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Charlie Casey just stared at the framed record. Eyeing his treasured 45 RPM was a longtime standing ritual of his that he did just before leaving to make a paycheck. The vinyl record, hung inside the hallway of his home, always worked its magic—getting his anger built up. During the last few years, he especially leaned on it for inspiration since the job of killing had begun to bore him.

A few minutes later, he was backing his Corolla out of his garage being careful not to nick it against his Porsche. The Toyota was used for work since in his profession drawing any attention while driving or otherwise was the last thing he wanted. As the front of his car cleared the garage door, he reached up and triggered the garage door device.

Out the driveway, he idled in the street as he watched the soft landing of the closing garage door. He took a split second to look over his hillside-hugging home, dimly lit up by several outside night lights. It was one that few people could afford yet it was unassuming. Perfect for his needs. He shook his head while remembering how thrilled he was when he bought it some 15 years back. Now, he couldn’t imagine the purchase of any house being all that exciting. Lately, it seemed everything was losing its luster.

Glancing away from the house, Charlie shifted into drive. Weaving along a curving Astral Drive, he ignored the wee-hour lights of Los Angeles down below on his left. In the old days, while in his twenties, he would’ve gassed it and sped his way to Nichols Canyon Road. Back then, he would be imagining himself inside a Steve McQueen movie and cool as could be. But he now had a few decades of experience behind him, and he’d grown more cautious. Besides, he hadn’t been in the mood lately to play out some imaginary McQueen role. Instead, at 53 years of age, he knew his life was more closely aligned with the role of Bronson’s character in The Mechanic—a burned-out contract killer.

After winding his way through the canyon, he soon came to Sunset and made a left. Thirty minutes later, he turned off the boulevard and directly into Lew Holt Truck Rentals. He came to a stop with his headlights facing the business’ locked chain-link fence gate. Leaving the car running, he got out and walked toward the gate while dangling a ring of keys.

He didn’t like it when the car lights lit him up. But turning them off with the car in front of the gate would look more suspicious to any passing police cruiser. Still, if any cop cared to question him, he had an employee badge and Lew’s cell number if they needed to confirm that he was simply running an early Monday morning errand for business’ owner. Nothing, if Charlie could help it, was ever left to chance.

Charlie stopped a few feet short of the gate and looked through the fence to view the lot it was protecting. Between a couple of trucks, he spotted the Ford Taurus that Lew had left for him. What he didn’t see or hear was just as important—dogs. Lew, after closing shop yesterday, had taken them to his home in the Valley for the night. Charlie smiled. He loved professionals like Lew who never made mistakes. If only the world had more of them.
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Some 15 miles away, as Charlie was inserting a key into the gate of Lew Holt Truck Rentals, Bixie Brown was unlocking her apartment door. Despite being in a hurry, she frowned after flipping on the light and looking at the years-old couch. Her frown remained as she scanned the tiny apartment space that made up her living room and kitchen area. She realized the couch and all her other banged up items belonged right where they were—inside a dump. Would she ever be able to afford a nice place? 

Truth be told, she could afford a nicer place and newer furniture. But her Vicodin and bar-hopping habits were costly. Her finances were going to soon get worse. Men didn’t pay good money for bodies over 30-years of age, unless they were exceptional, and hers wasn’t much above average. At 28, she was past her peak earning power, at least according to her pimp, Zep Hill. And he hadn’t helped the cause when he’d left her nose wider by a half inch after one of the many beatings he’d given her in the last few years.

Indeed, Bixie’s ability to draw clients had been steadily declining in the last year. Zep had reminded her about it a few months back—Bixie, requests for you are down to a trickle. For your own sake, you’d better spice things up for the tricks. But, just a few weeks ago, Bixie gained something that gave her a way of spicing things up for her clients. All thanks to Zep’s temper. After one of his recent physical outbursts, she needed dentures. She quickly learned that taking them off was something only a man could appreciate. Her hope was that Zep would soon be seeing an uptick in requests for the girl with dentures. 

Putting her concerns aside for the moment, Bixie threw her purse down on the couch half expecting a cloud of dust to follow. Entering the kitchen, she found a scattering of her tiny and white elliptical-shaped friends. She threw one back with a chaser of water and looked at the clock—2:50 a.m. It was time to get ready for her next man. 

Walking to the only bathroom in her one-bedroom unit, Bixie was thankful her client tonight was a man. Last night, Zep had sent her out on a call to a lipstick lesbian with a foot fetish. A few months back, of all his girls, he picked her for one of his transsexual clients. Zep used such dirty assignments for punishing any girl of his who got out of line. But Bixie knew that wasn’t the reason she’d gotten those bad gigs. Zep no longer thought of her as a valued asset given that her body was getting flabbier by the month. This was worrisome to her as she stepped in front of the mirror to add some red, bronze, and blue to her face of black.

Charlie was back on Sunset, heading west in the Taurus that Lew had left him. He had parked his Corolla back at Lew’s lot. Looking at the dash, he saw that the time was just past 3:00 a.m.—right on schedule. The way he figured, this was the time of night that the cops had already bagged their quota of bar-closing drunk drivers. Still, he had to be careful. It was too early for the larks of the world to be out, and Charlie knew any drivers on the road at this time may draw the police scrutiny.

A spell of Sunset Boulevard hypnosis took over. And Charlie found himself thinking about something that had been nagging at him for 

months—What made me possible?

Bixie backed away from the wall mirror, hoping her outfit would fit the specifics of what the client was after. A few nights back, Zep had told her what the man wanted—a sixties go-go girl. When she asked him what a go-go girl was, he answered back with, how would I know...fucking google it.

Zep never used to snap at her and only in the last few years had taken to beating her. But times had changed since she was the most-requested girl in his stable. That was nearly ten years ago. Back then, Bixie was a luscious 18-year-old—you’re my top bitch, Zep would tell her. He would give her books to read, telling her she should be proud to work for a man that is well read and speaks good English. After her looks began to fade, he no longer gave her books. Instead, he gave her beatings for some meaningless offense or perceived slight.

She smiled at her rather simple outfit—a printed fringed dress and knee-high boots. It was probably not an exact replica of a sixties go-go girl, but it was close enough. Unless they were gay, men didn’t know fashion styles from a hole in the wall. At least her three-inch high afro would fit the sixties theme. 

Overall, Bixie was happy with her getup. She thought it would spice things up enough to ensure her client might request her by name, next time.

Her smile disappeared with a sigh as she caught a glimpse of her top dresser drawer, chipped and sagging from some broken hinge. Casting her eyes down, she realized after a few seconds she’d lost track of where she’d gotten it. Must have been on one of her many runs to Goodwill. But it could have been a hand-me-down from any number of people that had come in and gone quickly out of her life the last several years.

Bixie turned away from the mirror and vowed to somehow get a better place complete with new furnishings. Just before leaving her bedroom, she spotted her laptop complete with a dent on its top. The machine saddened her. It reminded her that she’d never formed a lasting romantic relationship with anyone. The laptop was the only vessel that she was ever able to pour out all her life stories, fears, and hopes.  

A right turn on Fairfax interrupted Charlie’s reverie and put him mentally back into job mode. The question—What made me possible?—would have to wait. 

Passing Hollywood Boulevard, he came up a hill and stopped at a stop sign. Charlie turned left onto Hillside Avenue, and then made a quick right to get back onto another strip of Fairfax. He snaked around the street for a quarter of a block before steering the car to the left side of the street and between houses that were separated by huge lawns. Just before hitting the curb with the driver’s side of his car, he stopped. He grabbed one of the dropcams he had brought. Opening his car door, he reached out a few inches and placed the dropcam rigged with a mobile hotspot and battery pack against the curb with its lens facing the street. He then gently closed his door and continued up the road.

Quickly coming to Fareholm Drive, he made a right. After a few seconds, he pulled over to a curb on his left. There, he deposited a second dropcam, where no houses were close by, and then continued up the street.

Less than a half minute later, Charlie came to a narrow private road to his left and stopped just after passing it. He backed into the private road and parked after his car cleared Fareholm. 

Flipping off the headlights, he got out of the car with the engine idling. He left his door ajar, not wanting to create unnecessary noise. Charlie had no fear that the open door would trigger his interior light. Nor did he have to worry about any pinging or dinging alarm sounds that go off from his open door or unbuckled seat belt. For Charlie knew Lew Holt never failed to prep the cars, all according to his particular needs, he sold to him. 

Leaving the idling Taurus behind, Charlie walked the short distance to the point where he entered the private road off Fareholm. Looking around at the nearest homes, all featuring partially lit pieces of greenery, he watched. He saw no new lights go on and heard no odd sounds. 

Charlie nodded to himself while his eyes were still moving in all directions. He turned back around.

With the real work about to begin, Charlie walked back to his idling car. He slipped inside, not fully shutting the door, and donned a pair of black latex gloves and a ski mask. Charlie adjusted its slits for his eyes and mouth. Save for the slits, a fuzzy spool of blackness was now hiding his short-cropped graying-black hair, crooked nose, and chiseled face.

When utilizing any items of disguise for a hit job, Charlie would put off wearing them until the last possible moment. Charlie knew that it was risky wearing them while driving or otherwise. Gloves and a ski mask would be difficult to explain to any police or security personnel.

Besides the gloves and mask, the only other clothing item meant to camouflage Charlie’s actual physical features were the shoes he was wearing. They were a half-size larger than he normally wore. He’d put them on before leaving his home tonight.

Leaving his driver’s side door still ajar, Charlie shifted the car back into reverse. He proceeded to cautiously continue reversing his car up 

the road that was barely wide enough for two cars.

It was 3:30 a.m. when Bixie pulled her faded-black Mazda Protege onto Fairfax, driving away from her faded pea-soup green apartment complex. Everything in Bixie’s life was faded or fading.

At the moment, she herself wanted to fade into a deep sleep. She was tired but she had a job to perform. And she let out a moan as she thought about the task that awaited her. Sleep would have to wait a couple of hours. If the man was chatty, bedtime could be several hours away for her. Hopefully, given the odd hour he requested, he was just after a quick pick-me-up to get his day started before hurrying off to the office. 

Tonight’s trick, Bixie figured, was probably in his late 60s given his go-go girl request. If he needed the help of a little blue pill, hopefully he’d already taken it. She was in no mood to wait an extra hour for it to kick in.

Despite her impatient mood, she was going to put on a show for her client tonight. To that end, she paid a visit to Amoeba Music on Sunset earlier in the day and bought a greatest hits CD of a sixties group. It was a group she’d never heard of before, Zep had mentioned a song of theirs when discussing tonight’s trick with her.

The CD had on it a song that the client had referred to when discussing with Zep, his needs for tonight. Bixie was going to surprise the client and strip to the song. It would be a special warm-up act. She would soon follow it with her crown jewel offering. The offering that required the removal of her dentures. She was determined to be requested back for at least one encore.

Passing under the Santa Monica Freeway, she slipped the CD into its player. She wanted to familiarize herself with the song. Cramming for a final was nothing new to Bixie. She quickly heard a line in the song that was a possible clue for why the trick had requested a black woman for tonight. Maybe he’d become tired of having the same flavor of women in bed. Well, after tonight, she’d make him want more of her chocolate.
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After backing his car up the private road about thirty yards, Charlie stopped when he came to a curve with an incline. Shutting off his engine, he looked at the two iPhones lying on his passenger seat. The phone screens offered him live feeds from the two dropcams he’d placed on the curbs. He saw from the screens that no cars were moving on Fairfax or Fareholm. Gently, he pushed the already-open car door out enough for him to exit the Taurus. He stepped out and left the door where it was positioned. 

Standing next to the car door, he wet his lips while listening for noises other than nature sounds. None. Again he surveyed his surroundings. He liked that his car was between two small hills that created a canyon of sorts with the no houses in sight.

Getting back into the car, Charlie reached into the backseat. From a hidden compartment, he pulled out a rifle and an accompanying attachment. He quickly married the gun to its custom-made suppressor.

Charlie then reached back into the secret compartment, grabbing a gun sling. After clipping it on, he carefully eyed and handled the gun for some seconds. Satisfied, he slung its strap over his head. 

The last item he brought out from the compartment was a bipod for the rifle. He laid the accessory on his lap. He reached into the glove compartment and pulled out a small case that held a pair of binoculars. As he hooked the case to his belt, he looked over at the two iPhones one last time. The phones screens showed the roads all clear. He hated to leave them behind in his journey outside the car. But he did not want to carry the phones with him since they emitted light which, no matter how remote a chance, might catch someone’s attention.

Holding the bipod in one hand he exited the car, still leaving the car door ajar. He took one last look around his immediate area. Satisfied, he proceeded to walk up the now-uphill road and rounded the curve.

In less than a minute, slightly bent over and breathing heavier than he expected, Charlie came out of the curve but stopped as a side view of a lone three-story house came into view. It was straight ahead at the end of the road. Parts of the house and some pieces of its immediate surroundings were lit up by a multitude of lights shooting off from it. From forty-five yards out, the multilevel structure looked like a glowing flying saucer that had just landed. This was the house he was about to pay trouble to. 

Staring at the house while catching his breath, he carefully spread the legs of the bipod out. He leaned it against the side of one of his legs. Next, he fumbled with the case attached to his belt. Soon he was holding the binocs to his eyes.

After focusing the lenses, he scanned the house and quickly landed his sights on his first target of the night—a dog. The German Shepherd was eyeing him from the vantage point of a top floor balcony but kept quiet. Charlie watched the dog lick its nose once while crouching down as if it were about to jump off the balcony and come after him. The stare down sent a chill up Charlie’s spine. Animals were unpredictable foes.

But Charlie’s main target tonight was not an animal. Rather a human. Over the years, Charlie counted his blessings that he was able to earn a lot of money capitalizing on the predictability of the human criminals he took out. 

Tonight, that human criminal was the dog’s master and the house’s owner. His name was Alejandro Vargas. 

Charlie had only been given a two-week notice on this assignment. And he was only able to familiarize himself with the house’s layout three nights ago. This, after his cartel employer tipped him off that Vargas would be dinning out that particular night with a banking executive.

Scouting Vargas’s house out that one night, Charlie was able to determine the German Shepard was trained to guard the home without barking. He also learned the dog had its limits as to how close one could get to the house before his well-disciplined training allowed him to sound off, or worse, to protect his master’s domain. Charlie found the dog’s limit to be about twenty-five yards. Tonight, he was going to breach the shepherd’s barking perimeter. And that had created a problem.

Charlie moved the binocs away from his face. But his eyes remained on the dog, as it blurred in his vision. Despite being intimidated by the creature, he felt some sorrow for what was about to happen to the poor thing. Those were Charlie’s thoughts as he continued to stare down the dog from afar while feeling around with his hands to put the binocs back in their case.

Next, Charlie grabbed the bipod and laid his six-foot frame down on the road. Facing the house upward at a 45-degree angle, he set the gun, with its strap still loose around his neck, on the bipod. He slivered his snake-thin frame into a comfortable shooting position while trying to ignore the bothersome pebbles sticking into his elbows.

Finally, using his right eye he looked through the scope of his favorite work tool—a Remington Model 700 ADL. After focusing the scope and using the benefit of the outside lights surrounding the house, he was able to look into the eyes of a dog that had no idea that he was breathing his last few breaths. The shepherd was peering through a foot-high space between wooden fence railings that wrapped around the outer part of the balcony. The dog was facing out from the side of the balcony with only air and hills behind it. 

Charlie pulled the trigger. The dog dropped as silently as the gun’s muffled sound. 

Though long past savoring a successful hit, with the dropping of the dog, Charlie felt an emotion. It was not the thrill of joy. No. He felt for the shepherd. The animal was an innocent concern who had the bad luck of having a master who had gotten in the crosshairs of a drug cartel. The dog was just doing his job—protecting his master—and now he was another collateral damage victim of the drug trade. 

Charlie had one more kill to make tonight. And this next one wouldn’t be causing him any mental residue of guilt.

For Charlie, bumping off illicit drug-related money launderers was especially easy on his conscience. While he rarely felt sympathy for the drug dealers he’d hit over the years, he sometimes experienced some passing regret. But he never experienced any such regret when knocking off the men who funneled the money through a maze of financial filters. 

The launderers, Charlie had found, had an air of sophistication about them whenever he mixed with them. They were bastards who thought of themselves as socially above the drug cartel leaders they provided financial services to. Services they traded for a slice of the illicit-drug profits their cartel clients were making. 

The drug dealers chose their profession. And in general, especially below the top echelon, were down to earth. These players didn’t carry an air of importance about themselves whenever Charlie had interacted with them. 

But the money launderers always seemed to hold their noses up when Charlie had met them for business purposes. It irked him that these money cleaners thought of themselves as legitimate business professionals. Charlie respected the rest of the drug dealing crowd who at least had the honesty to admit they were criminals, plain and simple. On the other hand, the launderers, who loved pocketing their slice of the drug profits, never thought of themselves as criminals. Rather, just providing banking services. 

Lifting his head up from the scope of the gun, Charlie eyed the home. He was watching for any possible reaction to his dropping of the dog. No additional inside lights came on. And he heard nothing. Not trusting his naked eyes, he brought out the binocs and resumed his gaze at the expensive house. While his eyes were on the house, his thoughts turned to the money launderer inside it. 

Charlie had met Alejandro Vargas once. They’d had a meeting some weeks ago. An associate had recommended him to Charlie when he needed to move some large sums of money overseas. 

During their meeting, Charlie had realized he never wanted to do business with the mustached and ever-smiling Vargas again. He found the thin Latin man repulsively cocky and dangerously lacking in the professional discretion that money men usually display. The dapperly dressed Vargas had managed to talk non-stop about himself and his thriving business. In less than an hour, Charlie had learned a lot about the money washer.

Vargas was born and raised in Costa Rica. He had wealthy parents. For college, his parents sent him to Harvard where he earned an MBA. While at the University, he made connections that landed him a job in international banking in Los Angeles. Five years later, Vargas had gained the ranking of a vice president.

But Vargas’s privileged upbringing had made even his above-average income seem like peanuts. The only thing worse than working for a few hundred thousand dollars a year would be to return home and work for his father. To Vargas, that was an unacceptable humiliation. Vargas wanted to become rich without the use of his family’s money.

At age 45, Vargas had grown restless in his banking duties. He would quit. And using his international banking expertise, he launched a financial services company that handled a multitude of international banking transactions. 

But Vargas found starting a business to be challenging. His firm struggled for several years. That is, until he began accepting clients with suspect backgrounds and shady business ties. Now, in his early 50s, he’d become the go-to man for Mexican cartels that’d begun to favor his unique trade-based money-laundering schemes. 

Mexican cartels had a never-ending need to change their ill-gotten dollars into pesos. Vargas had a creative way to perform the currency exchange. He’d use the US drug profits to buy fruits and vegetables in the states. The goods would be shipped to one of the many food warehouses inside Mexico that he owned. The perishables would quickly be sold off to various Mexican companies which would pay Vargas in pesos, from which he would take his cut. And pass the remainder onto his cartel clients.

This scheme had quickly made Vargas wealthy in his own right. It also had recently landed him on the death list of his largest drug cartel client.

The issue that this large cartel client had with Vargas was simple—he’d become greedy. According to the man that hired Charlie to kill Vargas, the money launderer was eating more fruits and vegetables than was good for his health. Vargas was apparently not satisfied with his standard ten percent cut. 

Charlie had seen Vargas’s game play out many times before. The Ivy-League educated suit servicing street-educated drug lords and thinking they could outsmart them. Vargas thought nobody would notice if he took a little more than his share of the profits here and there. 

But someone had noticed.

And that someone made a phone call to Charlie and told him that Vargas had to go. Alejandro Vargas was insulting this cartel leader’s trust and authority. 

The money man’s ending was to be a reminder to other launderers that taking any more than their agreed upon share of profits would get them a death sentence.

Bixie continued breezing along Fairfax Avenue, careful not to exceed the speed limit. In the wee hours of the morning, she had learned that without much traffic to guide you it was easy to exceed its flow and draw the attention of a police cruiser.

Getting a traffic ticket was one thing. But explaining where she was headed would be a problem, especially giving her outfit. She’d be tagged as a hooker before she could flash him a smile and some leg.

Passing Wilshire Boulevard, she turned down the CD player and reached for her phone. It was time to check in with the boss one last time before doing the job. Scrolling down her recent contacts, while stealing glances back up at the road ahead, she found Zep’s name. After pressing her thumb on his name, Bixie put the phone on speaker. 

Zep’s line kept ringing and ringing. That was another thing that Bixie had noticed in the last year or two. Zep didn’t communicate with her much anymore beyond what was necessary. Her aging body was costing her Zep’s attention in a multitude of ways. 

Finally, Zep picked up.

“Yes?”

She felt a rush of self-pity. Her employer had lately taken to skipping her name when he answered her calls.

“Zep, I just wanted to let you know that I’m about ten or so minutes from the man’s house.”

“Tell me his name.”

Zep was big on his girls memorizing the first names, real or a given preferred alias, of the tricks they visited. This was one of his policies. He had once explained to Bixie that it makes the trick feel like a low life if his gal don’t know his name. It also, Zep would stress, improved tips when a girl yells out the name of her man of the hour when she feigns a climax. 

Tonight, like always, Bixie had memorized the name. She’d no clue or concern that tonight’s trick had preferred to be called by his actual name.

When Bixie didn’t answer quick enough, Zep repeated his question.

“Tell me his fucking name.”

Bixie smiled sadly as she answered.

“Alejandro.”
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Still on the ground, Charlie dropped the binocs away from his face. He closed his eyes and pinched them with his right thumb and index finger for a few seconds. Moving his head around, he felt the stiffness in his neck ease as he reset his mind back on the job of killing Vargas. 

He brought the binocs back up to his eyes. 

Looking through the binocs at Vargas’s home again, Charlie saw that all the darkened windows he could see from his position remained as dark as they were before he’d finished off the dog. A couple of small inside lights were on but they had been on since he originally viewed the house tonight. Those lights appeared to be randomly lit for security reasons. 

As he continued panning the house, he spotted a few CCTV cameras peering out from it. But they didn’t concern him. A home alarm system was not going to trip him up tonight. 

One of Charlie’s discrete business contacts was a barrel-chested Armenian named Artie Abalian who he got hooked up with through a close friend. As an independent contractor, Abalian was skilled in the crafts of both locks and security alarms. The man did work for all of the major alarm security companies. 

For a few thousand dollars, Abalian would provide Charlie information on any electronic security systems that a particular building may or may not have actively installed.

Yesterday, Charlie had found out from Abalian that the cameras, mounted at various spots, on Vargas’s house and property were not to be of any concern. The cameras were not activated. They were there only for show.

Charlie had guessed this was going to be the case. He knew people in the drug trade all thought alike. The last thing Vargas would’ve wanted was any active alarm system tied to any security company or, worse, the local police. Vargas did not want to deal with the inevitable false alarms that home security systems set off.

The money man was more afraid of any police attention brought to his home by a false alarm than he was with protecting himself from an intruder. Besides, thieves were not what Vargas ever feared. Prowlers could be expected to occasionally try their luck at burgling a rich man’s mansion. 

Vargas feared his cartel contacts. One never knew what the cartels he skimmed profits from would do to him if they caught him in the act. And the money cleaner was smart enough to know that if any drug-related associates wanted him dead, no alarm system in the world was going to prevent it. So he’d passed on activating his home alarm system.

The only alarm system Vargas had in place was a dog. And Charlie had deactivated it.

With his elbows starting to feel the strain from him leaning on them from his grounded position, Charlie got to his knees. He quietly collapsed the bipod, laying it on the ground before standing up. He was done needing the instrument for the night. 

With the rifle hanging on his side by its strap, he gently brushed himself off. Gazing straight ahead at Vargas’s house, he took a deep breath and continued up the narrow road leading to it.

As he walked, Charlie tried to go over the plan in his head. But other thoughts were crowding his mind. Taking steps toward the house was like walking down a long hallway that would end with an execution—his own. He’d hoped that tonight’s gig would shake the foreign feelings he’d been overcome with in the last several months. But he knew these feelings were here to stay at least until they were somehow dealt with. 

Charlie sensed that dealing with these new intrusive thoughts would require more than just ending his profession of killing people. He’d have to find himself, and he realized that the first step in doing so was to answer the question that had been troubling him.  

As he came within twenty yards of the house, Charlie once again forced himself back to his immediate issue—killing Vargas. He stepped left off the private road some ten feet and was now facing the middle of the side of the house. Looking to his left and up two stories he froze, as he spotted the bloody head of the dead dog. The animal was facing out toward his direction as if still on active guard duty. Charlie looked away and hoped his mind would soon forget the image.

He stilled himself and refocused on the job ahead of him.  

Charlie looked to his right. Twenty-five feet away, he saw a piece of what he knew to be an expansive concrete driveway which the front of the home, hidden from his view, faced. He turned to his right and crept along. He went back over the road and came to a hill. He hiked twenty feet up the hill. He then turned around in a crouched position.

Facing the front of Vargas’s home, Charlie caught his breath as quietly as he could. This, while he again looked for any new lights or movements inside the house. He knew that he’d be exposed to some outside lights, here and there. It was a risk that he’d anticipated, given his own scouting of the house.

Seeing nothing from inside giving him pause, Charlie continued his hike until he was positioned directly level with the second-floor master bedroom he was facing. The bedroom was on the far left corner of the house. This was the room where he knew Vargas was sleeping.

Using what moonlight was available, Charlie spotted the tiny slice of level ground he had found on his scouting trip, three nights back. It was a few feet away. He moved to it and crouched down, letting the rifle rest across his thighs. 

Despite the outside house lights blinding him a bit, he nodded approvingly to himself as he studied the window of the master bedroom from thirty yards out. Charlie could see past enough of the window reflection to see that the curtains were drawn back. This was no surprise to him. Vargas had paid good money to wake up to a view of hills, rocks and the occasional small wildlife.

Charlie felt a sensation of goose pimples come over him as a cool breeze developed and sent a chill over his perspiring body. With all the clothing he had on, he was glad it was spring instead of summer as he reached into a pant pocket and pulled out a burner phone with string-wire headphones attached to it. He’d found the string-wire set easy to handle and difficult to lose, especially with gloved hands. Charlie had the brightness of the phone’s screen set on a low dim level so it would be difficult to detect in the dark when in use. 

After Charlie plugged the headphones into his ears, he placed the phone on the ground to his right. The phone was loaded with a single contact. He then lifted the rifle, pointing it toward the master bedroom window. And after focusing its scope to his liking, he let go a breath. 

The scope of the gun had taken Charlie’s sight through the window and onto the bed where he knew Vargas to be sleeping. He quickly spotted the dark outline of Vargas’s body under covers. The headboard of the bed told Charlie that Vargas’s feet were facing him. 

Charlie was happy with his shooting position. And though he could start firing at Vargas now, he decided to stick to his plan. It would insure, beyond a doubt, that not only it was Vargas he was hitting but also offer him better odds of securing an opening kill shot to the head.

It was time to call and kill.

Charlie took a breath and looked around one more time to stretch his neck. He was thankful that Vargas had no close neighbors. He repositioned his right eye again on the scope. He now had his sights back on Vargas’s bed. In a low voice, he broke the night air to instruct his phone to “call Vargas.”

In a few seconds he began to hear intermittent rings in his ears. Like a cliché, Charlie saw the next few seconds in slow motion. 

As the ringing continued in Charlie’s ears, the covers on Vargas’s bed began to show motion. With the crosshairs of the scope on the moving covers, Charlie watched. He saw an arm come out from under the covers. The arm reached out to a nightstand. From the nightstand, the person grabbed a now-glowing cell phone. 

Finally, Charlie could see a man sit up in the bed and put the phone to his ear.

Charlie didn’t notice the small smile he himself grew which was only from unconscious professional pride. His plan of using the target’s phone to light up his head had worked.

But Charlie would still make sure that this obvious male was Vargas, saving him the trouble of going into the house to verify his kill. So he waited a split second longer. He heard the ringing in his ear replaced by the sound of someone clearing his throat.

“Bixie?” A groggy voice said in Charlie’s ear.

This greeting threw Charlie off for a split second, but he quickly fell back on his plan.  

Charlie tightened his grip on the rifle and said, “Alejandro?”

“Yes?”

With ID confirmed, Charlie fired at the well-lit head of Vargas. Instantly, Charlie’s ears were filled with the sounds of Vargas’s phone hitting the bed before falling onto the bedroom floor. At the same time, Charlie watched, through the gun scope, the light emanating from Vargas’s glowing phone bounce around the walls of the room before settling and casting a faint, eerie glow in the room.

Keeping his sights still on Vargas’s bedroom, he felt around and found his cell phone. He looked down at it just long enough to end the call to Vargas’s phone. He quickly resumed scanning Vargas’s bedroom through the gun’s scope but found no movements. 

Satisfied, Charlie finally allowed himself to lower the rifle. He continued to watch the faintly lit bedroom with his naked eyes as the glow of Vargas’s phone screen suddenly faded out. Vargas’s bedroom was dark once again.

With the kill finished, Charlie picked up his phone. There was no need to double check the kill. He’d killed Vargas with one hit.

Standing up, he took off the headset. He put them and the phone back into his pocket.

Given that he never touched the phone, Charlie would’ve preferred to have tossed it. But in these post-O.J. days, he had to be overly cautious since he couldn’t possibly keep up with all that was inside LAPD’s bag of CSI tricks. He’d take the phone with him to dispose of it later. 

He began walking back toward the car, leaving a lot of cash and valuables behind in the home that he could’ve grabbed in minutes. Charlie knew other hired killers in the biz that routinely took from their victims, but he couldn’t stomach such a thing. While he may not have respected a guy like Alejandro Vargas, he had an instinctual respect for the dead. He was no vulture, preying on them. Killing was his profession, and he considered stealing beneath him.
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