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Chapter 1: Waiting for Hiram Thompson
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From my position in the haymow, I looked down and across the road at the older white stucco house. I went over the plan again, not that this job required much of a plan.

The front door of the house is maybe a hundred and twenty feet as the bullet flies from the front of the barn. When Hiram Thompson gets back from town in his rust bucket of a ’53 Chevy pickup, he’ll drive past the busted white picket fence and turn into the two well-worn ruts on the other side.

I’ll be watching. He’ll get out of the truck, lumber through the gate, step up onto the porch, and move toward the front door. 

As he gets closer, I’ll settle in behind the scope with a good cheek weld on my Ruger 10/22 Takedown Lite.

He’ll stop there and turn to go inside. 

And that’s when I’ll pop him. Three quick shots to the back of the head. Flip him off like a light switch.

That’s the current job. I’m an operative for Blackwell Ops.

Then I’ll climb down, get into my own truck behind the barn, and drive home.

It’s almost 2:30 p.m. Hiram should arrive any time now.

*
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The message that conveyed this assignment was much more specific than any of the other assignments I’ve received. Usually there’s a date range and sometimes a specific place or time to make the hit, but nothing like this.

The message came in on my VaporStream device a few days ago as I was getting ready for bed. The device itself resembles a small cell phone, except that it has only three buttons: On, Accept, and Reject.

When the device sounded that obnoxious, high-pitched tone, I picked it up and pressed the On button. The message spilled across the screen in light-green text on a dark background:


TWP Hiram Thompson

Clevis WY

Thursday the 2nd Afternoon

Drop him on his doorstep

Specifics matter



Specifics matter? Why’d he include that?

I frowned. I’d never seen that in a message before. I always do what the message says, pretty much to the letter.

Weird assignment. 

But the weirdness of it is what piqued my interest. So instead of going to bed I went to my laptop, opened it, and keyed in Hiram Thompson,  Clevis WY.

I found only one article, a human-interest piece, and I started to understand why my boss, TJ Blackwell, was so specific with his message.

According to the article, which was posed as an interview in Hiram’s own words, he drives into town only once a month, always on the 2nd. Well, or the 3rd or 4th if the second fell on a Saturday or Sunday. But today is Thursday and it’s the 2nd, so today’s the day. He saw no reason to drive in more often, plus it’s a 2-hour drive each way.

I also learned that Hiram’s a multi-millionaire, but you’d never know it by looking at him. 

No fancy tailored suits or tuxes for him. No stretch limos, and no once-a-month galas or charity events to attend. 

But once a month he drives into town, and he makes four stops. He visits the grocery store to stock up on staples. Flour, beans, rice, coffee—things like that. Then he stops by the post office to pick up a sizeable cashier’s check, then the hardware store for one thing or another, then the bank to make his latest deposit. Sometimes, though rarely, he stops for lunch at the Howdy-Do Café before heading home.

Judging from the photos that accompanied the article, if you happen to be in line behind him at the grocery store or at the counter of the post office or the local hardware store or the bank, you won’t see anything special.

Hiram, who turned 72 on his last birthday, stands slightly hunched in worn and faded blue overalls—usually over a stained, ballooned-out white undershirt. In that hunch, he’s about 5’10” and in the vicinity of 300 pounds. Below his blue baseball cap is a fringe of gray, self-trimmed hair. On the back of his neck are leathery brown, sunbaked diamonds. On his feet are once-brown but now scuffed-white lace-up work boots. Probably with dried mud and pig sh-stuff around the edge of the soles. 

On the farm and closer to the house, he raises hogs, alfalfa and timothy grass. He raises cattle on the other twelve and three-quarter sections of land he owns or leases from the government in northeast Wyoming. A single five-strand barbed-wire fence runs the perimeter of the whole place—he bragged about that—and another encloses the quarter-section on which the house, barn, hogs, and grasses are located.

Oh, and Hiram is a much more complicated man than his appearance and lifestyle would indicate. Part of that comes from his previous employment with the CIA and his simultaneous involvement with the KGB.

Which made me wonder, briefly, was ol’ Hiram a spy for the US or was he maybe a double-agent, turned by the KGB? I guess nobody knows.

Well, by “nobody” I mean my boss, TJ Blackwell. Or if he did know, he thought it wasn’t relevant to the job, because he didn’t tell me. Hiram himself leaked his double-edged career in the article.

Which is fine.
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Chapter 2: Still Waiting
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Some ten feet above the floor of the barn, the air was hot in the hay loft, but I’d anticipated that. A slight breeze wafted through now and then to dry my face and chill my armpits. And at least it was quiet. Well, other than whatever that was moving around among the loosely stacked bales of hay some ten or fifteen feet behind my boots.

The only problem was, given the distance to and from town and Hiram’s stops, I figured he’d probably get back around 2, so I’d settled in at 1:30.  

So at 3:30, I’d been laid up in the haymow for close to two hours. 

Okay. The longer the dog, the shorter the walk. 

Or something.

Nah, that’s no good.

I like trying to think up pithy sayings. Something to pass the time while I’m waiting. 

Come to think of it, a longer dog would take a fewer number of steps, right? But the walk would be the same distance. Wouldn’t it?

It’s logical. If there were several dogs tied to a dog walker, all of the dogs would go the same distance, but the longest dog would take the fewest steps. 

I think. Sounds right.

*
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My elbows and hips were aching a little from holding my position in the haymow. Probably trying to prove something to myself. But I’m no spring chicken anymore and there was no reason to stay in shooting position the whole time. It wasn’t like there was anyone out there hunting me.

I shifted, adjusted my rifle so the part of the barrel just past the forestock was resting in a notch where a knot had popped out of the wood. I let the base of the forestock rest on some loose yellow straw—below the straw was only dusty floorboards—and rolled up onto my left side. 

I couldn’t see down the dirt road toward the highway from that position, but I’d hear anything rumbling along the road anyway. It’s a good half-mile from here to the highway, so I’d have plenty of time to get back into position. 

I glanced at my watch—it was almost 4:30—then leaned forward and craned my neck to glance along the dirt road again. 

Not so much as a distant dust cloud. C’mon, Hiram. Where are you? 

A jay bird launched from the top of a creosote bush maybe a hundred yards away and lit atop a telephone pole. 

I leaned back. 

So the Chihuahua or Toy Pomeranian in the dog walker’s group might be worn to a nub when the walk was finished, but the Great Dane or the Greyhound would maybe be tugging at the lead, wanting to go farther. 

And if a rabbit popped out somewhere—I grinned—all the poor dog walker could do is hang on and drag the shorter dogs with her. Or him.

I leaned up and glanced along the road again. Still no dust cloud.

I sure wish a rabbit would pop out of a bush and round the corner down there where the dirt road turns off the highway. You know. A rabbit named Hiram.

I leaned back. 

Who are you really, Hiram? I mean, spy or double-agent or whatever, that’s all fine. I don’t do political intrigue and all that. Nobody has a clue what’s going on at that level except the people who are doing it and the people who are pulling those people’s strings. 

Anyway, for me Hiram’s only the target of this particular assignment. But then, that’s really what any of them are, just the target of that particular assignment. That’s where my interest ends. The rest is only curiosity. My job is to dust ‘em and move on. Which means go do whatever I want and wait for the next assignment. It’s kind of a cherry job.

When I’m not working, I mostly find fun things to do. I’m not a thumb twiddler. I’m more of an adrenaline junkie. 

For awhile I thought maybe I had a death wish, but that notion flipped away with a jerk of my head the first time a bullet came close. That particular bullet gouged a chunk of dirt and rock out of the corner of an adobe wall and ricocheted away. But as nearby bullet impacts always do, it also signaled to my reptile brain another bullet would soon follow. 

It was my own stupid fault that my face happened to be next to the corner. For a split instant I thought the wall itself erupted to slap my cheek with dirt and little bits of quartz-rock splinters.

Anyway, I ducked back. Too late, of course. Once you hear the explosion you can’t duck fast enough. The bullet gets there before the sound does. The guy’s aim was off by just that much.

But as I was ducking back, my eyes went wide and my lower jaw dropped into a gape and I realized I didn’t have a death wish at all. Even as boring as all that breathing in and out can be, I realized I enjoy it.

I leaned up and looked along the road again. 

Nothing. 

I leaned back. 

Hey, while I’m waiting I’ll tell you about that adobe-wall thing.
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Chapter 3: Hector Mendoza and the Adobe Wall Incident
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The target for the adobe-wall incident was Hector Mendoza, a park ranger or something for the San Pedro Riparian. The Riparian is along that stretch of Charleston Road between Tombstone and Sierra Vista, Arizona. So out in the Charleston area. 

Charleston is a ghost town now. The Army used it for blowing-stuff-up practice back in the 1940s or 1960s depending on who you talk to. The only ruins still standing are a collection of pockmarked and busted adobe walls without roofs. The whole place is overgrown with mesquites and acacia and creosote, and it’s located maybe fifty yards west of the San Pedro River, which is actually a wide, dry ditch during a lot of the year. The San Pedro is one of the few rivers that flows south to north. At best, it runs six or eight inches deep, usually after a heavy monsoon rain to the south. I guess Mexico has a lot of dams on it or something.

Anyway, the assignment named Charleston as the site for the hit and Mendoza as the target and the early morning as the time frame. It didn’t mention his job, but in pictures online he was standing straight and tall and wearing a green uniform shirt and trousers over black boots, plus a Smokey the Bear straw hat and a toothy smile. He was wearing a wide brown Sam Browne belt too, but each photo was a three-quarter shot of his left side and front, so it didn’t reveal whether he was wearing a holster and a weapon.

I couldn’t read the shield on his hat or chest either, but the outfit reminded me of a park ranger, and they don’t carry guns. Or so I thought.

To get to Charleston I had to park on a pull-off along Charleston Road. Then I had to hike a hundred yards or so north along the crunchy black bed of an old railroad track before I turned west. I made it to the river bank and dropped about six feet over the side, only to find that was one of those rare times when the San Pedro was running.

I sloshed fifteen yards or so through ankle-deep water. Once I got out of that, I bushwhacked my way as quietly as I could through scrub mesquite and creosotes and among those clumps of tall grass that grow in sand. In the desert, rattlesnakes congregate near water. I don’t like rattlesnakes, so naturally I figured a rattlesnake with an angry gleam in his eye was lying in wait behind each bush and clump of grass and tree trunk and fallen log.

After about a half-hour of that, what remained of Charleston appeared through the brush. So I finally got there and started the one-person snoop-and-poop I learned years ago for clearing a village by yourself.

Only I heard an ominous buzzing to my right rear.

I quick-stepped away—and right past the end of a crumbling wall. 

There was a blur of motion in my left periphery—that’s when I should have been all over myself trying to get back behind the wall. Instead, I jerked my head around and looked. Which is to say I provided him with a better target.

He snapped into a combat stance, squatting slightly and with his feet about shoulder-width apart. He looked like a human tuning fork. And even as I felt my own eyes growing wide, he brought something dark up in front of him.

I grabbed air to get back behind the wall, all the while searching the base of mesquites and creosotes for the source of the buzzing I’d leapt ahead to escape.

And I spotted it: a snake.

I didn’t think to inquire about its purpose, but jerked away again and stopped just shy of the end of the wall. Well, I thought I was just shy.  

An explosion set a flock of pigeons crashing into each other as they took flight from a tree to my front. Something chipped a head-high chunk of dried mud and rock out of the corner of my wall and slapped it against my face. 

Well, you can’t move fast enough at a time like that. It took what seemed like a half hour to jerk myself back behind the wall. The whole time my brain was filled with the snake somewhere behind me and the shooter to my left. But even as I jerked back, I managed to catch a flash of green trouser leg and the inside ankle of a black roper boot as the shooter turned. An instant later, I realized he’d made like a rabbit along the other side of his own wall. 

I’ve seen enough silly Keystone Cop movies to know chasing him would do no good. So I turned around. In mid-stride I remembered the snake too—forgetting things like that isn’t healthy—but he was unceremoniously moving away through the brush toward the river. So my first foot hit the ground, the other one came up, and I raced toward the opposite end of my own wall. 

Just before I got there the toe of my right sneaker caught on a cottonwood root and I sprawled face-first, my arms extended to catch myself when I hit the ground. Which turned out to be a good thing.

Another explosion sounded, and another chunk of dirt and rock flashed away from that end of the wall with a low, sharp whine. The spray of dust blew past above me, about chest-high.

Of course, the guy had run past his wall and assumed that stupid stance again.

That might’ve gone on all day, but I rolled over, then up onto my left side, brought my right hand up from the ground, and fired three quick shots from my nine millimeter.

Center mass, baby. About a foot below his shoulders and a half-foot from either side.

His arms splayed and his weapon thumped to the ground. A large-frame revolver. Then the green uniform folded neatly in the middle, and he sprawled onto its face. The front brim of his hat hit the ground, and the hat wobbled away to Mr. Mendoza’s left. It came to rest propped against the adobe wall.

The revolver was lying too close to his right hand. 

As I put my hands under me and stood, I watched Mr. Mendoza’s hands for even the slightest movement. There was none. 

With my left hand, I brushed dead leaves and small twigs from my chest and abdomen as I started toward him. My right hand kept my 9mm trained at the top of his head. Still center mass, but with the sight picture four inches down and three inches in.

When I reached him, I used the side of my left shoe to flip his revolver a few feet away.

I was a little pleased with the results. I could have put a four-inch circle over the exit wounds, and all of them were just inside his left shoulder blade. He was done. I stepped to one side and bent to pick up the revolver. 

It was an old one, a large-frame Smith and Wesson Model 19 Combat Magnum with checkered walnut grips, a ramp front sight with a little red nail polish on the ramp, and an adjustable rear sight. A little of the bluing was worn off at the end of the barrel, the front of the cylinder, and the bottom of the trigger guard. Otherwise it was in excellent condition. Fired twice, dropped once.

I slipped it into the left-rear pocket of my jeans, then turned and went back to collect my brass. I headed back through the brush, across the San Pedro, and along the railroad bed to my pickup. I didn’t see the snake again, but I had a feeling he was watching me. Probably smirking.

As I started the truck, I hoped someone would realize Mr. Mendoza was missing and knew where he was supposed to be. I hoped they’d come find him before the coyotes and big cats who live along the river found him.

But really, that was none of my business. 
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Chapter 4: Still Waiting for Hiram, Part 2
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So that’s how the thing went with the adobe walls hit in Charleston. 

I leaned up and glanced along the road again. 

Still no dust cloud, distant or otherwise. But then, there’d been no rumbling sound of traffic either.

Where the hell are you, Hiram?

I leaned back. Maybe this isn’t the second day of the month after all. Maybe I got it wrong.

I glanced at the date on my watch, then realized that was foolish. Of course it’s the second. If it was any other day, he’d be here, probably out in one field or another. 

Or maybe out in his pickup, dropping hay for his cattle or whatever. But if he was doing that, I’d see a dust cloud in that direction. Or I’d see the truck itself, moving across the pastureland. He isn’t here, so this is definitely the second.

In my head, I reviewed the schedule I’d found in the main article. Every month on the second he leaves here around 7 a.m. for the almost two-hour trip into town. He hits the grocery store first, which doesn’t really make sense. It if was me, I go to the grocery last. But maybe he doesn’t buy anything that’ll spoil or melt in two-plus hours. Myself, I like ice cream. 

Then he visits the post office, then the hardware store, and then the bank. That’s his routine. There was no mention of him stopping off in a bar, so—

Ah, but sometimes, the article said, if he’s hungry, he stops for lunch at the Howdy-Do Café before heading home. 

Okay, so he would have hit the grocery at about 9 and put everything in the truck. Then he drove to the post office to retrieve his check. The post office probably opens at what, 10? No, the bank would open at 10. And Clevis is a small town, so it might open even earlier. 

Anyway, after the post office, he goes to the hardware store, probably to wait for the bank to open. But really there’s no telling how long he stays in there. Probably depends on whether he sees anyone he knows and they start talking. And then he goes to the bank. 

He wouldn’t be long in the bank. They like to keep the lines moving. So even if he spent the whole morning making his rounds, that would still put him back here by around 3.

But it’s after 4:30. 

So he must have stopped for lunch. That has to be it. 

And he probably saw people he knew in there, even if he didn’t run into anyone at the hardware store. So he and they probably started swapping farming tales and rainfall and all that. And then there’s still the two-hour drive back from town.

So no matter what, he ought to be coming up the road at almost any time.

I rolled onto my belly again and glanced along the road to the corner.

Still nothing. Only a semi-truck or two out on the highway, the windows and trailers glinting in the sunlight.

I brought my left wrist around to check my watch again, and—

Above my wrist, a distant dust cloud puffed into the air. Someone had turned right onto the dirt road.

I wriggled forward a little for a better look. I’d have plenty of time to get back into position.

It wasn’t a pickup. 

*

[image: ]


As the wind shifted a little, the vehicle emerged from the dust cloud and sunlight glinted off the windshield.

White. Something white.

A car. A white sedan.

I backed up a little and kept watching. There were no other houses out here. The dirt road led only to Hiram’s place, and then beyond to a gate and his fields and pastures.

The car was squared-off, like an old Chevy Nova or something, and it was still coming fast. 

No light bar across the top, though. 
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