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Prologue
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Whoa! Cleanup in Aisle 4!

Did the guy not see the working end of my Kimber Ten II .45 pointed directly at him? 

How? From that end it looks like a tunnel entrance for a train. 

I know the clerk certainly saw it because his eyes grew big and he fainted dead away.

In the blink of an eye he went from a frightened, quivering, easily controlled live weight to absolute dead weight. And that dead weight—especially because it was all-of-a-sudden dead weight—surprised the wild-eyed moron who was trying to keep control of the frightened-clerk guy.

I hate guys like that. They go all over me.

*
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For the record, I tried to play fair. I was perfectly willing to give the clerk the bad guy’s gun and let the cops deal with the aftermath, only that isn’t what happened. 

Here’s how it all went down:

I sauntered into the convenience store, picked up a bag of chips in Aisle 3, and went back to the cash register to pay. Only the clerk wasn’t there.

Like most people, I’m perfectly happy to wait for a minute or two. But as it turned out I didn’t have to.

A commotion came from somewhere in the store, and it sounded rough. 

Someone—I assume it was the clerk, a little oriental guy of about 5”2” and skinny as a rail—said, “Hey, you can’t—”

Whereupon someone else—I assume it was the guest of honor at the upcoming rat killing—yelled, “F—k you, Chink!” 

Then something—I assume the bad guy—slammed something else—probably the little clerk—against one of the shelves. Whatever.

The clerk yelled, “Hey, let go!” 

That’s when I reached under my jacket for my friend and started walking along the front of the aisles.

And there they were, about two-thirds of the way up Aisle 4. 

As I turned into the aisle, the bad guy was behind the clerk, his left arm wrapped around the kid’s shoulders. With his right hand, he’d pressed the barrel of a punky Saturday night special against the clerk’s right temple. He was pushing the clerk toward my end of the aisle. Or trying to.

The clerk was doing his best to dig-in with his sneakers. He was also struggling and yelling, “No!” over and over again. Like that ever works.

So I stopped, raised the Kimber with both hands, and pointed past the clerk’s left ear at the bad guy’s full face. “Drop the toy gun, stupid.”

The bad guy looked at me and frowned, jerked on the struggling clerk, and ducked down a little, hiding everything but the left side of his forehead. Then he gestured against the kid’s temple with the .22. “This ain’t no toy, asshole!” 

I shrugged. “Okay. But drop it, or I’ll drop you.”

That’s when the clerk focused for a second on the end of the Kimber. Then his eyes rolled up and he went slack and dropped away. Which revealed the bad guy’s entire torso and head.

I don’t gesture with my weapons. I keep them on task. I said, “It’s over. Drop it.”

But he didn’t. He only sneered and flinched. Like I said, he was a moron.

*
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So I fired.

The Kimber bucked, and before it had leveled again, the bad guy was a used-to-be bad guy lying on his back and assuming room temperature. 

Me, I walked back to the cash register, picked up the bag of chips and returned it to its position in Aisle 3. Then I turned around and left. 

Twenty minutes later, I was sitting in my recliner in my apartment watching an old Sam Spade movie with chip dust on my jeans.

Oh, I’d stopped at a different store for my chips. All in all, the kerfuffle at the convenience store was a good thing. At the larger store I grabbed a small container of French onion dip too. I hadn’t even thought of that in the convenience store.

The things a guy has to go through for a snack. It’s ridiculous, isn’t it?

*
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Of course, the bad guy spraying blood and bits of whatever passed for a brain near the end of Aisle 4 wasn’t by design. I mean, it wasn’t an assignment. 

I’m a professional operative for Blackwell Ops. I do pro gratis work only when necessary. I consider it doing my part to clean the gene pool.

The way I see it, we all owe it to our communities to be civic minded and do our part to cut down on crime. Besides, holding the clerk hostage like that was not a nice thing to do.

But I’m guessing you aren’t overly concerned with things like that. You’re probably here for more about the professional stuff. 

I’ve got you covered.
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Chapter 1: Right Off the Bat
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I’ve been with the company for sixteen years. That alone makes me a long-term survivor. 

After sending me assignments only every six to eight weeks during my first couple of years, TJ Blackwell had all but run me ragged during my third and fourth years. 

Then toward the beginning of my fifth year, he “rewarded” me, or so I thought, with my first assignment outside the United States. He sent me to Monterrey in the state of Nuevo León, Mexico. The hit went well, and I even met a really cool woman there. That went okay too for a while, but I won’t talk about that.

Anyway, when I flew back into Kansas City from that assignment, I was licking my wounds a little. I hoped maybe TJ would hold off with the assignments for at least three or four weeks. 

But he didn’t. He held off for exactly seven days. 

Still, I didn’t really mind. After only a few days, I was over the stuff about Ana. What happened in Monterrey is just the way things go for guys like me. Then on the evening of the sixth day, the silliness in the convenience store went down. 

On the seventh day, a Friday, I decided to forego supper and finish off my chips and dip with another good movie. But I’d just settled into my recliner when my VaporStream device went off.  

Still, with a week of rest behind me, I was in a good mood. As I put down the footrest of my recliner and started for the bedroom, I grinned and did my best Pacino impression, complete with the clutched fists: “Just when I think I’m out, they pull me back in!” 

*
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I chuckled, opened the drawer on the nightstand, and picked up the device. I pressed the On button to stop the howling screech of the thing, then sat on the edge of the bed and read the message unfolding across the little grey screen:


Eyes only

RTO Atlanta

TWP David J. Toyner +2

618 Half-Reed Road

Barley, GA

C Crystal R. Slacker

[Date, timespan]



Another eyes only message. Meaning he’d sent it only to me. Meaning I don’t have the option of rejecting it and waiting for the next one to come along. Whatever. At least it was also RTO, meaning he’d reserved an open-ended round-trip plane ticket for me. So I was going on his dime.

I memorized the target name, the target site, and the contact’s name, then pressed Accept and watched the characters vanish from the screen.

I didn’t have to memorize the date. It was the upcoming Sunday. And the timespan was basically the daylight hours.

I pulled out my laptop, opened the website for the airport, and booked a flight to Atlanta. It would leave at 10:02 tomorrow morning and land two hours later, though the local time would be 1 p.m. Perfect time for hotel check-in. I also booked a flight back to Kansas City for mid-afternoon on Sunday. 

Then I booked a room in the Atlanta Gardens hotel for Friday through Monday. Whenever I work with a contact, I always book an extra day so I can leave whatever the contact provides for me in the room and he or she can retrieve it after I’m gone. Makes everything a little cleaner. 

Finally, I went back into the living room and finished watching the movie. I could pack my small duffel in the morning, and I could research the target on the plane and in my room in Atlanta.

*
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The next morning I was up early. I made it to the airport in plenty of time and left my black Toyota Supra in the covered section of the long-term parking lot. The flight left on time and set down a little after 1 p.m. I rented a car at the airport and got directions to my hotel, and by 2:15 I was in my room.

I set my duffel on the bed—no reason to unpack for only a two-day trip—went to the nightstand to find the phone directory, and searched it for Slacker, Crystal R. I found it, memorized it, then dialed it. 

She picked up on the first ring. “This is Crystal Rae. Kin ah hayup yew?” Like many southern women, her voice seemed to drip honey. She sounded like a flirty teenager, but she had to be 21 or TJ wouldn’t have hired her. 

Still, certainly no older than her early twenties. 

Not that it matters. I like to guess, then see how close I got. “Hi Crystal. I’m in town to offer a real-time solution.”

“Oh! Listen, ah’m ‘onna have yew hang own for just a sec. Is that all raht?”

Sometime in the past, the woman was obviously dipped in Dialect Lake. I smiled. “Sure.”

In the background, she said, “Rabbit, yew hang this up for me, all raht? Ah’m ‘onna get own th’ other lahn. It’s a private call if y’know what ah mean.” She giggled.

Rabbit? 

But at least I understood that much. I practically had to translate the rest.

A moment later she was back. In the background, but loudly, she said, “All raht, Rayubs. Yew kin hang up now.” Then, into the phone, she whispered, “Reyal-wuruld problems, raht? Ah’ been expectin’ yew! I hope yore here about drug dealers. I hate drug dealers.”

“I’m not sure yet, but maybe. I haven’t researched the target.”

“Yew haven’t?”

That annoyed me a little. “No, but it’ll be all right. I’ll do my job.”

“Oh, yessir, a’course. Ah swayer ah didn’t mean—”

“It’s okay. You don’t do drop guns, do you?”

“Oh, nosir. No sir. Sorry, ah don’t.”

“That’s okay. But in that case I’ll need a good quality nine millimeter with a full magazine and a sound suppressor. Can you do that?”

“Yessir, ah thank so. Yew lahk a partic’lar brayand?”

“Do you have a Beretta PX4 Stor—”

“Oh, the Stowurm? Nosir, ah sure don’t. Th’ only Beretta ah’ got is a’ old beat-up 92-FS. But—”

“Does it shoot straight?”

“Oh, yessir, it jus’ doesn’t look so good?”

“And it’s silenced?”

“Yessir”

“I’ll take it. With a full magazine, of course. And the suppressor.”

“Yessir, ah can do that. So t’naht? Aroun’ supper tahm?”

“Sure, that’s fine. You know where I am?”

“Yessir, ah’ got it own th’ caller ID? Ah kin be thayre by fahv or six? They’ got a real good rest’rant thayre! Hey, would yew mind if ah go t’supper with yew? They serve the best catfish in Etlanta. ‘Course yew can get other thangs too, but why would anyone wont to, raht?” She paused. “Sorry. Ah don’t get out much?” She chuckled.

“No, I don’t mind at all. You’re welcome to join me. But Rabbit won’t mind?”

“Oh, nah. Rabbit’s a girl, yew know, but we ain’t lesbians or anythang lahk that. Ah don’t have to trah some thangs to know ah won’t lahk ‘em. She’s my roommate? Ah’d brang her with me, but ah don’t lahk the competition.” She chuckled. “Ah’m jus’ kiddin’. It ain’t lahk ah’d skeer a train ownto a dirt road, but seriously, it’d be nice to talk with somebody who knows what ah do?”

I couldn’t help but grin. “Okay, Crystal, it’s a date.”

“Thank yew! Oh, an’ my frien’s jus’ call me CR.”

“Okay, CR, so what time would you like to eat?” 

“Is seven too late? Ah lahk to eat raht at seven. Six is way too early, an’ eight jus’ don’t feel raht, does it? Ah mean, not for supper! Ah ain’t no big city girl. Well, ah guess Etlanta’s a big city, but ah ain’t from here. Ah’m from the deep piney woods? My daddy an’ both’a my uncles an’ four cousins an’ all three’a my brothers drive pulpwood trucks. Yew ain’t ever drove a pulpwood truck have yew?”

“I—”

“No ah guess yew prob’ly haven’t. Don’t feel bad though. Most people ain’t done that, more’s the blessin’.” She giggled again. “Anyhow, ah know yew got thangs to do, so ah’ better get off here. Sure good talkin’ to’ya though!”

I jumped in. “Good talking with you too, CR. So I’ll see you around six or six-thirty?”

“Yeah, six-thirty sounds about raht. An’ ah’ll be thayre with the bayels own. Did ah say ah don’t get out much?”

“You might’ve mentioned it.” 

She laughed and hung up.

Grinning, ah shook my hayud an’ hung up too. Then I laughed a little.

It takes all kinds. Somehow, I felt like her name should be anything but Slacker. 
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Chapter 2: Initial Research, and Meeting Crystal Rae Slacker
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After I hung up and got most of CR’s dialect out of my mind, I glanced at the bedside clock. It was almost 3. So I had a few hours before she’d “be heeyer with the bayels own.” Perfect.

I grinned and shook my head again, then took my laptop from my bag and carried it to the small table set against the wall next to the bed. There was even a desk chair. I tossed the thin binder that held the hotel directory onto the bed, put my laptop down and opened it, then sat down and keyed in David J. Toyner, Barley GA.  

Results popped up for both the target and Barley. 

There were three sets of mug shots for Mr. Toyner. The arrests were for the sale and distribution of methamphetamine, one when he was 17 years old and one when he was 23. In the most recent, dated two years earlier, he was listed as 27 years old. That arrest was for the manufacture for sale and distribution of meth. 

So the guy’s a cooker. Or a chemist. Whatever.

I thought for a second about Crystal. She’d wondered whether I was in town to target a drug dealer. I hope she doesn’t know him. 

He looked like a radical skinhead, with a shaved head and a small blue homemade whirling logs tattoo centered on his forehead. On the top and left risers, the “log” was missing. He either forgot to add it or maybe succumbed to the pain and quit.

I wondered whether he meant for the tattoo to be a swastika. On the swastika, the “logs” point in the other direction.

Anyway, he was fair-skinned, probably blond, short at 5’7”, and squat with rounded, sloping shoulders and a round face. Identifying him wouldn’t be a problem. He looked a little like a full moon emerging from behind a cloud.

According to his rap sheet, he’d done almost two years in a juvenile detention center for the first offense, but he was acquitted of all charges for the second. For the third, he was found guilty, but the judge awarded him two years’ unsupervised probation.

Weird.

The town of Barley was barely a town, located roughly twelve miles southwest of Atlanta. So maybe fifteen miles from my hotel. When I clicked on it, a little information box opened. The population, circa three years ago, was listed at 602.

I brought Barley up on Google Earth. 

It was more a collection of maybe a dozen houses and trailer houses than a town. It had a small post office, but no city hall or police station or fire department, and no convenience stores or even a Dollar General. 

I zoomed out. In the surrounding few miles there was one house and ten or fifteen trailer houses set in man-made clearings in the woods. 

Ten to one, the target address will be one of those.

I keyed 618 Half-Reed Road, Barley GA into the search box, and Google Earth zoomed in. 

The place was a sun-faded blue single-wide trailer, probably a one- or two-bedroom back in the day. A sun-faded mid-1980s model red Ford pickup was parked next to a set of black metal stairs leading up to the front door. 

I backed the view off a little so I could locate the target site respective to Barley.

The turnoff to Half-Reed Road was three miles southwest of Barley, and the address was two miles north from there. 

I zoomed back in and looked over the trailer house, but there was only the top view, the front elevation, and the south end. A stovepipe that looked newer, as if it didn’t belong, protruded maybe eight feet from the north end of the roof. So that was probably the kitchen.

I zoomed out a little. 

From the turnoff at the main road, Half-Reed Road led through heavy pine woods all the way to the clearing, which was roughly square. Maybe an acre, total. The trailer was set to the left maybe thirty feet off the road, and Half-Reed continued north, delving into the woods again. 

I zoomed out a little further and found Half-Reed School of the Blind in another, much larger clearing some six miles to the north. There the road connect with another, larger road that ran due east back into Atlanta. 

Good to know.

I zoomed in again and moved the screen to revisit the trailer.

It was set closer to the south end of the acre than the north or west, about 100 feet from the tree line to the south. That did me no good without a rifle. But to get all three players, I’d probably have to go into the trailer anyway. So the pistol was the right choice. And then I’d have to be very careful not to allow any of my bullets to annoy whatever chemicals they had sitting around in there.

Finally, I went back to the Google Maps window. The ingress was pretty straightforward, but I would need to figure out my egress. The road north from the trailer looked like a good alterna—

A knock came on the door, and I flinched in my chair. 

It wasn’t exactly pounding, but it was loud enough that for a second I wondered whether it was the authorities. 

I glanced at the clock in the corner of the screen: 6:24. So that pretty much has to be my contact.

I closed the lid on my laptop, got up, went to the door, and opened it.

*
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Before me stood a sprite, and she looked as young as she’d sounded on the phone. She was maybe 5’2” and 110 pounds, with a fair complexion dotted with freckles. Her flaming red hair was parted in the middle and draped over the shoulders of a sleeveless “little black dress.” A turquoise-drop pendant dangled from a silver chain and rested on the dress between her breasts. The rounded bottom of it was the size of a dime. A pair of turquoise-drop earrings dangled from her ears. Her smile revealed maybe the whitest teeth I’ve ever seen and it went all the way to her ice-blue eyes.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
BLACKWELL OPS 39
MORE

PAUL STONE

ANEW THRILLER BY

HARVEY
STANBROUGH

award-winning author of the Wes Crowley saga





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





