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Chapter 1: Thoughts of Sheila Barúk, and the Way Things Go
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When I flew out of that small, nondescript country in Africa on that puddle-jumper of a twin-engine airplane, I was dreaming. Not that I was asleep, but I was chock full of hopeful intentions.

I was certain Sheila Barúk, my contact for that job, and I were meant to be together. So in the final hours of my assignment, I had virtually spirited her out of the country. I did everything but drive her across the border myself: I talked her into leaving, I bought her a one-way ticket to Paris, and I drove her to the airport on her bike just before I borrowed it to complete my mission. 

I did all of that, and my ruse was successful. I even saw her plane take off. 

Then I sped away on her bike to finish my job so I could get out of the country too. And I cut it really close. 

In my last half-hour or so in that country, I sped back into town, located and ID’d my target, and nailed him and two of his bodyguards in a booth inside his favorite café. On my way out, I nailed another bodyguard at the door. He was ostensibly on sentry duty outside the café. Then I jumped on Sheila’s bike again and raced out of town again to catch my own flight.

So I could retrieve my bag from where I’d staged it, I ditched the bike in thick jungle about fifty yards from the airport. Then I fought my way through the roots, branches, tall grass and clinging vines to the airport.

And I made it. Barely. I was the last to board the plane, and that was only thanks to the good graces of the gate attendant. She was securing the gate as I arrive, beaten and bruised, scratched, and out of breath.  

But as my own plane lifted off and I reminded myself to call her later and let her know I’d made it out of the country and I was all right, a few realizations hammered home:

I’d sent Sheila to Paris so she could stay with her mother in a nearby town while she found a new place and restarted her life. But—

I had forgotten to ask for her mother’s name. Even her last name might or might not be the same as Sheila’s. Or her phone number. Or her email or mailing address. I didn’t even know the name of the little town near Paris where her mother lived. I hadn’t thought to ask, and she hadn’t thought to tell me.

With a sinking feeling, I realized the only way I had to contact her was the phone number I’d memorized earlier, but that was her phone number when she was still in that silly little African nation, so it would do me no good. 

I sighed and settled in my seat for the journey home. 

All I knew for sure was that if Sheila’s flight was successful, she was safe somewhere near Paris with her nameless, faceless mother. Of course, Blackwell Ops contacts are free to call TJ Blackwell whenever they like. So at least that part would be easy for her. She could simply call him and tell him she’d relocated.

For a hopeful moment, I thought maybe she would speak to TJ on my behalf too. 

But probably not. She would see that as something I should handle. And she would be right. Which leads me to the clincher: Although contacts are encouraged to talk with TJ anytime they like, operatives are never allowed to contact him directly in any manner. The security risk is too great. My only communication with TJ is one way—from him to me—via the VaporStream device he had issued me when I signed on. 

My only remaining hope is that like all of TJ’s contractors, I’m free to relocate any time I want to. But I have to do it between jobs. 

The problem is, I never know when the next assignment’s coming, and I never know where it will be or how long it will take.

Then I remembered, not long after my plane lifted off the tarmac, I’d wondered whether maybe TJ might need an operative—or another operative—in the Paris area. At the time, the thought was more a bit of harsh sarcasm than anything else. But it might be my only option. And it was completely do-able.

I mean, I usually don’t receive my next assignment until four to six weeks after I finish the previous one. 

That would be time enough for me to give my landlord notice, pack what I wanted to take with me, and make the move to Paris. Of course, I’d have to start over building a new stockpile of personal weapons. Or maybe I could locate a gun store in the Paris area that would accept a shipment of firearms from the United States. If that’s even possible. Either way’s good, really. 

At least I’d be there. And once I was settled I could begin my search for Sheila. 

It seemed a little crazy, but it was also the only thing I could think of to do.

*
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Of course, things don’t always work out the way you hope. 

As luck would have it, late afternoon only three days after I got back to the ‘States from that debacle of a job in Africa, my VaporStream device went off.

Of course, I wasn’t surprised. I was considerably annoyed and more than a little frustrated, but there was nothing to be surprised about. For me, that’s just the way things go.

I pressed the On button to end the horrible shrieking sound the device makes, then watched as the message unfolded in dim green letters across the small dark-grey screen:


Eyes only

TWP Harmon Ellis, Harmon’s Floors

Personal business request



That was followed with two more lines. The first of those gave me the guy’s home address. The last gave me the time range. The opening date was four days away.

I smirked. Well of course the assignment is marked eyes only. If it weren’t, there was a good chance I’d press the Reject button and go back to planning for my move to Paris.

But eyes only compelled me to read and memorize the message, then press the Accept button. So that’s what I did.

Then I got online and booked a hotel room for five days, but I didn’t bother with doing any online research. The town was only a couple hours away, so I’d have time for that later. Instead I packed a bag and a backpack. 

Into the bag I put my laptop and enough clothing for five days. Into the backpack I put my Ruger 10/22 Takedown carbine and my Starlight scope, wrapped in a heavy towel. I would take my old Beretta 92-FS pistol too, but I always carry it inside the back waistband of my jeans beneath my leather jacket. 

Then I went down to the parking garage. I secured the bags on the back, threw a leg over my bike, and headed out.

I just wanted to get it over with so maybe I could make the move to Paris.

*
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The hotel room was nothing fancy, but it was adequate for what I’d need: basically a shower and a flat place to sleep. There were also a couple of fast-food places and a Pizza Hut within walking distance. I was all set. 
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Chapter 2: Mowing After Dark
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Frankly, I couldn’t believe my luck. Harmon Ellis—my target—was actually mowing his yard. At night. 

Who does that? 

I guess he figured he was safer after dark. 

And he might’ve been if I hadn’t been lying fifty yards away on a rooftop with my sound-suppressed Ruger 10/22 Takedown carbine filled with low-velocity rounds and mounted with my Starlight scope. But I hadn’t picked that spot because it gave me a view of his front yard. I picked it because it afforded me a clear shot at the picture window on the front of his house. 

During the three days of leading up to the opening date of the assignment, I trailed him to discover any set routines. 

But he had no set routines outside of his home. He ate lunch at different times and places, arrived at and left work at different times, and took different routes. He seemed like a careful, security-conscious kind of guy. I applauded him for that, except that it screwed with me doing my job.

I also did the online research, but other than finding photos of him, that didn’t help me much. I read a lot about him, mostly in society columns and business reviews. Somewhere I read that after serving a hitch in the navy, he had built a small but highly successful chain of flooring stores from the ground up. Somewhere else I read that recently, he had received an offer that would make some millionaires blush for the chain, but he refused to sell. 

I’m only guessing, but I assumed that’s why I received the assignment. I’m betting whoever made the offer assumed Harmon’s heir or heirs might be more amenable. Especially if Harmon was knocked off so soon after he turned down the offer. Either that or the heir him or herself got greedy.

Anyway, it doesn’t matter to me who contracted for the hit with TJ. He’s the carpenter. I’m only the hammer.

In all that reading I learned only one really useful thing: that Harmon Ellis likes to look out over his yard and the stream below it for a few minutes each evening. That was his navel-gazing relaxation time. 

So I spent a couple of nights on rooftop recon, and I discovered the man wasn’t lying. He appeared at that picture window at the same time both nights. At 10:15 p.m. he switched out the living room lights, then drew the drapes and stood at the center of that window for a good three or four minutes, looking out over his sloping lawn and dreaming whatever dreams he was dreaming. 

When he was finished, he closed the sheers, then the heavy old-school drapes. After that, I suppose he went to bed. I never did know, and I didn’t care.

But that glass, the thickness—

To be sure of what I was dealing with, I found Harmon’s architect, made my way into his office on a ruse, and procured the blueprints for Max’s house. Of course, I focused on that picture window. And that gave me the last piece of the puzzle. The panes were those double glass things, but according to the specs, the glass was thin. 

So on the opening night of the hit, for the third time I moved into position right at 10 p.m. and set my sights on the center of his window. I planned to fire seven rounds. Each of the first four would be four feet apart, to bracket his head and shoulders and take out the double panes of glass. The last three would enter one or the other of his shocked and awed eyes, or both, and begin his transition to room temperature.

That was the plan.

*
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But he changed things up. Not for the worse, though. He actually changed things for the better. At least for me.

Maybe five minutes after I got into position, the front door opened and someone stepped through it. He stopped for a moment on the stoop, looking across his lawn, his hands on his hips. That’s when I first slapped the scope on him to make positive ID.

I could have easily popped him right there, dropped him in his doorway or on his front porch, and been done with it. In retrospect, that’s probably what I should have done.

But curiosity got the better of me, and it was only the first day of a three-day date range. So I stayed in position and followed him with the scope.

He stepped down off the porch and went into the open garage, and for a second I thought maybe I’d lost my opportunity. 

What if he goes back into the house through the door to the garage?

No, that doesn’t matter. If he does that, he’ll still probably still conduct his navel-gazing ritual at 10:15. And if he does disappear, I’ll just come back tomorrow ni—

It didn’t come to that. 

A moment after he entered the garage, he emerged again pushing that goofy lawnmower with his right hand. The mower wasn’t running yet. He was carrying the battery pack in his other hand.

As I watched, he steered the machine onto the edge of the lawn, then stepped in front of it, bent at the waist, and inserted the battery pack. I faintly heard the battery click into place. He straightened, moved into position behind the mower again, and fired it up.

And started mowing his lawn. 

I was a little surprised. His electric mower made almost as much noise as a regular gasoline mower does. It’s just a different kind of noise. Not quite so raucous, maybe.

Still, I could only imagine his neighbors would throw a fit, and I was lying on their roof.

But either they didn’t hear the mower or didn’t care. Or maybe they’d already had that discussion and lost.

They never came out.  

*
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On Harmon’s house, even the front porch light was off. And there were no floodlights or even security lights shining down on the yard.

But there was the little vanity headlight on the front of the mower. It didn’t light up enough of the yard to be truly useful for him, but it was more than useful for me. Not that I really needed it. With the Starlight scope, I had him anyway. Still, the little light on the front of the mower made it more of a game. It reminded me of those little ducks you try to pop in an arcade game, except my little duck was going back and forth.

Even without the scope, I could tell when he was approaching and when he was turning. My angle to the yard afforded me the luxury of being able to see the small area of grass lit up in front of the mower even when he was going away from me. I could’ve popped him at any time, even with open sights.

But the Starlight scope helped enhance the game. After he’d made a few swipes, I took the scope off the target and looked through it at the yard itself. 

Judging from the tracks left by the mower, he’d already mowed five long strips. I calculated that he had seven more strips to mow. Maybe eight. I decided I’d give him either all of them or all but the last one, depending on which way he was facing when the time came. 

After he’d finished a little over half the yard, I started following him with the scope.

When he’d made a couple more trips, I enhanced the game again. He always turned in the same place, but one row closer. I stopped following him with the scope, settled it on the place where I expected to pop him, and waited.

He came to my end of the grass, turned and mowed toward the other end. 

When he reached the other end, he turned and started back.

When he reached the near end again, he turned, and—

The scope was a little off. I shifted my aim by about two inches and squeezed the trigger three quick times.

Three angry bees zipped a distance of about 45 yards and plowed into the back of his head. The sweet spot—the medulla oblongata—and turned him off like a light switch.

He fell forward over the handle and hung there, draped. 

So the mower didn’t turn off.

I took my eye away from the scope and found the little headlight again. 

Surely his weight will push the mower forward. Then he’ll slip off the back and—

But no. Instead of moving the mower forward, his weight caused the mower deck to tip upward at about a 30 degree angle.

So the mower continued to run.

Good enough. The mower will keep running. So someone—his wife, or maybe the neighbors—will come out to check on him soon.

I backed away from my nest, made my way down the far side of the house, and ran about thirty yards along a trail through the woods. Then I broke down my carbine, stuffed it into my back pack, stepped over my black Indian Super Chief bike, and drove out. 

In twenty minutes, I was back in my hotel room. Five minutes after that, I hung the Do Not Disturb sign on the doorknob and left. And a hair over two hours later—just before 1 a.m.—I was back in my apartment.
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Chapter 3: More Thoughts of Sheila Barúk, and a Flight to Chicago
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I’m 42 years old, so I’m not nearly as big an enthusiast as I used to be about long days and short nights. My usual bedtime’s around 10 p.m. I might push that to 11 or 11:30 if there’s a really great movie on. So I planned to sleep in the next morning. 

But thoughts of Sheila and how I could find her kept me awake for an hour or so after I went to bed, and the same thoughts woke me early the next morning at 5:30. I probably managed three hours’ sleep, which is all right if I plan it that way for some reason. But I don’t like ambushing myself. 

The thoughts were relentless, and a seemingly never-ending stream of negativity. Still, my fears seemed well-founded and completely realistic.

Even after I make the move to Paris, there are what, roughly a million-billion people there? So how will I ever find her?

I know that’s an exaggeration, but it might as well be that many people. 

Where will I even start? It isn’t like I can dig up a phone book and search it for Sheila Barúk. She hasn’t been there long enough. And if I leave her alone too long or don’t find her soon enough, her last name might’ve already changed. 

I don’t even want to consider that possibility.

Okay. So realistically, what to do?

There were at least a dozen small towns close enough to be considered “near Paris,” as Sheila had put it. 

Of course, the best thing to do would be to pick a town, search it thoroughly over a period of a week to a few weeks, and then move on to the next one. 

But I know me. I’d worry that about the time I finished with a town, she’d come back to it after a time away. I’ll probably never find her. 

Sheila’s also a young woman with a high threshold for excitement. Chances are good that even if she’s living outside of Paris with her mother, she might have taken a job in the city. Even if she keeps her job as a contact for TJ and Blackwell Ops, contacts aren’t nearly as busy as operatives. And I’ve never heard anyone say TJ has a problem with moonlighting. Even some of the more energetic operatives probably moonlight. Though with what TJ pays us, I can’t imagine why they would.

And there’s always the chance she won’t stay in her mother’s house very long before she finds a place of her own. With my luck that’ll probably be in Paris too. I just can’t imagine her staying very long in a small town when Paris is right there.

Anyway, I didn’t have long to entertain those thoughts. Or be tortured by them. I was halfway through my breakfast of two over-medium eggs on a slice of toast when my VaporStream device went off again.

Even with that horrible, screeching sound assaulting my ears, for a moment I couldn’t move. In my chair at the little dining table, I jerked my head around and glared.

You have got to be kidding me!

But that tone was really annoying. 

I pushed my chair back, touched my lips with a napkin, and went back into the bedroom. I’d left the stupid thing on the nightstand.

Frowning, I picked it up and pressed the On button:


Eyes only

RTO O’Hare

Sorry so soon. Hope you’re rested.

TWP Cinnamon Hill, hooker

Fifth St and Chance Ave

Personal revenge

Paying the bills

C Norman Z Felton






Below that was only the date range. The opening date was close—the day after tomorrow—and the range was only three days long. So I had to fly all the way up there for what? To off a hooker? And why only three days for a date range? 

Maybe she’s working a particular corner because of a nearby convention or something.

I shook my head. 

I’ve never been with a hooker personally, but I don’t like the idea of killing one. I figure most of them are just getting by the only way they know how.

But again, that isn’t my business. 

I was a little surprised at the personal tone of the third line. 

And I assumed the fifth line was her business address. 

I wondered briefly about the seventh line, but I assume TJ was telling me he accepted the job only to pay the bills. Whatever. Judging from what he pays me, the guy’s rolling in money. 

Anyway, if whoever wanted the girl dead hadn’t come to TJ specifically, someone else would’ve iced her anyway. No telling what she might’ve had to endure. At least if I do it she’ll never know. One instant she’ll be in this world, and the next instant she won’t. No harm, no foul.

I’m no shining example of humanity, but I won’t make people suffer either. Not unless I have to. In fact, if I happen to stumble across the person who wants her taken out for revenge, I might put him or her on ice too. Just for the principle.
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