Chapter One

“What have we got tonight, Hawkins?”

“An unscheduled landing with priority clearance.  A small jobby, corporate-sized.  They’ve requested an unmarked car from the motor pool.”

The military terminal personnel were used to unscheduled landings.  After all, military flights came and went as necessary, not according to the Official Airline Guide.

The small jet pulled up to the terminal and completed its shutdown procedure.  A single individual walked down the stairs and got into the waiting dark blue sedan.  With no hesitation, even for mirror adjustment or seat belt buckling, the car took off for the gate.  Beyond the base, the road was deserted.  The driver flicked on the radio and accepted the previous occupant’s choice.  The rumbling of his stomach competed with the elevator music.

“I hate those military flights.  They don’t bother to serve you anything.  Not even a lousy bag of nuts.  At least there’s a meal and scenery on a commercial flight.  Maybe I should have arranged for a companion.”  

The visitor absentmindedly stroked his jaw, from ear to chin, and then touched his nose and cheek.  The approaching glow of neon in the distance held hope for some food.  

“Maybe a home cooked dinner by somebody’s mother.  Or two-day old meatloaf.  The way I feel, it doesn’t really matter.”

The visitor pulled into the gravel lot next to a late model coupe.  He casually placed the keys in the visor and went in to fulfill one of his many basic human desires.  He requested a back booth, next to the kitchen door.

“Can’t be too conspicuous or get to close to anyone, not in my line of work.”

The visitor settled in behind his menu, glancing a couple of times at his waitress as she walked past.  He ignored the local news broadcast on the TV suspended from the perforated acoustic tile ceiling.

“Shit, what kind of a piece of crap is this?”

The passenger in the back seat of the cab leaned forward to emphasize his anger.

“Listen, buddy, this ain’t no fun for me either.  I don’t know where I’m gonna find a service station open this time of night.”

“That’s your problem. I ought to report you.”

The passenger fumbled through his suit jacket pocket for a piece of paper, taking out his wallet and a pen.

“Hey, I was doing you a favor.  I don’t get much call for fares this far out.  I had to dead head all the way out here from town to pick you up.”

“I’m surprised this piece of shit made it that far.  Let’s see, what’s your name and cab number?”

“No, don’t do that.  I’ve already got an incident on file.  Tell ya’ what.  No charge for the ride.”

The passenger put the wallet and pen down on the seat next to him.  The cabbie lifted the flag and cleared the meter.

“I’ll call dispatch and have them send somebody out here to take you back.  In the meantime, there’s a diner up the road.  It’s not far.  They have good food.   Honest, I’ve chowed down there lots of times.”

“Yeah, all the times you’ve taken fares this far out.  Put in that call, I’ll be waiting at the diner.”

The passenger got out of the car and slammed the door.

“What I won’t do for a commission.  Delivering a vehicle to Outer Mongolia.  And after the bastard negotiated the price down so low I only got the shop minimum.”

By this time, the passenger had reached the diner.

“The last refuge of the starving.  Dorothy will be upset, me being so late.  I’ll call her once I get seated.”

The pay phone at the entrance to the diner was labeled “OUT OF SERVICE.”  

“Thank God for my trusty cell phone.  I wonder if I’ll get any kind of service this far out?”

Just inside the door, before he could get seated and dial home, his phone played Sousa’s March at full volume.  All of the patrons except one looked in his direction.  He was unphased at the attention.  The caller ID read “Valley Hospital.”  The passenger turned towards the door for simulated privacy.

“Mission speaking.”

“Mr. Mission?”

“Yes, who is this?”

“This is Nurse Davis from Valley Hospital.  Your wife has just been admitted.  You need to get here as soon as possible.”

“What about Tommy?”

“Your son is fine.  A pin striper is keeping him company.  You should get here as soon as you can.  We can fill you in when you arrive.”

The phone went dead.  Mission put the phone back in his pocket.

“Medical bureaucrats.  They tell you nothing and then hang up on you.”

Mission went outside and looked up and down the deserted road.  Nothing but darkness.

“Where the hell is that cab?”  

He took his cell phone from his pocket.  It greeted him with “LOW BATTERY” and turned itself off.

“Great!  Now what I am I gonna do?  I’ve got to get to the hospital.”

Mission walked a few yards up the pavement, glancing at the cars parked outside the diner.

“This is an emergency.  They’ll understand.”

Mission peeked in the window of the sports coupe.  Locked up tighter than a drum, and sporting an alarm-warning sticker.  The next car was a dark blue sedan with some decals in the back window.  Unlocked.  

“Whoa, a trusting soul.”

Mission opened the door and looked inside.

“Yuck, cloth bench seats!”

He took a seat behind the wheel.  No keys in the ignition.  Instinctively, he turned down the visor.  The car keys rattled as they fell into his lap.  Ignoring any last glimmer of conscience, Mission sprayed gravel as he took off down the road, back toward town.  All too soon, he had caught up with a semi that was cruising along at a leisurely 75.

“Damn it, get a move on.  Can’t you go any faster?”

Mission swerved left and pushed his foot to the floor.  On a curve, he made it up to the truck driver’s window when the oncoming headlights blinded him.  He spun the wheel and aimed away from the two other vehicles.  At his speed, the guardrail acted like a catapult, flinging the dark blue sedan up in the air.  Gravity took over, bringing it down hard on the hillside embankment.  The sedan rolled over and over, ending upside down and on fire, with its single passenger unconscious and pinned against the steering wheel.  

The visitor thought he heard a siren.  Sirens always got his attention.  It wasn’t clear if the source was in the distance or on the news program.  Maybe both.

“... take you to Frank Jeffries, on the scene of the crash.  Frank?”

“Yes, Harry, I’m here on Route 27 just outside of town.  I’ve got the driver of the truck, Mister Al Coffee.  Mr. Coffee, what happened?”

“Some idiot tried to pass me on that curve back there.  Bad idea.  There was a car comin’ the other way.  The idiot swerved and took a flier over the railing.  I stopped and pulled over.”

The camera swung from the two men to the wreck, a dark blue sedan.  Although the lighting was only police and camera crew floodlights, the visitor recognized the car as his.  Did somebody rig the car?  Was he supposed to be the victim?  You can’t be too careful or too suspicious.

“And you called 9-1-1?”

“Yeah, what do ya think?  I’m gonna leave the scene of an accident?  That’s illegal.  I could lose my license.  I got a family to support...”

“Well, thank you very much, Mr. Coffee.  That’s all we’ve got right now, Harry.  This is Frank Jeffries, reporting live from a major accident on Route 27.”

It was part of the job, paying attention to details.  The reflective military stickers on the back window gave it away.  He didn’t even have to go outside and confirm it.  He finished his dinner, left cash on the red and white laminated table, and went outside after one last glance at his waitress.  A cab approached from the direction of town and pulled up.

“Are you the guy who needs a cab to town?” the cabby asked through his window.

“I guess I am,” said the visitor.

He got in the cab, which made an illegal U-turn and headed back the way it had come.

“I woulda been here sooner, but the accident and the cops slowed me down.”

“Yes, I heard about it.”

The cab drove slowly past the police, ambulance and tow truck.  

“See, there it is.  Boy, what a mess.”

The visitor paid attention to the wreck at the bottom of the embankment only at the urging of his driver.

“Where to, mister?”

“I need a room for the night.  Nothing fancy.”

“Sure thing, I get it.  On your own nickel, huh?  Looks like the damn airlines lost your luggage, too.  Motel Six okay?”

“Fine.”

The rest of the drive was silent.  The visitor looked forward out the window, taking in as much as the darkness would allow.  One heavily lit billboard advertised Rock Valley Motors, the town’s number one dealership.  Featured in the roadside ad was the face, name and phone number of their number one salesman.

