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Chapter 1: The Hit on James Montague
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At that place in that moment in Oklahoma City, time didn’t slow to a crawl. It slapped shut.

Over the past three or so pitch-black seconds, I’d crept through a window, took two steps, and bumped something with my left shoulder. And all that stuff about freezing in place is nonsense. If you do that, you lose. What you do is react, but react right.

Whatever I’d bumped leaned hard away from me, but I reached for it, caught it, and corrected its trajectory. My grip automatically tested the surface, weight, and temperature of the object: that coal-black cast-iron coat tree I saw when I was here earlier. 

Did the guy intentionally set it in the way of the window?

Did he expect someone to come in that way? 

Is this a trap?

But there were no sounds in the darkness. At all.

I calmed the coat tree in mid-wobble and eased it back to a noiseless rest on its round base. I kept the tip of my left index finger on it for reference as I stepped past it into regular time again.

Three more steps to cross what remained of the living room, then two and a half more along the short hallway to stop at the bedroom door. I’d measured the distance earlier. 

The target was asleep. The only sound was his quiet, regular breathing. He punctuated that once with a gentle moan that floated through the air like an afterthought. 

I eased the door open, lifted my left boot from the carpet, and put it down in the bedroom. With my right elbow, I felt the doorjamb, then the thin sliver of wall, and curled myself around it.

Eased my knife from the sheath with my right hand.

Leaned forward and reached with my left—

And time slapped into fast forward.

I clamped my hand over his mouth, stabbed the knife just past his throat, shoved his head to its right, and jerked the blade hard back toward me, With pressure. Slicing through the muscles and tendons in a throat isn’t as slick and easy as they show in the movies.

One more sound—a little squeal, tightly muffled—and then the gurgling. 

I continued to press hard on his left jaw. The stubble of his whiskers was sharp against my thumb and palm, my fingers gripping his mouth shut against the weight of his thrashing legs and his hands and arms beating against the underside of the covers, trying to untangle themselves. Trying to fight, and trying to run. Spittle dribbled onto his right cheek and the fingers of my left hand.

As he thrashed at the mattress and covers and blood frothed from the gash, barely above a whisper I said, “Shh. It’s all right now, Jimmy boy. Just let it go.”

A final hard stiffness settled into his face and neck and shoulders. There was a shuddering, whole-body spasm, and then a relaxed stillness. 

I held on for another second, maybe two, my knife poised to core his left temple like an apple. Plunge and twist.

But I didn’t have to do that. The fight left with the spirit.

Other than the slimy spittle, only the hot, sticky blood remained. That was on my left hand and wrist and on the knife in my right hand and on the mattress and the covers and probably the floor. 

All that remained was the stillness of inanimate objects. The chest of drawers to my right. The nightstand between it and the bed. The headboard. The footboard. The thing that used to be James Montague.

I finally let go, smeared what was on my left hand and wrist lower, on the covers. Then I pinched the blanket in my left hand and drew the knife through the pinch. Twice. 

I pinched the sheet for good measure, drew the knife through again, then sheathed it and smeared the sheet with my hands. No prints. Only smears

I pulled the covers up over Jimmy boy’s head to stifle the stench of copper a little, then turned away.

I moved around the slim wall, took three steps and angled right. Through the living room, I kept the couch against my right calf. No need to dance with the coat tree again. 

Seven steps through there, and I angled right, then left to avoid the floor lamp. Four more steps through the kitchen to the back door, all those measured earlier as well. Moonlight glinted through the window over the sink on the brushed-steel doorknob.

Outside I followed the stuccoed wall to the chain-link gate, the concrete block wall to the corner, rounded that and followed the wall to the alley, then turned left to head for the asphalt. A quarter-block farther to the right, and I was in my truck.

With the key in the ignition, the clock in the dash lit up. Elapsed time, a little over four minutes. About what I figured.

*
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The drive wasn’t bad. Six blocks to the freeway, a right turn to the on-ramp, and I was west-bound on I-40 to Sayre. 

My place is just north of Sayre off US-283, and it’s nothing special. A small one-bedroom white wooden structure with a living room and the bedroom in the front right and front left. Each of those rooms has two double-hung windows around the corner from each other. 

Throughout the house, narrow wood-slat floors rest on a concrete slab. There’s an open, arched doorway to the kitchen. The bathroom is on the left through there, and there’s a small laundry room next to that with a washing machine and a dryer. The back door is at the end of the kitchen. Both external doors have a window in the top half, and both have a screen door to allow a breeze while keeping out the bugs. 

Out front is a red-clay yard that turns to slush when it rains. A sunken concrete block path leads from the concrete two-step front stoop to the gravel driveway on one side of the house. The path is necessary when it rains. If you get that wet red clay on your shoes or boots and don’t wash it off immediately, you might as well throw the footwear away. 

Between the path and the front of the house is a volunteer flower garden. Other people call them weeds. But hey, they’re green so I leave them alone. And at the right time of year, I have blue-green thistles with purple flowers, two kinds of little sunflower-looking things, and on either end, the big white squash-blossom-looking trumpet flowers of the loco weeds. Jimson Weed, I guess, officially.

Out back there’s another raised concrete stoop, another dirt yard with a little wild grass sprouting here and there in tufts, and an old elm tree that provides shelter for a few squirrels.

There’s no carport or garage, but there are a few dings from hail on the roof and hood of my ’94 Ford F150 pickup. I’ve thought about buying a new one, but I like the wing windows. Plus it has an extended cab with that squashed little seat in it—not the overly ambitious and unnecessary full back seat—so I have plenty of room to carry whatever I need to carry.

Which is usually only a duffel bag and the various tools of my trade.

I’m an operative for Blackwell Ops.
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Chapter 2: TJ Blackwell, and Maryann Siling

[image: ]




I don’t fly.

That was the one sticking point when I applied for a job with TJ Blackwell.  

Part one of the interview went fine, and afterward I passed all the tests—physical, marksmanship, and psychological—with no problem. Part two of the interview went fine too, until TJ suggested I might want to relocate from Sayre so I’d be closer to a major airport in case I had to fly out for an assignment.

As I said, that was a sticking point. I only shook my head. “No sir, no need for that. I don’t fly.”

He rocked back in his chair and intertwined his fingers and frowned. “May I ask why?”

“I had a bad experience one time, and—”

He snickered. “Only once?”

“Once is all it takes. A bad engine on an aircraft will only take you as far as the site of the crash.” I shook my head. “I don’t fly.”

“Hmm. And are you sure you wouldn’t rather be an eyes-and-ears guy? The pay is considerably less, but—”

“No sir. I want to do what I do. I’m good at it. I’ll be among the best you’ve ever had—I think you know that—but I won’t fly to do it.”

He only nodded, his gaze on mine. Finally he said, “Very well. That is acceptable. So our interview is conclude—” Then he touched his forehead with one index finger. “Oops. Almost forgot.” And he reached into a bottom drawer in his desk, pulled out a small box, and slid it across the table to me. “This is a VaporStream device. It’s one-way extremely secure communication. I will use it to send you any assignments. I suggest you carry it with you at all times.” 

As I opened the box and the device slipped into my palm, he pointed. “You must press the On button to read the message, and you must do that within three minutes. The device will emit a rather annoying tone until you do, or until the three minutes elapses, at which time the message will disappear. 

“Once you press the On button, you have one minute,” and he held up an index finger, “to read and ether reject or accept the message. If the opening line of the message reads ‘eyes only,’ the message is specifically for you. I suggest you should not reject those. But be sure to read and memorize the text before you press the Accept button. When you do that, the message will disappear, and it is not retrievable.” He paused. “I think that’s it. If I omitted anything, the device is self-explanatory anyway.”

I nodded, and he stood and tried to work up a smile. It didn’t quite form. “All right, that concludes our business.” He started around the desk, his bony old frail-looking hand extended. As we shook hands, he said, “Welcome aboard. You may realistically expect your first assignment within the month.”

That was almost 8 years ago, and I’ve averaged probably two assignments every three months or so ever since. Which is what TJ said it would probably be. Probably no more than six weeks between assignments, he said. 

Anyway, I don’t count them. I just do my job, enjoy my time off, then do the next job. 

I only rejected one job. I was only my third assignment, but the target lived in Singapore. Maybe it was TJ’s way of testing my will. 

When I read the message, I grinned, shook my head, and pressed the Reject button. 

The commute would be far too long. And besides, I don’t have that kind of fording equipment for my pickup.

So far, I’ve never received another assignment that would send me across an ocean.

*
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When I drove in from my visit with James Montague in Oklahoma City, the sun had just come up. I dropped my duffel on the couch, then peeled off my t-shirt and continued through to the laundry room. I stripped off everything else in there, dropped everything into the washing machine, added liquid soap, and closed the lid. I set it to a medium load, set it to soak for awhile before washing, and turned it on.

But I hadn’t checked for blood stains on the t-shirt or jeans.

Then again, the water was already running. I decided to leave well-enough alone. The soak should take care of it.

When the water stopped running into the washer, I picked up my boots, stepped into the bathroom, put the water on as hot as I could stand it, and scrubbed myself down for about ten minutes. The water felt really good.

After I’d toweled off, I picked up my boots again and headed for my bedroom to get dressed, and—

Stopped, gaping. I jerked my boots up to a more strategic position.

Maryann Siling was sitting on my couch next to my duffel, grinning. If I ever got married, she’d be the one, but for now our arrangement seemed to suit both of us. We were comfortable with each other. Mostly.

As always, her jeans looked like she’d been poured into them. Her right leg was crossed over her left knee, a white leather thong sandal dangling as she worked her foot up and down. Her blouse was one of those loose-fitting muumuu-looking things with short, puffy sleeves, but it wasn’t loose-fitting enough to conceal her pointers. 

She raised her right arm from my duffel and twirled a lock of her brunette hair with her index finger as her grin expanded. “Well, hi there, Buck!” Her gaze traveled down my body to my dangling boots. “And Little Buck.” She chuckled, then looked at me again. “Been gone a couple of days, huh?”

“Yeah.” I frowned. “What’re you doing here, Maryann? Where’s Harold?” I craned my neck a little to look through the window. Harold’s her brother, by the way. I don’t do what you were probably thinking.

“You lose track of time? It’s Saturday. He’s gone fishing somewhere.” She paused and her lips spread into a grin again. “Which is fine with me. He works hard at doing nothing. A man’s gotta have a little pleasure now and then, doesn’t he?”

“I s’pose.” I almost gestured toward the bedroom, then remembered not to move the boots. “Look, I gotta go get dressed.”

She stood up. She stands about 5’6” and might weight 140 pounds in a rainstorm and with a lot of that red clay stuck to her shoes. “Want some company?”

I looked her over, but I’d already all but lost. Things were happening behind the boots. “You sure he’s gone fishing?”

Somehow she managed to smile and pout at the same time. “Probably overnight. He and Remy are gonna meet a couple guys from Butler up at Owl Cove.”

Owl Cove is a picnic area on the north end of Foss Reservoir. It’s about 30 miles away from Sayre as the crow flies but close to twice that by any roads. And if I know Harold, he’ll fish for at least a few hours even if they aren’t biting. If he can’t stay at least three times longer than the one-way trip, he doesn’t go.

I shrugged, trying not to look too interested. “If you’re sure, lock the door and come on in.”

As I moved toward the bedroom, she stepped past the couch to throw the deadbolt on the door, then tugged her blouse up over her head. The girls were attuned to the situation.

Maryann was kind enough to lie back, raise her hips, and let me help her off with her jeans and the rest, 

A moment or two later, just as the washing machine kicked in, I did too. 

The woman is a natural athlete.

*
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A little while later, I put one wrist under my head on the pillow and watched as she got dressed.

She smiled at me. “That ought’a keep me for a day or two.”

“I was thinking we might go to lunch later. You know. After.”

She laughed. “After what? You are what I would call de-pleted.”

I laughed. “Gimme a half-hour.”

“I’d like to, Buck, but I need to get back. A few of the other teachers and I are gonna meet-up at my place this afternoon at 1, and I still have to clean the house.”

We never meet at her house. Harold doesn’t like me.

“Well, maybe after that you can come back and—”

“We’ll see.” She came and sat on the edge of the bed, caressed my cheek with her left hand. Then she grinned, a mischievous look in her eyes. “What’s that song say? Never give a man what he can’t get enough of?”

I was a little annoyed she thought I couldn’t get along without her. Then again, she was right. I laughed. “Something like that.” I reached for her.

She popped up. “Oh no you don’t. Tell you what, how about we go to supper tonight? But somewhere nice? Or at least where we don’t have to sit in the truck.”

I nodded. “Deal. And if Harold isn’t back yet, maybe—”

“Like I said, we’ll see.”

I laughed again. “C’mon, Maryann. I work hard. Like you said, every man deserves a little—”

“You had a little.” She giggled.

I shook my head. “You know I’d marry you in a heartbeat, don’t you?”

“Yes sir. That’s all part of the plan.” She sat down again and stroked my cheek. “But seriously, Buck, not until you can tell me what you do for a living. I want to be involved in your life, not just an attachment.”

I only nodded.

She wiggled her fingers in a wave, then turned and left.
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Chapter 3: TJ Maxwell, and Las Vegas
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After I heard the door latch, I got up and pulled on clean shorts and jeans, then went barefoot into the living room to retrieve my duffel. I carried it back to the bedroom.

I’d forgotten the few articles of clothing I’d worn in Tulsa the night before the job. I took those out, carried them to the laundry room and dropped them into the washer. After I returned to the bedroom and put away my other things, I hung the handles of the duffel over a coat hanger and hung it in the closet on the far left with the other two.

Maryann’s a sweet woman, but I made a promise to never tell anyone what I do for a living. Besides, if I did she’d probably cut off all contact with me, and I can’t have that.

She teaches grunt English Comp at the local high school. She and her brother live in a fancy house a little over a quarter-mile up the road from my place. Back in the day, their dad owned most of the land north and west of Sayre, including my house. It belonged to the ramrod, the top hand who was sort of the ranch manager. 

Mr. Siling’s great-grandfather, grandfather, and father ran cattle on close to 13 sections—not quite 13 square miles—but at around age 70, the old man lost his marbles and started selling-off the ranch quarter-section by quarter-section until all that was left was the house and the little bit of land it’s sitting on. About ten acres. Then he promptly keeled-over on his way to repair the windmill his great-grandfather had first erected way back when.

The funeral was among the biggest Sayre had ever seen. But afterward, his wife—who was Harold and Maryann’s stepmother for all of a year and a half—found out she wasn’t in the will. She knew better than to contest anything. Instead, she packed up and moved to Kansas City with a salesman she’d met.

Harold and Maryann were left with a huge inheritance.

Not that I want or need Maryann’s money. I make more every month from TJ Blackwell than I know what to do with. But it’s nice to know she’ll never want for anything. 

Even if I never tell her what I do for a living.

*
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I thought about pulling on a fresh t-shirt and my socks and boots, but I didn’t need to go anywhere and I was still tired from the trip.

I turned the deadbolt on the door again, just in case somebody from OKC showed up to avenge Mr. Montague. Not that there was any real chance of that. I’d left no sign that I’d been there other than the actual body. Still, I don’t like taking even the smallest chance. 

Then I plopped myself down in my recliner to find something to watch on the tube. Maybe an old movie, or a Brit detective series or something. I’d seen every episode of the ones that were any good, which was most of them, but I don’t mind rewatching them. I always see something I hadn’t noticed before.
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