ten thousand dollar plus cash that would trigger a Treasury alert, Solange bought a new Honda Accord and headed south on US-1 towards the Conch Republic or Florida Keys. She had a five-day head start and had every probability of disappearing in plain sight in South Florida.
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        * * *

      

      Léa called Kate in Northern Virginia and reported that she had developed a route and verified it was Solange’s, using the Serbian name Lena Sidran. Solange flew from Madrid and landed at Washington Dulles. She reported that she had already shared with her European contacts such as Rory but wanted Kate to be able to work on it before the wheels of bureaucracy got the information to her with the speed of a glacier. Kate thanked her and inserted IAD airport into her matrix as a jumping off point for Florida and Caribbean destinations.

      Within several hours, she was walking into Will Grafton’s office, three-inch red heels clicking along the corridor.

      She had identified Lena Sidran at Dulles transferring to a flight headed to Miami. At Miami, Kate lost her at the taxi stand. There was a blur picture of a gray haired, short woman of indeterminate age boarding and disembarking the people carrier as she changed airlines.

      Will absorbed the information quickly, made some notes and picked up the phone while Kate was sitting across from him. He called his contact at FBI headquarters and apprised him of the new intelligence. He also said, logically presuming something he had not verified, that there was a serious diplomatic angle and the Brits had a female operative named Campbell who had diplomatic privileges en route. Will went on to tell the FBI Assistant Director that the US Intelligence Community’s equities were being watched by a very senior representative named Colonel MacLachlan.

      “Campbell and MacLachlan have the Red Notice and Extradition paperwork. Your agents will give them full support. The AG will be watching this closely as will the Secretary of State.” He knew the FBI executive was politically savvy and a good cop too. He got the message.

      Kate sat in awe, as she often did, of her manager. There were people who were at higher echelons of government who quaked in their chairs when Will Grafton let into them with his stentorian voice. Forget chain of command. He knew who his real boss was. And, so did they.

      The next call was encrypted to MacLachlan.

      “Mack. You still got that Special Deputy US Marshal badge and creds from the old days? Stick it in your pocket!”

      “She’s here. In your state. I am going to call Sir Walter and coordinate, but I am sure Alex is on the way over by now with the Red Notice and Extradition papers. Drop everything and go towards Miami. Kate is in here with me and will call you with more details before you can get there. I told the FEEBs that you have the con from our end and to support you all the way. Our HQ contacts are on board, so unless there is a break in communications downstream, you have the five-hundred-pound gorilla on your side.”

      “Arm up, saddle up and get your ass to Miami. We’ll worry about the contract details later. Out!” Without waiting for or caring about a response, Will Grafton hung up and looked over his desk at Kate and grinned.

      “Stay on it, Kate. Get everything you can. This woman is easily the #1 most wanted criminal now. The US wants her. The Brits want her. But, most of all, I want her. Share with Mack first and then keep me in loop.”

      “Yes, sir!” she said. He turned to his left top drawer and took out a soft pack of Kool’s and a gold Marine Corps lighter. Kate always wondered why an airborne ranger in the army carried a Marine lighter. She had no idea Mack had given it to him the first day they met. The day years ago hours after he had just killed his first four terrorists. That lighter had played a role in the death of the second two.

      Kate Mahris knew she was dismissed. Good. She had things to do. A lot of things. She stood, turned and walked out the door and power walked down the hall to her unit.

      MacLachlan did not repack. Instead, he put a couple of suits, shirts, ties, shoes and some informal wear in a suit bag. He already had the Glock in his inside the waistband holster under his shirt tail. He put the US Marshal identification in his pocket and retrieved the Colt AR and five mags from the safe. He put two cups of freshly brewed coffee in a silver Yeti mug and placed all of this on the bottom step. Locking the door and setting the alarm he turned and looked at his mission gear and the Tacoma.

      “Aw, screw it!” he said aloud, knowing he was making a dumb decision, and walked to the garage. The walls reverberated as he fired up five hundred seventy-five horsepower. MacLachlan eased the evil-looking black car down the ramp to the surface of the yard. He put the suit bag, his briefcase and the rifle bag in back. He kept the Glock, coffee and badge up front. Eschewing the radio, he switched the exhaust tones into the radio speakers. No need letting people he passed have all the enjoyment, he thought.

      He headed due east, crossed the Tamiami Trail and fifteen legal minutes later merged onto I-75 South towards Naples. Shortly thereafter, he would pick up the Alligator Alley and cross the bottom of the Everglades. In a blur.

      His phone rang. He recognized the number.

      “Hi, Kate! What’s going on?”

      “Mack, I called out law enforcement liaison. He will call the Florida Highway Patrol and advise them that we have an agent on an emergency run in a tan Tacoma pickup heading to Miami via I-75 and the Alley. They should broadcast to local deputies and troopers along the route to give you space to run.”

      “Kate, you the brightest shining star! One change: tell the LE liaison it’s a black Jaguar SVR.”

      “Mack! That bomb! What kind of cop car is that?” she said incredulously.

      “What kind is a tan Tacoma pickup? Besides, didn’t you ever see Miami Vice?”

      “No. I’m too young!”

      “Wow. Below the beltline. But, thanks for the notice to the boys and girls in blue. All ticket avoidance is appreciated. Mainly, the time that would be wasted is appreciated.”

      MacLachlan was pulling onto I-75 South as he spoke. A line of traffic was coming up fast behind him as he pulled into the merge lane. He floored the Jaguar and let it wind. Kate could hear the racecar sound of the exhaust through the car’s phone speaker system.

      “Sounds like I better get that call made to FHP really soon. Later!” and hung up. MacLachlan grinned broadly. “Damn, I love this car!” he said aloud. He did not speculate if he did love the redhead, because he knew a part of him would always love her.

      She called back ten minutes later and told him the call had been made and put out; whether it would work would remain to be seen.

      MacLachlan drove fast, but reasonably, often in the flow of normal traffic. That flow generally exceeded the limit. He got to Naples in record time and received a call from Kate that he would likely be heading further south into the Florida Keys. It was already well past the end of her workday, but she was still attempting to track Solange. Just south of Miami was where the trail went cold. Alex was due into Miami International that night. MacLachlan decided to pick her up.

      He badged into the incoming gate area saying he was there to pick up a diplomat from the UK and was waiting when her flight came in. A tired looking Alex came through the gate and saw him. Her face lit up and they greeted with a long embrace.

      MacLachlan knew that she would not be travelling armed and had a backup in the car to give her later. They walked out to Short-term Parking to the black car. Her eyes opened wide in surprise. He whispered, “Rule Britannia” and put her bags in the boot. They left and turned south, stopping at Key Largo for the night, having no further clue as to Solange Camu or Lena Sidran’s location. Nor did they have any idea of Helene Godwin’s existence. From this point on, the search would be logic and pure luck.

      The motel was okay, but the bed was excellent. Alex fell asleep on MacLachlan’s shoulder almost immediately and he was asleep soon after. They slept until well after daylight, an oddity for both. After catching up on some personal time missed the previous night and showering, they checked out and MacLachlan found a restaurant for breakfast.

      He was a great aficionado of Cuban cuisine and knew the chain of restaurants; café con leche, eggs, ham croquettes, and Cuban toast. Later, they rattled the windows firing up the Jag and proceeded down US-1.

      MacLachlan’s phone rang. It was Kate.

      “Hi. Good morning. Did you pick up Alex?” she asked.

      “I did. She is here with me now. We’ve just eaten and are driving south of Key Largo. Any ideas?” he asked.

      “I think we are down to phone and shoe leather—maybe I should say tire tread—work for a while. Lena Sidran has pulled a disappearing act. FINCEN is watching for large foreign money transfers or anything unusual,” she said referring to the Financial Crimes Enforcement Network.

      “But you are in the Miami area, after all. Detecting unusual foreign currency activity in Miami is like the proverbial needle in the haystack. I contacted the Monroe County Sheriff’s Office and Miami FBI and told them you both are there and asked for help checking with realtors and lodgings for a petite woman, possibly with a foreign accent either in a hotel or motel and/or seeking real estate to lease or purchase. I made a point of letting them know she was a cop killer.”

      “Good move! We will drive south until the mid-Keys and establish a base, maybe in Islamorada. I guess the next step would be to make ourselves known at the Sheriff’s Islamorada substation.”

      “Probably. The head office of the Sheriff’s Department in Key West has your names. So does the Miami Division of FBI. I focused on Alex when talking with the Bureau and said that an agent, who was deputized, had been assigned to ODNI to coordinate with her. Gave them your name but did not elaborate much.”

      “I like that approach. So now, we hurry up and wait to see what the canvassing of realtors and motels turns up?” MacLachlan asked.

      “Pretty much. Sorry. Not your usual action job, Mack,” she said.

      “This is about doing whatever is necessary to bring this woman to justice. So, I’m in for however long it takes. Besides, Alex and I are both more or less retired. We have forever,” MacLachlan concluded.

      “Well, let’s hope it doesn’t take that long,” Kate answered nicely, but feeling a sudden pang of sadness. “I will get back to you as soon as I hear anything. You do the same, okay?” and she broke the connection.

      “That sounds like no new information for us to act on,” Alex prompted.

      “No, none at all. And, what we are acting on is a series of assumptions based on Anna’s conversation with Solange about the Florida real estate magazine and that Sidran is, in fact, Solange. That’s a helluva lot of “ifs,” Lexi.”

      “Changing the subject, I love your car! Of course, with an average speed of about thirty-five in the Keys, it may not be the best. And, it does stand out…even when you cannot see it yet. It’s loud!” Alex said.

      “Yeah, I let my testosterone make the vehicle decision. But I have an idea. We cannot park this just anywhere. Let’s run down to Key West and rent a full-sized sedan like a Taurus, Charger, or Impala. On the way, we can call Kate and get her to call down to Naval Air Station Key West and see if they will provide secure parking for it. You can drive it in as a diplomat and that would add to the story,” MacLachlan said.

      “Great idea. Especially about me driving it. Why not switch drivers now so you can make the call? How far are we?” Alex asked.

      MacLachlan said “About fifty or sixty miles,” as he pulled into a bait shop parking lot. With very little instruction, Alex pulled back on US-1, her smile giving away her pleasure. She saw a truck coming in the rear-view mirror and gunned the Jag, accidentally spinning the tires and causing the car to fishtail before she expertly counter steered and straightened it out.

      “I ken that was a wee bit dramatic,” she said, slipping into the Scot dialect MacLachlan so loved. He did not reply. Rather, he smiled to himself as he dialed Kate at ODNI.

      The call made and a return call was promised confirming the request and giving a contact person at the NAS.

      Alexis Campbell made the same rookie mistake in the Keys that almost caused her to die in an alley in Budapest. And, it was compounded by the fact MacLachlan, who regularly taught OPSEC for the intelligence community followed suit. They concentrated on seeking their quarry in front and watching on the sides of the highway, instead of behind them. They did not consider themselves in a particular threat environment in the Keys. They were the hunters and Solange Camu, in whatever current permutation was the prey.

      They both missed the ubiquitous five-year-old Nissan XTERRA SUV from Rent-a-Junker in Miami. It followed them steadily, usually from several cars back. Though following a target alone is a tail’s nightmare, the distinctive and loud supercar made the job much easier.

      The Nissan pulled to the curb as the Jag cleared into the Naval Air Station, both the dark-haired driver and her tough looking companion being both expected and having more than qualifying credentials.

      MacLachlan’s second call had been to a car rental that delivered a new Impala to the NAS gate. They went back to the rental office and completed the paperwork, the Nissan still behind, but its driver cursing the loss of the Jaguar to follow. A white Impala would be much more difficult to follow, especially in a Florida sea of white vehicles.

      With MacLachlan driving now, they cruised down Duval Street and found a rare parking place near the terminus, something that did not exist during Fantasy Fest in late October or other festivals that characterized the iconic and eclectic city. Unfortunately looking more like federal agents than tourists, MacLachlan and Alex strolled past shops and through the grounds of resorts and B&B’s, looking for signs of a petite mid-forties woman with a mild French accent. Had the infrared deer camera photo from the woods in Scotland been better, their jobs would have been easier.

      Their tail stayed in the SUV, pulling over and double-parking until traffic or police presence prompted pulling back into the traffic flow. Taking a calculated risk, the tail stopped at a scooter rental that had in and out customer car parking. Scooters were popular and numerous in Key West and a quick drive through the city showed that scooter parking was far more available that car parking.

      The tail was dressed like a tourist and the shorts, tee shirt, ball cap and flip-flops and did not get a second look on the scarred blue 50 cc. single place scooter.

      The same methodology was followed on the scooter, but easier and less obvious than taking the chance that the same SUV might appear in the operators’ rear-view mirror.

      MacLachlan and Alex stopped for lunch in a café; the tail picked up a Cuban sandwich and beer from a take-out window and ate at the curb. An hour later, the two came out of the café, hand in hand and walked back in the direction of where they parked almost a mile behind. The tail gulped the last swallow of beer and mounted the scooter. After a U-turn, the tail passed them and got to the scooter rental ten minutes before the pair would walk past. The scooter returned and SUV retrieved, the tail sat in the scooter lot for them to pass by on the sidewalk on the opposite side of the street, then waited anxiously for another eight minutes and pulled on to Duval in their direction. The gambit was successful and the XTERRA slowly passed as MacLachlan and Alex got into the Impala. Watching in the rear-view mirror, the tail surveilled from the front until ducking down chin on chest and allowing the Impala to pass in a line of cars in the left lane of Roosevelt.

      The tail played a game of cat and mouse until the Impala turned into a fishing resort in Islamorada. The two went in and came out five minutes later and drove to a room, parking in front. They unloaded the car and entered the room. On a hunch, the tail waited ten minutes and they both came out and walked to US-1. From the highway, they walked north and entered the Monroe County Sheriff’s substation near Mile Marker 87.

      The tail quickly went into the motel office and secured a room across from where the Impala was parked. Moving sparse materials in, the tail parked the SUV behind another building out of sight from the marks’ room.

      Reentering, the tail moved a chair to the window and adjusted the heavy opaque curtains. Looking through the gauze curtains gave a clear, essentially one-way view of the room with the Impala in front.

      MacLachlan and Alex returned a half hour later. No other movements were observed until seven o’clock when they walked out and headed north on US-1, ostensibly to get dinner. The tail called for a delivery pizza, four Cokes, and a Greek salad, found a music channel on the television and adjusted the sound for a long night.

      At a fresh seafood restaurant, MacLachlan had mahi-mahi and Alex had grouper. Both were blackened and included jalapeno hushpuppies, new to Alex, fries and salads.

      “Honey, this is more like how I was envisioning us spending time when you came over,” MacLachlan said.

      “Me, too. I am actually getting paid for this…I think,” she responded.

      “Maybe even I am,” he said, “but with Sir Walter, you never know. I don’t believe his budget is as tight as he claims. I think the tight thing is him. He considers every penny he spends as if it was coming out of his own pocket.”

      “But you know what?” he continued. “I could care less. We are here. We are together. We are starting many years of fun and adventure and romance. What could be better than that?”

      The Scottish woman took both of his hands and held them across the table. Finally, she said smiling, “Absolutely nothing, my darling!”

      MacLachlan maintained an extreme state of fitness with diet, limited alcohol and punishing exercise, including running long distances fast. But tonight they were celebrating in the Keys and he ordered an almost all-sugar Key lime pie for them to split over coffee.

      “Now, if you order Key lime pie and it is delivered green, it’s fake as hell. Don’t insult your palate and eat it. Key limes are green. Key lime pie is yellow. The only point to consider is whether it has a meringue or sprayed whipped cream,” he explained.

      “Yellow, eat. Green chuck in the dustbin. Right?” Alex asked.

      “Right!” he agreed.

      “This is pretty damn good, Mack!” to which he nodded agreement, his mouth full.

      Following dinner, they walked back, were seen passing by the tail, and sat for a longtime looking over Florida Bay as the Gulf of Mexico was called here. They spoke about the future, places they should go, and adventures they should have. They would keep Casey Key, the cabin in Virginia and Alex’s property in the Highlands. Any other places that they found they liked they would lease property. The conversation drifted over to the king-sized bed and MacLachlan positioned the Glock 19 and a tactical flashlight on his side. Alex put the backup S&W snub revolver and light he brought for her on the other side. Duly prepared, they were asleep an hour later.

      Across the parking lot, the tail watched the light go out and knew what was taking place. There was no need to watch as they slept, so some well-earned rest was in order…until around dawn.
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      Florida Keys And Scotland

      

      Helene Godwin, as Solange planned to think of herself the rest of her days, was ensconced in a luxurious resort seven miles north of Islamorada, the general area where she planned permanent location.

      The resort even had a salon. She treated herself to a spa day with full massage, manicure, and pedicure. Perhaps more importantly to her plan, she had the hair stylist dye her hair a blonde that looked age appropriate. The color and the style changed her appearance. And her look would change more as her hair grew. The trip, already arranged, to Miami next month would enhance her bosom. She would be a totally different person by then.

      Helene was already feeling different and forcing herself to smile at people and to interact. This was despite the talents that were still there, surveillance, set-up, the kill, the evasion and ultimate escape. Those talents were so honed they would always stay with her. It was the people skills of which she and Guy had both been so devoid that she would have to work on. Americans seemed to be generally friendly people. They smiled a lot. Helene thought she might like that change of atmosphere as well as the glorious weather.

      She had an appointment to see some properties with a realtor named Kelly tomorrow, so current projects would be curtailed by that. Tonight, also, since the resort had a twilight champagne cruise for which she had signed up.

      Helene had been swimming and running ever since check-in. She was in good shape and looked fit in a bathing suit. She thought she would look better, though, following the enhancements in Miami. As Solange, she had covertly taken a picture of Anna sunning by her pool on the last day before her escape to America. It was on her iPhone.

      She had given it to her doctor at the planning visit, saying “I want to look just like that, perfect breasts like her, just proportional to my build and height.” The doctor said that was precisely what he had in mind.

      Growing up in a rough French orphanage, she still had issues over sharing and possessions and value. She looked around her room, not at what was there, but what was not.

      Money was not an object of concern for her. But she had no intention of paying $5.95 for a bottle of water that was $1.99 outside the resort. The same held true for fresh fruit. She determined to get the Honda out of valet parking and drive the two miles to a bright and large grocery she saw driving back from a local restaurant dinner several nights ago.

      Half an hour later, Helene Godwin, false American, was on the way to her first ever supermarket foray.

      At the same time, Alex was getting into the rental Impala to go to Tavernier, less than ten miles north for a refresh on her French manicure.

      Helene pulled into the Winn-Dixie Supermarket in Tavernier, just north of her resort, parked and went in.

      After almost daily stops for fresh food in Luxembourg, she was quite taken with the wide aisles and variety of foods. She got a cart and pushed it from aisle to aisle looking at virtually everything, whether it was on her mental list or not.

      Alex spotted the Winn-Dixie and swerved into the entrance in a controlled drift. The Impala did not have performance suspension and the tires protested and the body leaned. Like the woman with whom she had traded shots in Scotland, she did not care for the tap water locally and decided at the last minute to get Pellegrino or something like it.

      The Smith & Wesson .38 snub-nosed revolver that MacLachlan had brought for Alex printed in the pocket of the brief shorts she had on. Her top did not reach far enough down to hide the outline of the gun, so she put it on the front seat of the car and covered it with her ball cap.

      Alex went into the Winn-Dixie, walking briskly. Knowing that four or five quart or liter bottles of water would be awkward to carry, she got a cart, looked up for the aisle labels and pushed onward.

      In Islamorada, MacLachlan got a call from Kate.

      “Hey, Mack. We might have something. A Monroe detective is at a real estate firm in Tavernier. A young realtor told him she is going to show some properties to an American woman she has not met. But she says the woman, who is staying at an undisclosed hotel or resort nearby, seems to have a foreign accent, maybe French. Odd for an American, huh?”

      “That is a great lead. Alex is in Tavernier now. I am carless about eight or nine miles away. Let me call her. Thanks, Kate. I will keep you up to date. Bye,” and MacLachlan hung up. He immediately called Alex, but the phone went into voicemail after about eight rings.

      Helene and Alex arrived at the bottled water display at the same time. Alex looked at the blonde woman and thought she was familiar. Helene looked at her mark, whose appearance was identical to the material Prifti had given her and with the woman she had changed shots with.

      Helene drew a compact Czech CZ 9mm from under her shirt and Alex crouched and reached back for the gun that was not there.

      Helene fired two shots to center of mass and knew that they were fatal wounds for the woman seven feet away across two grocery baskets.

      Alex stumbled forward onto her basket, which moved and rolled into Helene’s basket, before crumpling and falling on the hard floor.

      Helene did not take time for a head shot, her normal procedure on a mark that was hit in the torso. She scooped her purse out of her basket and turned around, pushing the basket away from the incident.

      A young woman on her day off was at the end of the aisle. She saw the entire confrontation take place. Helene shot her in the forehead and took her car keys out of her purse. The Honda had the resort’s parking sticker and would lead authorities immediately back to where she had to collect items and use as a departure point for her exfiltration.

      As she pushed the second dead woman’s full cart through the store, she took her time and smiled at shoppers. The shots had not been identified by any but a veteran and a female retired detective from West Virginia.

      Both went to the sound of the shots and saw a lot of blood and two women, one dead and one clinging to her life by the thinnest of threads.

      The store manager and her assistant arrived at the same time. The assistant was sent back for the store first aid kit as the manager dialed 911.

      “Two women have been shot at the Winn-Dixie at Tavernier! I think one is dead, and the other is close! I don’t know who shot them or where they are. Send help, please!” She gave the exact street address and her name and title.

      The call went out immediately. A deputy hit his siren and red and blue lights and was in the lot immediately, looking for someone escaping. All he saw was a woman with short blonde hair driving out slowly in a minivan.

      “Soccer mom!” he thought and sped the car to the front door and left it as he walked briskly into the store. The front-end manager led him back to the water aisle and the crime scene. He sent the young woman back to direct Fire-Rescue and subsequent officers.

      The Iraqi War veteran had the store first aid kit open and was pressing gauze pads against one woman’s chest. It did not take a surgeon to know the younger woman was dead. Her wound and the blood pattern were horrendous.

      As he knelt beside Alex her eyes fluttered open. She said, “Mack. Call Mack,” and her eyes closed again. At that moment a cell phone in her shorts pocket rang. The deputy retrieved it and saw “Mack” on the caller ID on the screen.

      “Shit!” he thought as he answered “Deputy Johnson, Monroe County SO.”

      There was a pause, followed by a low, deep voice saying, “What the hell is going on, Deputy?”

      “The lady whose phone this is has been shot. We are at the Winn-Dixie in Tavernier. Who’s this?”

      “How is she?”

      “Sir, I am here with her right now.”

      “So, you can’t talk?”

      “That’s right.”

      “Is it really bad?”

      “Yes, for sure.”

      “Okay. My name is MacLachlan. She is a British diplomat, so you better get your dispatch to call the FBI. I am federal agent. I will be there as soon as I can get a car. Please tell her Mack is on the way and I love her.”

      The deputy said, “She already asked for you. I’ll tell her, sir.” But the line was already dead.

      MacLachlan, armed and credentialed, ran to the office. He burst in the door and interrupted the young male attendant who was on a phone call.

      Flashing the Deputy US Marshal badge, he said “My partner has been shot at the Winn-Dixie in Tavernier. I need to get there right now! What kind of car do you have?”

      The stunned twenty-two-year-old said, “Subaru WRX!”

      “Perfect! I’ll drive. You come with me. Move it!” MacLachlan told him.

      The man locked the office door on the way out and they ran to a dark blue five-year-old rally car, known for its speed and handling.

      “I am a rally driver. I can drive,” the young man said. Then he looked at the man by the door’s eyes and got into the passenger seat.

      Both men hooked up the multi-point rally harnesses. MacLachlan started the car. Its exhaust hinted of advanced tuning.

      He turned on headlights and emergency blinkers and pulled out to US-1, the Overseas Highway.

      Though traffic was coming at thirty-five miles per hour, MacLachlan floored the WRX in front of it, then accelerated away. He passed slower moving cars using the oncoming lane and the northbound shoulder when there was no other room. Alternating between full throttle and hard braking, he drifted into the parking lot twice as fast as Alex did less than a half hour earlier. The WRX passed a responding Sheriff’s car in the parking lot and parked on the sidewalk by the front door.

      As MacLachlan got out of the driver side of the Subaru, the young owner said, “Who are you, man?”

      “Thanks, son. I’m nobody. You got a helluva car. I will make it right for you.” MacLachlan hurried into the store badge held high in his left hand, right hand ready to draw and kill instantly.

      He followed the noise and horrified looks to the water aisle and his stomach clinched at what he saw when he got there.

      Deputy Johnson had taken over direct pressure on the wound. Fire-Rescue was responding from a call at the far end of their territory and had not arrived.

      MacLachlan dropped to his knees and spelled the young black deputy on the direct pressure.

      “Lexi. It’s Mack. I’m here baby! I’ve got you now.”

      Her eyes opened for a moment and her lips moved. He bent down, ear to her mouth, still applying pressure to wounds on her chest.

      “Solange did it. Love you… we…” Her eyes closed and she died as he leaned over her. The paramedics arrived and Deputy Johnson gently moved the big man out of their way.

      MacLachlan already knew. Everyone else did when the paramedic looked at her watch and wrote the time down on a clipboard. 1:13 p.m.. MacLachlan would remember that time for the rest of his life.

      Heartbroken, he was still in operations mode and his mind and skills sharp.

      “Deputy, could you hear Miss Campbell whisper ‘Solange did it’ to me?” MacLachlan asked Deputy Johnson.

      “Yes, sir. I did. I heard the other, too,” he said.

      “Solange Camu did this. Deathbed testimony. Write it down verbatim, please. It will be crucial in court when she is court. As I told you, Alexis Campbell is…was… a British diplomat.”

      “The FBI folks are on the way.”

      “Good! Everybody in the store at the time of the shooting needs to be rounded up for questioning and descriptions of Camu. She is a ghost. An international assassin.”

      “I know, sir. They briefed us at roll call about her and you two,” he said glancing down at Alex. “My sergeant is getting everybody together right now and checking for surveillance tape and all.”

      “Good. Thank you for looking after my Lexie. She was in good hands with you.” The young deputy nodded.
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        * * *

      

      Supervisory Special Agent Jennifer Porter transferred from the Midwest to the Miami Division of the FBI because that was where the action was. She was smart, pretty and driven. She knew that she needed certain kinds of experience along the road to Assistant Special Agent in Charge or ASAC then to Special Agent in Charge or SAC in charge of a field division. And, Miami was a great place to get that experience. She had gotten the briefing on Solange Camu. She knew this was going to be big. Then the call came in about the British diplomat being killed. The one with the mysterious American intelligence agent partner chasing Camu. So many things outside the box. By being the most senior agent in the Key West Resident Agency office during lunch, she was the responder and likely would be the case agent. She knew Miami would send a lot of agents. But she would get there first.

      Her new Malibu FBI car, or Bucar, was a standard civilian sedan but with lights, siren and a radio. As a non-cop type, SSA Porter had not cared about that fact until today as she drove with lights and siren on behind slow-moving motor homes, tractor trailers and pickups pulling fishing boats up US Rt-1. She slapped the wheel and cursed as people either were oblivious of her emergency signals or just flat-out refused to give up their position in the traffic cue. She knew it was not her. She was a great law enforcement driver, having been trained at the FBI’s Tactical Emergency Vehicle Operations Course, or TEVOC, at Quantico. But it just came down to too many people going too slow on too little road and with too little concern for anybody else.

      Via both radio and smart phone along the way, she knew other agents and evidence techs were coming from multiple locations within her division. Jennifer pulled up close to a pickup with a large, twin-engine center console boat under tow. She looked down to her siren controls for a second, selected Air Horn and laid on it. The traffic moved. She selected Yelp and stayed with it, punctuating with Air Horn for effect.

      She looked at her watch when she pulled into the Winn-Dixie lot. Not bad! Under the circumstances, she had made record time.

      Jennifer walked in, wearing a light gray skirt suit and white blouse. The suit jacket covered her short-barreled Glock 9mm. She carried a briefcase in her weak, or non-gun hand. It had a variety of forms, not the least of which were bank-robbery type witness forms.

      She walked over to the crime scene. There were lots of uniforms, including a handsome young black deputy with a lot of blood on his sleeves and a tall, tough looking man with even more red on his clothes. She would talk with these two first, once she got the lay of the land. Jennifer correctly assumed the deputy was first on scene and the hard man was MacLachlan, the guy from the Director of National Intelligence.

      Jennifer dispensed with creds and just moved her jacket aside so that the small gold shield worn in front of her pistol showed.

      She looked down at the body closest. It was a pretty woman in her forties with a chest wound or multiple ones. Blood soaked her blouse, making it difficult to tell.

      “Jennifer Porter. Is this the British diplomat?”

      “MacLachlan. Yes. This…was Alexis Campbell with the UK government. We have the Red Notice and extradition back to England materials for Solange Camu. She is the international assassin who killed a large number of police and civilians in England and Scotland recently. If there was an international most wanted, she’d be it,” the man said, almost mechanically.

      Jennifer Porter turned to the bloodstained deputy.

      “You were the first on scene and, I take it, rendered first aid?”

      “Yes, Ma’am.” Deputy Johnson said.

      “What’s the deal on this other victim?” the FBI agent asked.

      “Deputy Kowalsky has the information on her. We think she was just a witness that was eliminated. The shooter’s car is in the lot and this lady’s is missing, so we have a BOLO out on it statewide,” the deputy said.

      “When did the Be on Lookout notice go out?” she asked.

      “Not sure. Hour ago. Our communications Center has that. So does the Captain in charge from our standpoint. He has all the people in the store at the time gathered over in the vegetable area waiting to be questioned.”

      “Thanks, Deputy. Is it Mr. MacLachlan? Agent MacLachlan? Or what?” she asked.

      “MacLachlan is fine. If you want a title, use Colonel. If you want LE creds,” he handed her his Special Deputy US Marshal ones, “these are all I have other than Intel Community stuff.”

      “What was your relationship with the deceased British woman?”

      “She was Scottish, actually. We were assigned to work on Camu by our governments. We also had a close personal relationship. This was our last case before retiring.”

      “I’m sorry, Colonel.”

      She looked at the man, who nodded at her condolences. He didn’t look like a cop or a businessman. Probably a special operations type. She had worked with a number of those in her career and they were her favorite types. Tough, smart, no BS., not particularly impressed by political correctness. She guessed six-one, two hundred pounds or so, hard as nails and probably a number of kills.

      “How do we know Camu did the shooting?

      “Alex told me in her dying breath,” MacLachlan said, having difficulty with the words.

      “I heard it, too,” Deputy Johnson added.

      “I guess there are no mug shots or pictures of her?” she asked.

      “None, unless here. She and her late partner, Guy Duret, were ghosts in the truest sense of the term,” MacLachlan said.

      “How did he die?” she asked.

      “In a gunfight in Scotland last month,” MacLachlan said.

      “Who killed him?”

      “I did.”

      She raised her eyebrows. After a few seconds she asked, “What was he doing at the time?”

      “Shooting at me.”

      “Okay, gentlemen. I will want to interview you individually today. Deputy, would you lead me to your captain? We need Monroe County to provide security. The Bureau will handle Ms. Campbell’s case, the other person is just a related murder, so that investigation is primarily yours. Our evidence people can work together on her. Ms. Campbell, being a diplomat, is ours.”

      “Agent Porter, I need to call the Director’s Office, if you will excuse me for a moment,”

      “My Director?” she asked quickly.

      “No, DNI,” he said. “Then, the UK for Alex. They need to know and to notify her next of kin.” He turned and walked off to a less crowded area within sight of the crime scene and the agent and took out his phone.

      He got Will Grafton’s voicemail and did not leave a message, since the mailbox was full as usual. So, he called Kate

      “Kate, it’s Mack.”

      “You sound pretty somber,” she commented.

      “Alex encountered Camu. Alex is gone,” was all he could get out.

      There was a long pause.

      “I’m so sorry, Mack. What can I do?”

      “Let Will know, please. Tell him they saw each other in a supermarket in Tavernier. Camu shot Alex. Alex was unarmed at the time. I don’t know where her gun is. I have been here and haven’t had a chance to check the car.”

      “Does SIS know?”

      “Next call, honey. You are my flag.”

      “What do you need from us?” she asked.

      “Keep on watching for signs of her. She’s here somewhere. She killed a young woman just because she was a witness to Alex’s murder. The woman has to be stopped. And, I am going to do it.”

      “Mack…capture her if at all possible. If you do what I know you are planning, there will always be questions.

      “Kate. What the hell difference does it make to me now?”

      He hung up, leaving her with a cold chill coursing through her body.

      MacLachlan dialed Rory next.

      “Murphy.”

      “Rory, it’s Mack on an open line. I’ve got bad news.”

      “How bad, Mack?”

      “The worst. Alex is gone.”

      “What? No! How? Where?”

      “Tavernier in the Keys. She and Solange Camu bumped into each other in a supermarket and Camu shot her in cold blood. Then killed an innocent young woman who was a witness. Will you tell Sir Walter and get him busy notifying next of kin? I will need to know whether they want her cremated or for me to bring the body back for burial.”

      “Buddy. I am so sorry,” the Irish agent said as his voice broke and he began to sob.

      “I am sorry for you too, Rory. I know she was a mentor and friend. A big sister.”

      “Mack. How about if I take leave and come over and help you track this bitch down and kill her?”

      “Thanks, Rory. But there is no way Sir Walter will allow you to have leave while she’s still at large. He will know what’s in our minds. Before he was, as Alex called him, an ‘old toff,’ he was a field guy like us. Probably a good one. He’ll know. But I love ya, little brother, for the offer.”

      “You, too man. You, too. I’m in the office today. I will pull my wretched arse together and go see the old man. I’ve killed for the Union Jack, Mack, but this is the toughest zone I ever walked into.”

      “I will bring our girl back. I will see you then. There will be a lot of toasts and whisky to be drunk. Oh—Rory!”

      “What?”

      “I’d like to tell Anna myself. She and Alex had a special bond,” MacLachlan added. “She’s not here, Mate,” Rory said.

      “Where?”

      “Anna’s mother had some sort of emotional issue last week and Anna was allowed to go and stay there unguarded. She still answers her phone. But we haven’t actually seen her for seven days. As long as she answers calls, the Crown does not seem to be worried. I, personally, think she has done a bloody runner!” Rory said.

      “No doubt,” MacLachlan said as he assimilated the story and looked for possibilities.

      “I don’t have pen and paper with me. I am still here with my Lexie still laying on the floor uncovered. Would you text me Anna’s number, Rory?” The agent agreed and the call was terminated.

      Five minutes later, MacLachlan had added Anna Visser to his Contacts and pressed Call.

      “Why, it’s the stud muffin MacLachlan! Hi, Mack!”

      “Hi, Anna.”

      “Boy, you sound somber. How’s our beautiful Alex?”

      “That’s why I am calling, sweetheart. It’s about Alex.”

      There was a long silence.

      “Give it to me, Mack. I know from your voice it isn’t good.”

      “She encountered Solange Camu alone in a supermarket in the Florida Keys. Camu shot her.”

      “How bad, dear Mack?”

      “She’s gone, honey.” It was all MacLachlan could do to maintain his composure in the supermarket as Anna broke down crying.”

      He let her get a little of the shock and pain out of her system before saying, “I will see you soon. I’m gonna bring our beautiful Alex home to the Highlands. I will let you know when, or Rory will, okay?”

      “Yes, Mack. I will guard you. Forever, you know that.”

      “Thanks, Anna. I have to answer a lot of questions. I am still at the crime scene.”

      “Did Alex at least kill Solange?” she asked.

      “No, Alex was unarmed. So, Solange got away. But there is no place she can run. No place she can hide,” He stopped without finishing the train of thoughts.

      “I will see you. You know how much I loved spending time with the both of you.”

      “I know Anna. Bye for now. I’ll see you soon,” MacLachlan promised.

      “Oh, you will Mack. You will.” And she hung up.

      MacLachlan was released after several hours of questioning. He refused to answer many about himself, stating national security reasons. SSA Porter advised him about her level of clearance and he acknowledged that but reminded her of the other half of sharing classified information: need to know. He said what he was not telling her was irrelevant to her investigation. She said she would determine that.

      He said nothing in response but decided to talk with Will Grafton about a call to the Department of Justice and a “come to the Lord” talk.

      When he went out to the rental Impala, he found Alex’s ball cap on the seat and his backup .38 beneath it. He slipped it in his offside front pocket and drove back to the motel much more slowly than he had driven from it earlier in the day.

      He stopped in the office, but the manager whose car he put through the wringer earlier was long since gone. Apparently, the story of the ride lingered, but MacLachlan was not in a sociable mood and went back to the room. He packed Alex’s things and put them in the trunk of the Impala, unable to look at them all night.

      As he did this, the tail watched his door.

      MacLachlan showered and threw the bloodstained shirt in the dumpster at the far end of the lane where his room was situated. He walked back, wishing that the small, powerful revolver in his left pocket had been with Alex, instead of in the car. Today validated the first rule of gun fighting: have a gun.

      He laid on the bed, eyes open and aimed, almost unfocused, on the ceiling. Finally, around midnight, he drifted off into a fitful sleep.

      The watcher was ready to call it a night until movement was spotted in the dark moving towards the row with MacLachlan’s room. It appeared to the tail to be two males.

      The tail slipped silently out of the motel room door, armed with a high-lumen flashlight and a short-barreled shotgun well out of compliance with the National Firearms Act of 1934.

      The two, either late teen or early twenties white males, lightly pulled the handles of car doors, trying to find one open. When they got to the Impala, without saying a thing, the tail racked the slide of the shotgun.

      That is a sound many people, particularly on the wrong side of the law recognize. These two did, because they sprinted off in panic immediately, leaving the watcher with a hot shotgun and a silent chuckle. The rest of the night was uneventful.

      There is one characteristic about the Florida Keys that makes the Keys less than perfect for escaping after committing a crime. There is one way in and one way out, US-1, the Overseas Highway. Unless the criminal uses a plane or a boat, that is the only option.

      The Sheriff’s Office and the Florida Highway Patrol know this and are adept at closing the Keys quickly by roadblock.

      That was done for a thirty mile stretch north and south of Tavernier within minutes of the shooting, thus guaranteeing the shooter was trapped within that stretch of US-1.

      Given that information by Deputy Johnson yesterday, MacLachlan had an area to drive and walk along until he either found Solange Camu or gave up because she had clearly left by boat or plane.

      He left early, around dawn and surprised his unknown watcher by his absence.

      MacLachlan went thirty miles south first, .38 on his left ankle, Glock 19 in the four o’clock position on his right, and the cased, but loaded Colt 5.56 propped on the passenger seat Alex formerly occupied. He was sure his late love would not mind and equally sure she would like it if he emptied a full thirty rounds from the carbine into her killer.

      MacLachlan put several hundred miles on the rental in three days, driving thirty miles south and thirty miles north. SSA Porter asked MacLachlan if it was okay to let the word out that he had killed Camu’s partner in Scotland and was in a permanent relationship with Alexis Campbell.

      She felt that it would further personalize this manhunt for the officers and agents knowing MacLachlan’s contribution and loss. He agreed and she disseminated the information.

      He saw many of the same deputies and some feds during the process. These officers and agents had figured out that Alex was more than a diplomat. She was a criminal hunter just like they were. They also knew that Solange Camu and her partner had killed a number of police officers across the Atlantic. That made her a cop killer. Someone that needed to be stopped.

      Almost immediately, deputies stopped and chatted with him, expressed condolences for his loss and developed a personal interest in bringing Solange Camu to justice. They began to recognize the tall serious man in the white Impala. The lawmen exchanged waves with each him when they passed. When possible to stop for coffee or lunch with any of them, MacLachlan always paid.

      The repetitious route made following MacLachlan and the white car riskier for his follower. The tail began to exchange rentals daily and utilize mild disguises. It worked. His focus on finding and stopping the assassin diverted his attention from the person following him. It was a mistake on MacLachlan’s part, however. Diverted attention had gotten Alex killed and could easily bring him to the same end.

      On the fourth day, MacLachlan’s patience and perseverance paid off.

      He pulled into an older mobile home area. Not quite a mobile home park, it was more a collection of trailers and shanty’s juxtapositioned on small lots. The owners must have been at work, because the area seemed empty.

      He got out of the car when he saw the edge of the fender of a new minivan barely showing behind an old trailer.

      The trailer was in a state of disrepair, but seemed to be inhabited, probably by a squatter.

      MacLachlan pulled the badge on its lanyard out of his shirt and displayed it clearly. He drew the Glock and began to circle the run-down trailer.

      A dirty, feral-looking Solange Camu popped around the trailer and recognized the man who killed Guy Duret. She snapped a 9mm round at him, coming close to his head.

      He brought the Glock up to eye level but had lost the target. He waited for a shot that never came.

      Out of MacLachlan’s view, a familiar female voice called out “Hello, Solange. It’s so nice to see you here.”

      Shocked, Solange Camu, briefly known as Helene Godwin, turned and faced Anna Visser, who was holding a sawed-off shotgun aimed at her midsection. Though smiling and speaking in a conversational tone, the look in the young woman’s eyes was terrifying to Solange.

      “Remember the confirmation picture Guy sent me for the guy in Ankara? He used a shotgun on that guy, who was much larger than you. Remember the mess? Drop the pistol or I’ll cut you in half, Solange.”

      MacLachlan eased around the trailer, leaning against the corner to steady the two-hand aim directly at Solange Camu’s forehead.

      “Oh, look, Solange! It’s my love, Mack. Mack who blew Guy to hell. So much more man than Guy…and, Solange? Mack is not crazy like Guy. Well, not usually. Today maybe. You killed the woman he loved. He wants to pull the trigger. But, he won’t if your gun is dropped. Unlike you and that monster piece of shit Guy, he would not shoot an unarmed person. Well, at least I don’t think so. Maybe, though…Drop it now!” Anna ordered.

      “Do what she says!” MacLachlan growled in a voice that thrilled the younger woman. He pressed the Glock’s trigger to the break point where another couple of ounces would end Solange’s life instantly as a 124 grain +P+ hollow point struck her between the eyes.

      Slowly, Solange bent and placed the CZ 9 mm on the ground. She stood up and raised her hands.

      Anna and Mack both moved in. Anna hit Solange in the chest with a flat hand, knocking her back against the trailer. She bent quickly, scooped up Solange’s gun and shot her upwards under the chin. Central nervous system unplugged, the assassin was dead before she hit the ground.

      Anna wiped the gun thoroughly on Solange’s dirty top and placed it in her hand, dead finger on the trigger.

      “Bitch! The gunshot residue on her hand from the shot she fired at you will support your story about her suicide. Love ya!”

      The blonde woman blew a kiss and disappeared around the trailer. MacLachlan, knowing that the two shots would prompt police curiosity, dialed 911.

      MacLachlan volunteered the Glock and the backup revolver to the arriving deputies. They gave him a ride to the substation without handcuffs, based on smelling his two guns and agreeing they had not been fired. It appeared to be a suicide to them.

      He waited for SSA Jennifer Porter in an interview room.

      She mentally planned her interview strategy for MacLachlan while driving to the substation from the crime scene at the trailer. Jennifer Porter found him interesting. A quick look in several of the government and private information systems available to her had resulted in very little information. That frustrated her. She felt in her gut that this person had much more depth than she would discover.

      She was also sure that he had somehow set up this suicide to get even for Campbell’s murder. Yet, the absence of his prints on the gun used and total lack of identifiable witnesses would make this a tough one in court. It probably would never get past the Assistant US Attorney and make it to court…unless he admitted to it. He was a hard man and a pro. So that had about a snowball’s chance in hell, she thought.

      Fifteen minutes into the interview, she said “Okay. It does not appear either of your guns were fired. But the deceased killed your partner and girlfriend. I believe you got your retribution by taking her into custody, shooting her and claiming she committed suicide.”

      He glared at her for a full minute before responding softly.

      She stretched forward to hear.

      “Agent Porter, I would have taken great pleasure in seeing her serve a long and miserable life term in England. To someone like her, that is far worse than death. That’s why she chose the easy way out. I am sure you already know that there were no fingerprints on her gun other than her own. Plus, if I did what you claim, I would have gunshot residue on my hands. I demand a GSR test right fucking now,” MacLachlan said through clinched teeth.

      “I am afraid you have been watching too much television, Colonel MacLachlan,” she began, “The FBI stopped using GSR tests years ago. Somewhere around 2006. They are simply too unreliable.”

      She stood up glared back and left the room. “Let him stew in his juices,” she thought.

      MacLachlan called a deputy in and asked to make a phone call. He called Grafton. Who made his own call.

      Before Jennifer Porter had finished a cup of hot tea in the substation break room, her smart phone rang. It was her Special Agent in Charge.

      “Yes, sir,” she answered.

      “Jennifer, you need to cease and desist with this MacLachlan guy, okay?” he said.

      “I have a gut feeling, Boss. As you know, Camu supposedly committed suicide. I think he engineered it in retribution for her killing his girlfriend, the British diplomat. He even offered to take a GSR test. I assume he already knew we haven’t used them for years.”

      “Maybe, maybe not. The picture I see forming of this guy looks like that of a super spook, not a cop. He may not have known. How about his gun?” the SAC asked.

      “His primary and backup guns have been checked and were unfired. And, she died by her own gun. It only had her prints on it.”

      “Look, just return his weapons. Tell him you were just following standard procedures and spring him,” he said.

      “But…” she began. “But nothing, Jennifer. There is a lot of interest in this one, so make sure I get a case summary today, supported by interview 302’s, the same time as your supervisor does,” he said as he hung up.

      She stood there mildly irritated for a few moments. As she cooled down, she realized that he was right. Her gut instinct still told her that Solange Camu had been executed. That bothered her as a sworn enforcer of the Constitution. But she knew there was another world within government that worked as hard as she did to keep the country safe. She had briefly dated a SEAL from the Dev Group. He couldn’t even discuss what he had for breakfast. She suspected the mysterious Colonel MacLachlan fell into that category.

      She walked back into the interview room, carrying the Glock 19 and S&W 442. She placed both on the table in front of MacLachlan.

      “Thanks for your help. I still have some nagging doubts about what really happened, but this case is closed unless something unexpected and very compelling shows up. Which I sincerely doubt. What’s next for you?”

      Interested at the quick turn in demeanor, MacLachlan responded in kind.

      “I have a rough mission first, Agent Porter. I have to carry the woman I loved back to Scotland and bury her. After that…I have no idea. Go home after the funeral, I guess.

      “And, that’s Casey Key, up by Sarasota?”

      “Yes,” he responded, already figuring she had done her homework on him.

      “Do you ever get back to the Keys?” she asked.

      “Frequently, fishing. Probably more now,” he said.

      “Well, let me know when you do. Maybe we can have a coffee or something.” She handed him her card.

      Taking it, he said, “Will do,” and stood, rearmed and walked out the door. The agent looked as he left. An attractive man, in a very dangerous, scary way. Yet, one who had gotten away with murder. Probably many times. This time probably and other times about which she would never know.

      On the way out, MacLachlan spotted Deputy Johnson. He went over to the man and thanked him again for his care and professionalism.

      An hour later, he was in Key West returning the Impala. Hitching a ride back to the NAS with a driver from the rental, he badged in, got the Jaguar and pulled out of the gate.

      Sir Walter called him around the time he was approaching Islamorada.

      “Sorry, Mack. It’s a loss for all of us,” the Brit began.

      “It is, sir. Have the next of kin been notified?”

      “That’s what I want to talk about. I went to Scotland and met with her mum personally. The father is in a rest home and a bit out of it. Of course, she took it very hard. Alexis had told her about you. That she’d finally found the right person to settle down with. Her mum was excited she said.

      Like we urge all of our field people to do, Alex had a good will and a trust. Her property will go to care for her father, and later, her mum. They want to have a funeral at a chapel in Perth, where the family lives.”

      “I will bring her home,” MacLachlan said.

      “I thought you would. Rory is on the way to Miami to ride shotgun, as you chaps call it, with you. He has a Union Jack for the coffin. She died an agent in the line of duty and will get all the honors, including at the funeral. Rory has my full authority to cover his and Alexis’s transportation expenses from Miami to Perth. Let me know when you are scheduled to arrive at Edinburgh or Glasgow. An SAS honor guard will await her on the tarmac,” the Brit said.

      “That’s really good, Sir Walter. I will see if I can work out a Marine honor guard for her send off at Miami International. Should I have her prepared at a mortuary here and transported to the airport?”

      “Yes. Give Rory the accounting for it, please.”

      “Won’t be necessary, sir. I will take care of it,” MacLachlan said.

      “Right, then. I guess I will see you at the service. Her mum has allowed me a few words,” Sir Walter Harvey-Smith added.

      “Nobody better, sir,” MacLachlan said and the call ended.

      MacLachlan pulled the Jag into an Atlantic-side seafood restaurant and placed a call from the parking lot to SSA Porter.

      “Agent Porter, MacLachlan here.”

      “Colonel, what can I do for you?” she asked, surprised to hear from him so soon after parting.

      “I have spoken with the British authorities. They would like me to orchestrate getting Alex’s body flown home for an honors funeral in Scotland. When will you authorize her release to a funeral home here in the Keys?” he asked.

      “I will attend the autopsy at eight o’clock tomorrow morning. I should be able to have her released to a funeral home by tomorrow afternoon. There is no forensic investigation, just comparison of bullet to gun really.”

      “Thank you. I will provide you with funeral home information by late morning, if that’s okay.”

      “That should work, Colonel,” she said.

      “I have not gone by Colonel in years, please make it Mack or MacLachlan.”

      “Okay, Mack. And, Jennifer for me,” she said.

      “I will call or text you with the information as soon as I get it.”

      “If you know early, text it and I will give it to the coroner while I’m there,” Jennifer suggested.

      “I will. Thanks, Jennifer,” MacLachlan hung up.

      He walked into the restaurant. “What a suck awful day. And, Anna popping up, killing in cold blood and disappearing like she was never there…” he thought.

      Ordering a light draft and blackened grouper sandwich to follow, he did an Internet search and the closest funeral home seemed to be in Key Largo. He marked the site and planned to call tomorrow. It was too late now.

      While at dinner, he received a text from Rory with his itinerary and responded that he would be waiting at Miami International’s cell phone waiting area and to call when he had finished with baggage claim. His arrival was scheduled for mid-afternoon

      MacLachlan arrived back at the hotel and reserved a room for Rory before watching the cable news and getting infuriated with the slant and pettiness as he always did on those rare times he watched.

      As he lay there, MacLachlan thought about Alex. Then about Anna. What a fascinating character. Was she crazy? Brilliant? Both? And, what was her game? His mind went back to Alexis Campbell and he was thinking about her as he drifted off, unaware that Anna was watching his room from across the lane.

      The next day, MacLachlan did something he had been wrestling with. He went to the coroner’s and asked to see the body and say goodbye before the autopsy.

      Alex was already on the table, face and bare shoulders showing, the rest of her covered by a white sheet. MacLachlan spent a minute looking at her face for the last time. In the presence of an attendant, he kissed her lightly and walked out, nodding thanks to the attendant as he did.

      Jennifer Porter met him by the entry.

      “Saying good-bye?” she asked.

      He nodded, gave her a weak smile and went on.

      He drove from the coroners to the Key Largo funeral home and arranged for them to coordinate with the coroner’s office and advised that a flag would be provided for the transport coffin during the journey.

      MacLachlan asked that he be notified when she was ready and that the coffin should be draped and delivered by hearse to a flight line, the date and number of which he would provide. He sent the funeral home contact information to Jennifer Porter by text.

      Dressing in khakis, loafers and a Cuban guayabera shirt that completely hid the Glock underneath, he left for Miami. He found a restaurant that matched the ethnicity of his shirt and had a large café con leche, served the Miami way with sugar already added.

      He pointed the SVR away from the city again and drove to the airport. Instead of badging through the security, he sat in the cell phone waiting area until Rory called.

      “I’m here, Mate! I’ll be at British Airways arrivals curbside in two. Already went through Immigrations and Customs. What are you in?” Rory asked.

      “Hey, Rory! I am in a black coupe. You will hear it before you see it, I promise!”

      Two minutes later, the Jaguar growled its way up to the curb at British Airways arrivals, amid lots of attention. MacLachlan saw the muscular intelligence officer and got out of the black car and the two did a military hug with slap on back, then stepped back and looked at each other.

      “Ah, Mack. I didn’t ever think we’d meet under these conditions. I thought it would be at Lèa’s and my wedding along with our beautiful Alexis.”

      “Me, too, friend,” MacLachlan said as he popped the boot on the Jag and helped Rory put two bags in.

      “Was it fast for her, Mack?”

      “It happened just before I called her. A deputy sheriff was on scene within a minute or two. He answered the call from me. Alex had taken the rental car, so I commandeered a car and was there in minutes. I think she was holding on for me to get there, Rory. She told me Solange shot her and she loved me and died right there, with me leaning over her on the floor and looking in her eyes.”

      The brave Irish agent, an elite SAS operator before donning a business suit for the Secret Intelligence Service sat and listened, tears rolling down his ruddy cheeks. At the end, he broke down sobbing for his friends, both dead and beside him.

      MacLachlan put a powerful hand on his friend’s shoulder and squeezed.

      After a number of turns, MacLachlan merged onto Ronald Reagan Turnpike and let the black car get out of its lower gears. They drove the Turnpike quickly and exited onto US-1 for the trip south to Islamorada.

      Rory did not feel like eating on the plane and was hungry. MacLachlan turned in to the Buzzard’s Roost.

      The next day, MacLachlan received a call that Alex could be transported to Miami International anytime. He spoke a Marine officer friend he had known for years. The Marine was stationed in Miami and assured him a Marine honor guard could meet the hearse on the tarmac and give Alex a proper send-off as she was put on the plane. MacLachlan and Rory spoke, then the former made flight arrangements for him and Alex. He also upgraded Rory’s open coach ticket to first class, like his own. Communicating the plans to the funeral home and his Marine Corps friend, they were set to leave the following day.
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        * * *

      

      MacLachlan and Rory arrived at Miami International at one o’clock in afternoon of the flight. That gave them several hours to clear security and be on the tarmac with the Marines when the hearse arrived. They checked in at the Miami-Dade Police, showed credentials and, though both were traveling unarmed, were escorted through security and to the British Airways gate for the flight. From there, they were escorted down the steps to the tarmac. The full-dress Marines, led by a Gunnery Sergeant, arrived an hour later, as did the hearse.

      Alex’s British flag-draped coffin was unloaded as the contingent of Marines, MacLachlan, Rory and the Miami-Dade officers stood at attention. She was put into the lower, baggage portion of the plane.

      The men dropped off attention. The Marines stood at ease as MacLachlan and Rory shook hands with and thanked each before being escorted back up to the gate.

      One of the Miami-Dade officers asked, “Who was that?”

      Rory responded.

      “That was our friend. Our partner. Senior British police. Murdered by an international assassin. She’s going home to a hero’s funeral.”

      “What happened to the shooter?” the other officer asked.

      “Burning in hell all ready,” MacLachlan said.

      Both officers nodded approval, bonded as are all police officers regardless of uniform or country.

      A trip to the newsstand and entry by their first-class tickets to a premium lounge occupied their time until boarding. The had drinks, dinner and chatted until lights were dimmed for those who wished to sleep across the Atlantic.

      The next morning, they were awakened by breakfast and coffee and landed in Glasgow. Rory used his NCA credentials at the arrival gate to summon constables to escort them to the tarmac to meet SAS operators and supervise the movement of the flag-draped coffin to a hearse. They returned topside and were escorted through customs and immigration by an assigned airport police officer.

      An SIS friend of Rory’s met them at the arrivals curb where an SIS operative picked them up and they joined the small caravan to Perth with the police in front, a hearse in the middle and the SIS car bringing up the rear.

      “The boss has a group of rooms at a hotel. He gets in tomorrow and we can all drive to the funeral chapel together,” Rory’s friend from the SIS told them.
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        * * *

      

      MacLachlan and Rory drove to visit Alex’s mother the next day. She showed the strain of a husband in advanced stages of dementia and the loss of a child.

      Mary Campbell appraised MacLachlan and saw immediately what her daughter had seen in him. She said that estate agent Ava Jones was going to sell the property in Inverchapel and asked if MacLachlan was going in that direction after the funeral.

      “Yes, Ma’am. I might. I need to gather my thoughts and there’s no better place than the Highlands. My own family was from the shores of Loch Fyne, so that was where I was going to spend a few days.”

      “You are welcome to stay at Alex’s house or the guest house. I have keys for both. Just leave them with Mrs. Jones when you leave.”

      “That’s very kind of you, Mrs. Campbell. Alex and I had wonderful times there,” he said, omitting that they had killed people on that land several times.

      Léa, Rory’s now-fiancé, joined them for dinner, as did Sir Walter. The senior intelligence executive hosted and served as an impromptu master of ceremonies, doubtlessly practicing for his responsibilities at the funeral in the morning.

      MacLachlan, an only child, had virtually adopted Rory as a younger brother. He was taken with Léa and reiterated his promise to return for their wedding several months hence.

      MacLachlan stood apart at the funeral, lost in his own thoughts. He felt a presence. Yet, the hairs did not rise on the back of his neck, suggesting it was not a threat.

      He scanned the small graveyard at the four-hundred-year-old church and saw nothing out of keeping. But he knew someone, or something was watching him. He just did not know who it was, though he had a growing suspicion. Although MacLachlan had never been sensitive to the paranormal, he had an eerie feeling.

      Sir Walter’s eulogy was admirable and MacLachlan congratulated him afterwards. He gave his condolences again to Mrs. Campbell and her husband, a tall, handsome man out of the hospital for this occasion, but hardly understanding the goings on.

      MacLachlan was a bit surprised with Anna Visser’s absence, given her attraction to Alex and him. He had yet to figure out the complex young woman.

      With promises to see Rory and Léa in a few months, MacLachlan took his leave, slipping away silently and unnoticed.

      He began the long drive to Inverchapel in a hired car, stopping along the way for several day’s provisions at first. He knew there was a .22 rifle at Alex’s house, and it would have to suffice for armament.

      MacLachlan arrived at dusk and did a perimeter inspection with the light rifle in hand. There was nothing or no one there. He did not know why he was spooked. It was totally out of character.

      He chose the guest croft instead of Alex’s own home, choosing to be in a familiar place they enjoyed yet not surrounded by her belongings. Groceries put away, he forgot about eating and laid on the bed fully clothed to think, awakening at dawn the next morning.

      The nagging feeling still persisted and he took the rifle and walked the perimeter in the woods, just as he had done during the attack period. Was there an unfilled hit, the mechanic unaware of Alex’s demise? Nothing was amiss during this walkabout either.

      After a breakfast of coffee and another cup of coffee, he put on hiking shoes and drove the econobox rental down to Old Castle Lachlan once again. It was a place that gave him a sense of peace, sitting there starkly in the early morning looking out upon Loch Fyne. Climbing to a parapet, he sat there among its ruins and watched the Loch.

      An hour of this gave him the comfort he had sought ever since the incident in Tavernier and not previously found. He concluded he would seek a small place on the Loch to buy as a retreat, like his cabin although more distant.

      That idea had been brewing in his consciousness since before he met Alex. With Alex owning the property he was on, he stopped thinking about it. But that option went away at 1:13 PM a week ago. He resolved to begin looking that day, using the only estate agent he knew in the area, Ava Jones.

      He saw her at Alex’s funeral with her uncle, Sir Walter. But even had the idea been as well-resolved as now, the time and place would not have been appropriate to broach it.

      MacLachlan looked at the replacement stainless Rolex Oyster Perpetual Datejust. If he took his time walking back to the hired car and drove without his usual gusto, he should make it to Ava’s office in Dunoon shortly after opening. If she had an appointment already, he would walk around the town and come back later.

      He arrived in the town less than an hour later. She was in her office, already working busily.

      “Mack! I am surprised to see you here. I am so very sorry for your loss. What a lovely couple,” she greeted him.

      He gave her a smile and said “Your uncle gave her a wonderful send-off, I thought. Forgive me for not staying and saying hi. I needed to be alone with my thoughts afterwards.”

      “That’s what Uncle Walter said. Is there a way I can help you?”

      “There is, actually. I have decided to buy a place here. I won’t live in it, but may visit often,” he began.

      “Do you know I have both Alex’s house and the croft you rented on the market?” she asked.

      “I do. From her mother. I am staying at the croft and Mrs. Campbell said to give you the keys when I leave in a day or two. But, too many memories.”

      “I understand. What kind of place do you have in mind?”

      “I was thinking of a place on my family land…at least their land years ago. I’d like for it to be on Loch Fyne. That bit of water figures prominently in my heritage. I would get a small motor skiff and fish the Loch when here, or just ride around. So, either a safe place to moor it during my absence or a cottage with a garage and a launch on the shoreline.”

      “I know of a place that may fit perfectly!” she said, after a few moments thinking. “It is on A-886 a wee bit above Creggans. A one-bedroom stone cottage with a slate roof. It does have a garage for the boat, but it might have to be amended, depending on the size of the boat. I believe you could launch on your land that is on the other side of the road. If there is no launch, it would take very little work with a scraper to put one in,” she said excitedly.

      “Could we see it while I am here?” he asked.

      “Surely! It is vacant and not tied up at all. It could be a fast deal if you like it. I have an appointment in an hour. Could you come back just before lunch, say eleven-thirty?”

      “That sounds like a plan. I know I am being premature, but where might I look for a skiff and outboard nearby?” he asked.

      Ava gave him the business card of a boat broker locally.

      “Thanks. I will see you at eleven-thirty, Ava.”

      He went to a local café and ordered coffee, scrambled eggs and toast. While waiting, he called the broker.

      “Aye, I think I might have what you’re looking for,” the broker said after MacLachlan’s description. “It’s an open Arran 16 with a trailer and a 9.8 horsepower Tohatsu. The Arran is a fine brand, in business for years. Fiberglass with a lap strake design. It’ll take the waves that the local lochs throw at it. The almost ten horsepower’s all you need on the displacement hull. The boat is only two years old and like new. It’s on my lot outside of Dunoon.”

      “I have not gotten a place yet but think I might come by. Would thirty minutes be okay?” MacLachlan asked. The broker said it would and MacLachlan finished his breakfast and a second cup of coffee. He was familiar with lap strake design. It was originally a rounded chine wooden construction with the boards of the hull lapping over the ones below. That was converted to fiberglass later. His grandfather had owned one when MacLachlan was a boy and it was the first small boat he had taken out by himself. He knew this would bring back fond memories of those times and the old man who had been his best friend.

      Later, he pulled into the brokerage and spotted the boat sitting on a trailer. The broker had not exaggerated. It looked brand new. The broker, Hugh Fraser, joined him on the lot and gave him specifications and history on the boat, which had a manual start, tiller steered engine and some gear.

      “Mr. Fraser, I’m interested, but won’t know about the property I’m looking at until later today…maybe tomorrow. Can I give you a refundable deposit to hold it?”

      “My wife’s a MacLachlan. You can spit on your hand and shake. That’ll hold it for you. Someone comes in with cash money, I’ll call you and give you first choice before letting her go.”

      MacLachlan spit on his hand and shook with Fraser.

      “I will call you no later than tomorrow.”

      He returned to Dunoon and walked around until eleven-thirty, then met Ava Jones. They got in her Land Rover Defender and she drove to the property within twenty minutes.

      MacLachlan thought the place was perfect at first view and tried to restrain his enthusiasm until after seeing the interior and walking around outside.

      Ava unlocked the front door and flipped a light switch. There was a great room with a stone fireplace and a heavy wooden table with scars from time and use. He liked it.

      The bedroom was small and had a full-size bed in dire need of a new mattress. There was a bureau and a wardrobe. The house preceded the installation of closets, which suggested the large bath with its footed tub and ancient shower plumbing had been the second bedroom.

      There was a mud room with pegs for jackets by the rear door and a tray for muddy wellies.

      Back in the great room, he saw the fireplace served both as the heating source and was equipped with iron swing arms for cooking pots. There was a small stove and a microwave and a slightly larger than dorm sized refrigerator. For furniture, the table that got his attention as he entered had four ladderback chairs. There was a leather chair and matching sofa, both had a patina that showed care and use.

      They walked outside and looked at the garage. It was originally built as a stable, then modernized for a small carriage. MacLachlan had purchased a tape measure in Dunoon before coming back to the estate agent’s office. He measured depth and width. The depth was a foot too short for the overall length of the boat and trailer. He knew how to remedy that. There was also room for a lawn tractor. Since he would be renting cars, none would likely have trailer hitches, so he would have to launch the skiff with a lawn tractor and store it and its fuel in the garage.

      Crossing the road to the shore of Loch Fyne, they talked about the potential to launch without further work and decided a launch of a small boat like the Arran could be done, but eventually grading with a front end loader would make the launch easier.

      “So, Ava. How much is it?” She mentioned a price he thought was reasonable and he countered with one several thousand pounds less.

      “I will try it on the owners. They inherited the property fairly recently and, quite frankly, a one-bedroom cottage like this doesn’t get a lot of lookers. Do you need to get financing?” she asked.

      “No. I can have that wired in and close with collected funds, Ava. Clean deal.”

      “My favorite kind! I will call the owners as soon as we get back. Assuming we reach an acceptable agreement today, when would you want to close on the property?” she asked.

      “As soon as possible,” he replied. He went back through and took iPhone photos of the interior, exterior and garage.

      She smiled and they got back in the Defender and returned to Dunoon.

      On the way, he said “It will be one in the afternoon here before I can reach my banker in Virginia. He should be able to wire funds by the day after tomorrow if everything works out.”

      “I will do my best to assure that is the case,” she said. This would be the fastest, easiest sale of her career. And, with the pregnancy neither her husband nor Uncle Walter knew about, the commission would come in handy.

      She called the owners, who were local, and a price was agreed upon. Ava completed the sales contract and MacLachlan signed it and gave her a small deposit check. She left with it to get it signed by the owners. There were no contingencies. As MacLachlan commented at the house, it would be a “clean deal.”

      MacLachlan left Ava’s office and went back to the boat broker, Huge Fraser.

      “So. You’re back. I’ll bet you’re going to buy a boat.”

      “On two conditions, I will Mr. Fraser,” MacLachlan began.

      “One, start her up so I can hear it run and two, have someone install a hinged, foldaway tongue on the trailer.”

      “We will do the first now. I have a man who does trailer work for me. He frequently does those fold-away modifications to trailer tongues so the rig can be stored in a place otherwise too short for it.”

      Fraser got the six-gallon gas tank and hooked it to the Tohatsu. He then put a hose with earmuffs on the lower unit’s water intake to assure the water-cooled engine would not burn up when started out of the water. Two pulls later and the 9.8 horsepower outboard was idling smoothly.

      MacLachlan wrote him a check for the dollar equivalent of five hundred pounds to hold until the agreed upon price was wired in to Bank of Scotland to Hugh Fraser’s credit. They shook and he added boat and motor photos to the ones of the house.

      MacLachlan got keys and permission to spend the next four days working at the cottage. The real estate closing and, hence boat delivery, could not occur due to the weekend. During that time, he purchased a diesel-powered lawn tractor of sufficient torque to launch the Arran skiff and fishing gear and baits for salmon and other fisheries in the Loch.

      By the end of the following week, MacLachlan moved in with new mattress, boat and lawn tractor delivered.

      He explored in the boat, taking it the miles down Loch Fyne to the old castle and seeing the castle from the perspective of the damn British warship that bombarded it… further retribution on the MacLachlan’s after killing Chief Lachlan MacLachlan at Culloden.

      He caught salmon in the Loch. On Friday, he cooked fresh fish with potatoes and green salad. He enjoyed his Scottish home for another week, then locked it up and headed back to America. Florida beckoned.

      He was getting used to the flight across the Atlantic, but having all the time in the world, took Icelandic Air and delayed his connection in Reykjavik for two days to see the country he and Alex saw only briefly from the airport during a connection. He wished she could have seen the beauty of Iceland.
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      Back in Florida, MacLachlan was joined by Will Grafton for four days of fishing and relaxing. The two had spoken about doing this for years and it finally came to fruition.

      He had met the former ranger and MAC/SOG operator years ago. At the time, Will was a senior member of the Defense Intelligence Agency and MacLachlan a young Marine officer soon to become a contractor for what was to become the US Intelligence Community.

      Over thirty years ago, the two warriors became fast friends for life.

      They towed the flats skiff south to Pine Island Sound and fished around Sanibel, then had lunch at Cabbage Key.

      MacLachlan loved the Keys but was not ready to go back through Tavernier and Islamorada yet. However, even without the Keys, quality time with his old friend was priceless.

      The feeling of being watched was persistent even in Florida. But, as before, it did not feel threatening. More like a loving feeling. Strange.

      He was beginning to think it would be a permanent aberration.

      He turned down several contracts for mission work and additional ones for teaching at various academies in the US Intelligence Community.

      He settled into what he thought would be his retirement regimen. He ran five days a week, ate healthy foods, smoked the rare cigar or his pipe, and kept his shooting skills sharp at a local range. He caught and released snook, redfish and sea trout, catching and keeping some mangrove snappers and flounders for dinner periodically.

      It looked like this was how it was going to be.

      Kate Mahris called him several times, but just as she was not ready to speak with him last year, he was not ready to speak with her now.

      This morning, as others, he left the house and crossed the road to the Gulf beach. Turning right, he began to run north. He wore nylon running shorts and good cross country running shoes. A ball cap and sunglasses provided some protection from the late morning sun. MacLachlan knew running in the early morning or towards dusk was cooler and less punishing. But he was a Marine once and forever. He also knew the hard way, the hot way, kept him tough.

      At four sweaty miles on the hard-packed sand near the water’s edge, he turned around. He ran another three miles back at the same pace, then slowed to a cool-down walk for the last mile to his stretch of beach.

      As he approached the portion of the beach on his property, he saw a woman walking towards him in the distance. He stood and watched.

      As she neared, he could see a straw cowboy hat, the front of the brim bent down. She wore large sunglasses and a tiny pink bikini bottom. Nothing more.

      Her bare breasts were perfect. She was perfect.

      She stopped twenty feet in front of him and took off the sunglasses.

      Anna Visser said, “Have you missed me?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          A Look At: Blood Sky: A MacLachlan Thriller

        

      

    

    
      Readers are calling it “an action-packed thriller they won’t soon forget!” 

      MacLachlan has been the tip of a conceivably deniable spear for God and country. 

      With misgivings, he goes to Mallorca to retrieve the missing teen daughter of a Middle Eastern pharmaceutical CEO – the beautiful European operator, Anna Visser, accompanies him. And then everything goes haywire… 

      A COVID-19 vaccine contract is at the heart of several attacks against the billionaire and his family. MacLachlan agrees to go into Russia and take down the lab behind the attacks. Willingly, he has agreed to a mission from which he knows he will not likely return. 

      Rockets and bullets fly as one man takes on a company of some of the best troops in the world. Can MacLachlan possibly win such a suicide mission? Or will this be his swan song? 
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      Join the Wolfpack Publishing mailing list for information on new releases, updates, discount offers and your FREE eBook copy of The Target H.
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        * * *

      

      Thank you for taking the time to read Honor and Blood: The MacLachlan Thrillers. If you enjoyed it, please consider telling your friends or posting a short review. Word of mouth is an author's best friend and much appreciated.

      Thank you.

      G. Wayne Tilman
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      G. Wayne Tilman is a full-time author. He retired from the Federal Bureau of Investigation several years ago. Prior to the FBI, he was a Marine, bank security director, deputy sheriff, investigator, and security contractor.

      He holds baccalaureate and master’s degrees from the University of Richmond and has been an adjunct faculty member there, as well as the University of Phoenix, St. Petersburg College and Florida Metropolitan University.

      Some of his law enforcement subject matter expertise includes threat assessment, continuity of operations, security and executive protection, counter intelligence, international terrorism, and small arms. He has been an instructor in those subjects in a number of training academies, conferences and seminars. Mr. Tilman holds the internationally-recognized Certified Protection Professional board certification, generally accepted as the highest in the security profession. He also earned a US Coast Guard 50 Ton Inspected Vessel Master Captain’s license.

      G. Wayne Tilman’s primary interests are family and writing. His avocations are bushcraft (survival/primitive camping), hiking, boating, kayaking, shooting sports, and travel.

      He wrote his first novel over thirty years ago and has now written thirteen novels. Genres include espionage thrillers, mysteries, and Westerns.

      G. Wayne Tilman’s impetus to write in those genres comes from both personal experience and heritage.

      A direct ancestor was a sheriff in Virginia Colony in 1680. Another ancestor was the lawman who brought in outlaw Bill Doolin singlehandedly and helped to decimate the infamous Doolin-Dalton outlaw gang, sometimes known as the Oklahombres. Bill Doolin was the Desperado of song fame. Closer to home, his mother was a counterintelligence agent for what is now the Defense Intelligence Agency or DIA.
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