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Prologue: A Bright Shiny Object

It was only a glint. Through some kind of stop-action micro-focus, I caught a glint. 

A split-instant before that there was only a vague, mottled patch of brush in a tree line around thirty yards away, and then a flood of visual input. 

But it all started with that glint and a realization. 

Well, the glint and then the frown tied to the light-speed “What the?” and then the realization: Glints don’t happen in the jungle. 

Then my eyes went wide with recognition: That glint’s sunlight on convex glass! 

Only the recognition flashed past a lot faster than me explaining it did.

And the floodgate opened for the rest.

First the glint-question-realization, then the recognition, then me frozen solid, gaping, and wanting to hit the ground but unable to move.

Then: the black ring around the glint, then: the curved front edge of a cap, only the thickness of a fly’s wing lighter than the foliage, then: the curve of a human’s left jawline, then: the damn flash suppressor of all things, then: the long barrel and—

Somehow I was in motion, diving back to my left to the fallen log I’d just passed. I’d be safe there and—

Something punched me just below the ribs on my right side and some skin and muscle on my back exploded away and the sound of the shot caught up and then was swallowed in the brilliant flash and black smoke of napalm at the brush line. 

I landed on my left shoulder and grunted and then I was up and dirt flipped away from my fingertips and boots and I was running-running until—

Jackson grabbed me with one thick black arm all shiny with sweat and punctuated by a sparse covering of curly little black hairs and yelled, “Whoa, dude!” He frowned. “Hey, Solly, whur’s yo’ gu—” and then “Shit, man! You’ bleedin’!” and then “Was you hit? Look at me, man! Whur was you hit?”

That’s when I realized yes, I was hit. That’s what I get for being drawn to a bright shiny object. 

I only nodded, then staggered, and Jackson grabbed my left wrist and dragged it up around his slick, wet neck and his helmet fell off to the side and he was walking too fast, carry-limp dragging me a hundred yards to the perimeter and yelling, “Co’man up! Goddammit, co’man up! It’s Solly, man!”

Then Jackson and someone else were allowing me to go to the ground and somebody yelled “Get outta the way!” and somebody stabbed me in the shoulder with something and somebody flopped me onto my face. 

As I blew a puff of dirt and frowned at a rock pressing into my left cheekbone, somebody ripped the back of my t-shirt in two directions at one time and somebody stuffed a wad of something into the hole in my back and somebody plugged something into the smaller hole in front and covered that with a crinkly something and a firm hand and then somebody wrapped-wrapped-wrapped something around me and—

No, that’s all there was.

*
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Sometime later a chopper wop-wop-wop-thrummed somewhere close by as it set down and somebody elevated me and ran with me and eased me onto a floor. 

Then a grizzled, bone-weary 20-something year old freckled face with blue eyes a few strands of red hair stuck sideways to the sweat on his forehead peered closely at my eyes. 

I tried to gesture and said, “There was a glint....” 

He smiled and said, “Aw hell, man, you’re gonna be fine. It’s a flesh wound, courtesy Uncle Sam’s Motorcycle Club. Bullet passed straight through. You’re fine.” Then he looked away to his right and touched my chest to push himself up and yelled, “We’re loaded! Get ‘er up!” and there were more and faster wop-wop-wops and a lot of air and then all of that faded and that’s all there was again ‘til I woke up in a bed and all kinds of clean, official people were moving around with charts on clipboards or pushing little steel carts or staring at me.

*

[image: ]


But the rest of that time was mostly boring, and I don’t like boring. I don’t do boring.

And that’s why today I’m twice-shot, a non-card-carrying veteran of a foreign war no matter what they call it, and an operative for Blackwell Ops. 

A guy should do what he enjoys doing and what he’s really good at. 

In that way, I’m what Jackson used to call slam-dunk blessed.
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Chapter 1: Prepping for a Hit

[image: ]




When the bullet went through me I was a little surprised. Not that bullet all those years ago. I never expected that one. I didn’t even know I was hit that time until Jackson told me by asking me.

I mean the more recent one. And yes, I mean I was surprised, not shocked.

But I’m getting ahead of myself.

*
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Okay, so when my VaporStream device went off in the early evening a couple of days ago I already had a long memory of what it was like to be shot. But that was years ago. I hardly ever even think about it anymore.

I’d finished a bake-it-yourself pizza for supper an hour or two earlier and I was in my recliner watching something on TV.

The screeching tone on the VaporStream’ll just about peel the paint off your walls, so I snatched it off the table beside my chair and pressed the On button to shut it up. Then I brought it up so I could see what’s what.

Well, I already knew the first what. It was a message from TJ Blackwell. So another assignment. Fair enough. Four or five weeks had passed since the previous one. The second what would be whatever was in the message. As is typical of TJ’s messages, it spilled across the little screen in six stunted lines:


EO

Short notice

TWP Hector J Mirabelos et al

Drug trade torture 

Warehouse 22738 Miracle Way

1–3 a.m. tonight



My first reaction was a frown. Not at the eyes-only status or the short notice. Short notice happens sometimes. Comes with the job.

But that fourth line: Drug trade torture? Which is it, drug dealing or torture? Or both? Or just torture that has to do with the drug trade?

Then again, it doesn’t really matter. TJ doesn’t always even provide a reason for a hit. For operatives, it’s enough that someone’s contracted with him and he’s sent us a message. 

I read over the message again to commit the target name and address to memory, then pressed Accept and watched as the text disappeared. That the text disappears like vapor—hence VaporStream—has always fascinated me. I’ve probably watched that happen on every message I’ve received from TJ over the past three years. 

All those seconds probably add up to a pretty sizeable chunk of change, but what the hell. Everybody needs to be entertained by something now and then. I guess watching the text vaporize is my bright shiny object now.

I laid the device back on the table and turned my attention back to the TV.

But the timeline for the hit: 1 to 3 a.m. Tonight. 

I glanced at my watch. It was 7:45. 

Fortunately I already know what Mirabelos is, so I don’t need a lot of research that way. But a picture or two would be nice so I could verify he was actually on the scene when I got there.

With the TV still running I got out of my chair, went to my laptop, and keyed in the address from the message. And learned almost nothing.

On the map that popped up, I did at least figure out my best route to and from the place. I figured it was forty minutes to an hour from my house, depending on traffic. But there shouldn’t be much traffic at that time of morning. 

I switched to Google Earth. As the message had said, the building was a warehouse, and it was typical for warehouses, if a little small. Unpainted corrugated steel. A single, retractable bay door on the front wall with a walk-in door next to it, another walk-in door near the back corner of the left wall. There was also a cone-shaped lamp shade above each walk-in door, but I doubt they were outfitted with bulbs. And even if they were, they probably wouldn’t be on, so I shouldn’t have to worry about that. 

A few multiple-pane windows lined each wall, but they were painted over, so no help there either. Being able to see what was inside other than guys with guns would have been nice, but with the window panes painted over and the bay door closed, I’d have to play the inside part by ear. 

At least there was no fence and no barriers. The warehouse was set probably thirty yards off the road in a large, vacant dirt lot with a few weeds and what looked like wind-blown trash littered across it. 

I studied all the angles for a few minutes, then zoomed out. 

For a half-mile to either side and a quarter-mile to the front and back, the area was about as abandoned as anything in LA ever gets. There was one other empty warehouse a few hundred feet away. Behind the target warehouse was a subdivision, but it was across a deep, wide arroyo. Hmm.

To the front of the warehouse was only the empty lot, then the road, then more houses atop the slope of a hill that was covered with trees and brush. So not a big deal. Nobody would probably hear the shots anyway, and if they did they couldn’t get there before I was long gone.

I zoomed in on the arroyo again and moved the picture side to side. There were two entrances and exits from the arroyo within a quarter-mile of the warehouse. And the sides didn’t look terribly steep. Perfect. 

I switched to a new window and keyed in Hector J Mirabelos. I found a few sets of front-side mugshots: According to the chart on the wall he was 5’9’. He was also pudgy with a fat, round face and pretty much slits for eyes. He had a dark, blotchy complexion and stringy hair cut short on the sides and hanging just past his shoulders in the back. Good enough.

The guy looked like a self-styled “gangsta’.” 

Gangsta’. Whatever. If you gotta hang a label on yourself or strike a pose with your perfectly good firearm turned on its side, chances are you aren’t all that. You never hear New York or Chicago gangsters or mobsters calling themselves that. Those are tags reporters and law enforcement types hang on them, probably in an effort to bust their balls and make them do something stupid. Only it doesn’t bother those guys. They just go on about their business.

I studied the pics for a few minutes, then closed the laptop and went to check my arsenal. 

Okay, arsenal’s a bit of a stretch. Not counting my full-auto Glock 18 machine pistol, I only have two pistols, three revolvers, a Tavor 7 assault rifle chambered for .308, and a Ruger 10/22 Takedown carbine. In a moment of madness I took the Glock off a target a couple of years ago after I pinged him in the forehead with a bullet from my Kimber, but I’ve yet to fire it, much less use it on a job.

The target site was a warehouse, so a sound-suppressed pistol would probably be best. I have two go-to sidearms: a Kimber Ten II .45 caliber semiautomatic with a 14-round magazine, and an old blued Smith & Wesson Model 19 .357 Combat Magnum with checkered walnut grips. Revolvers don’t jam.

But since the target for this assignment included et al, I chose the Kimber. With the Smith, I could handle the primary target plus five if I didn’t miss, but TJ never specified how many et al there were.

To check the Kimber thoroughly, I dropped the magazine, seated the rounds in it against my thigh, then racked the slide and put one cartridge into the chamber. After I let the slide go home, I reinserted the magazine in the grip. Then, just in case there were too many targets for one magazine, I picked up another full magazine and slipped it into the left rear pocket of my jeans. Hey, better overkill than get killed. 

Finally I went back into the living room, sank into my recliner, laid the Kimber on my lap, and turned my attention back to the TV.

*
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Around midnight I switched off the TV. I laid the Kimber on the arm of my recliner, got up and found my black leather jacket and slipped it on, then transferred the spare magazine to the right jacket pocket. On my way past my recliner, I picked up the pistol and let myself out.

On my way to my beat-up ’87 4Runner, I carried the Kimber close to my right hip. I’ve been meaning to get one of those shoulder rigs but with a holster with no bottom and a break-front spring. With the suppressor on my Kimber, I have nowhere practical to carry it, and god knows it’s too long to draw. That breakfront would be nice.
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Chapter 2: Hector Mirabelos et al
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While I’m in the truck, the pistol stands in a specially constructed vertical box on the right side of the driver’s seat. But when I step out, I either jam the suppressor into one of my front jeans pockets and trap the grip under my jacket or I just carry it next to my right hip. 

Like I’ll do tonight.  

*

[image: ]


Except for the thin slip of light seeping from under the walk-in door, the night was dark as I drove past the front of the warehouse. Owing largely to the reflection of starlight on the windows, I barely made out two sedans and a white van parked out front. The moon either hadn’t come up yet or it had already set, and there were no lights from the houses on the hill or across the arroyo. A few hundred feet past the warehouse, I killed my headlights, turned right off the road, and let the Toyota pick its way down into the arroyo.

When I stepped up out of the arroyo a few minutes later, I walked quickly toward the door near the back corner of the warehouse. The lamp over the door wasn’t on, and shards of glass twinkled on and near the smooth ground-level concrete stoop. 

I leaned heavily against the door, gripped the doorknob tightly, and tried to turn it.

Nope. 

Ducking under each of the two painted-over windows as I went, I made my way along the wall to the front corner. There I rolled my wrist up and checked my watch. It was 1:o4. So they’d gotten here earlier than TJ expected them to. 

I leaned back against the wall for a moment and just breathed, then turned and took a step and—

Jerked myself back against the wall. Headlights swept across in front of me as another car turned into the lot.

I listened.

No other cars on the road. 

But then, I didn’t hear that one.

A car door closed.

I waited to see whether the sound would repeat, but it didn’t. I crouched and looked around the corner.

A broad short figure was shuffling away from me toward the door in a white t-shirt that looked like a billboard hovering mid-air in a light breeze, shifting side to side. Swagger. Mr. Cool. 

He grabbed the doorknob and swung the door wide.

Light illuminated dark trousers, the white t-shirt, the mugshot profile, and—

He looked in my direction.

I got back in time, but I’d seen his face in the light spilling through the doorway: Mirabelos. 

As he stepped through and the door eased itself shut, I curled around the corner still straightening from my crouch and started for the door. 

Just before I got there it latched with a quiet click, but there were no other sounds. No deadbolts, no sliding locks. 

There’s nothing like the false security of believing you’re all alone in the jungle. Been there, done that. 

I checked and adjusted my grip on the Kimber, carefully positioned my feet, and gripped the doorknob firmly, my wrist turned slightly. I closed my eyes, took a great draught of air, released half of it, and—

Swung the door open. At. First. Glance:

Straight ahead of me, a guy in a slat-back wooden chair, black hair, naked, his hands tied behind him to the chair.

The other side of him, a cholo with a pistol, a sneer on his face. The gun dangling in his left hand, pointing vaguely toward the guy in the chair. Beyond him a smooth wall, too close to be the back of the warehouse—an office?—and a partly open door.

To the right of the chair, three cholos leaning back against the wall, all grinning or sneering. Left hands in sight, right hands hidden. The nearest was turning his head to look at me.

To the left of the chair, two more, their arms crossed over their chest.

Between them and the chair, Hector Mirabelos shuffling past, reaching back to hike up his pants as he looked at the guy in the chair and spat and growled, “Cabron!” Such a brave fighter of blind kittens! 

Everyone but the guy in the chair was in a slouchy white t-shirt and dark pants with a yellow bandana tied around their head. 

And only the one gun.

I leveled the Kimber and it spewed an angry wasp.

The bullet took the guy with the gun in the forehead and he folded like an empty sack. The gun clattered away to his left and behind him. 

The guy in the chair started screaming and jumping, almost lifting the chair from the floor.

I took a step inside, fired again.

The nearest one on the right developed a spot on his left forehead, slapped back against the wall and sat down hard.

The far one on the right was bend-leaning to his right, going for the gun.

My third bullet caught him in the left temple and he smoothed out on the floor.

I swung the pistol left, fired two more times.

The nearest one to the left of Mirabelos jerked, clawing at his chest, and fell.

My fifth shot missed the second one and he ran for the back left corner as the door behind me clicked softly in the latch.

I took a step, swung the pistol right again, fired at the remaining one near the wall. Missed. The bullet hit the metal wall and set up a tinny, thudding echo. 

The cholo had ducked and was scrambling for the office door.

I took a step, swung the Kimber back to the left—past Mirabelos who had tripped over his fallen pants and was scrambling on hands and knees into the office with his fat white boxers showing and past the cholo from the wall who leapt over him, then hit something in the office and cursed like he was in agony.

I fired twice toward the white t-shirt in the left corner of the warehouse just as it reached the back door.

The t-shirt slapped hard against that door, its arms outstretched, and rebounded onto the floor on its back. 

And as I swung the Kimber to the right again Mirabelos peered around the side of the office door, raised something in his hand, and something angry exploded. I fired and— 

Calm resolution. 

Too late.

Damn. He has me.

*
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I realized what I’d done as I did it, so there was no shock.

You know, like when you say something you hear as you say it and wish you could pull it back but know you can’t. 

Or like when you’re a skinny nine and three-quarters years old and you realize there’s a foot-deep sinkhole beneath that puddle in front of you only after you’ve already grinned and picked your foot up to slam it down in the puddle and splash Billy Torger so it’s too late to pull that back too. 

And wham! your whole life turns on a point. 

Your shin gets skinned and bleeds into your muddy-wet pant leg with bits of yellow grass stuck to it and Torger brays like the jackass he is and the girl you wanted to impress shakes her head and walks away with him and your mama cries and your two hundred and fifty pound old man beats you to a puffy-lipped pulp until your ears bleed and set up a quiet buzzing and everything’s hazy because “You know what those goddam shoes and pants cost?” and seven years later you join the goddam Marine Corps specifically so you can die on a pile of enemy bodies and earn a posthumous purple heart and your grinning ghost can watch your old man fold his fist around it and shove it up his ass sideways and you’re finally making the rules and you’ve decided that him coating any of that with butter first is Definitely! Not! Allowed! 

*
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I’m done. He has me. 

He was peering from behind a wall and sneering and he had me. His bullet would fill my chest and knock me back or knock me down or spin me around or—

Only it didn’t. 

Something like a gust of wind tugged at the right side of my shirt and it only let out a little air for a second. 

I slapped my left hand over my side just after my bullet took him in the forehead and his head jerked straight up and he rebounded away from the office door and slapped back into his little office-room-whatever and his head cracked hard on the concrete floor. 

*
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A second later the gun Mirabelos had fired at me came sailing out through the door and slid metallically across the floor and the last cholo appeared with “Please!” tears streaming down his cheeks, his hands in the “Please!” air and the yellow bandana dangling from “Please!” one of his hands like he didn’t “Please, hombre!” wanna be a gangsta’ anymore, and—
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