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Chapter 1: Razor Edge? 
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When my VaporStream device went off, I was sitting on my couch in my one bedroom apartment watching the local news on TV as I ate a bowl of corn flakes. 

I carefully set the bowl on the next cushion over, then swiped the device from the end table, pressed the On button, and held the little screen up so I could read it:


RTO Salt Lake City, soonest 

TWP Maurice Campbell

#8 All Saints Drive SLC 

C Miramar Gallegos

Sniper on firemen. Seen the headline?



RTO is an open-ended round-trip ticket, in this case to Salt Lake City.

TWP means Terminate with Prejudice. The next line is the target’s address.

C is my contact, the person who would provide whatever I need since I have to fly in.

The last line is an explanation. 

Yeah, I’d seen the headline. It wasn’t easy to miss. The story had been all over the TV and the internet the previous day. It even rocked all the major newspapers: 

Firefighters Murdered by Sniper

That was yesterday. The article explained that some ridiculously disturbed, subhuman creature—my words, certainly not theirs—had intentionally started a grass fire in a remote rural area in a mountainous western state. 

During the preliminary investigation, the local fire marshal and the sheriff had found several boot prints, a mostly empty five-gallon gas can, and several self-striking road flares at the point of the fire’s origin. The boot prints were all size 12, and they were all made by the same man. Every left boot print had a jagged, lopsided triangle cut out of the front of the heel. 

They also spotted a posterboard sign, lettered with a black felt wide-tip marker and stapled to a nearby telephone pole. It read 

Fair Warning

Do Not Extinguish the Fire!

That alone makes the guy an assbag in my book. But it got worse.

Despite the “fair warning,” three fire departments from nearby rural towns and two large pump trucks from a nearby city responded to curtail the blaze before it could ignite the towering pines and fluttery aspen trees of the nearby national forest. 

But as the men worked, a sniper opened fire on them, killing four outright and wounding two others. One was transported with a collapsed lung and another with a bullet through his left thigh.

For some reason, the first responders were not accompanied by a SWAT team or other marksmen, and the shooter escaped cleanly. Investigators later found a tree blind and the tire tracks of a bike. 

I could only shake my head. 

According to the article the authorities had “sealed off the area.” They set up road blocks and had people watching the train station, the bus depot and the airport, just as if the guy hadn’t known they would do any of that. They were confident they’d have a “suspect” in custody before the day was out.

I wasn’t confident at all. You don’t go on a killing spree without considering the consequences. I had a feeling the guy knew what he was doing.

Within hours the article was updated, and of course the authorities’ initial efforts were to no avail. The revised article stated authorities had instituted a nationwide manhunt for a “person of interest.” They hoped he would come forward to clear up a few things.

Person of interest? What happened to suspect? They don’t want to offend him?

Normals. What the hell is wrong with these people? The good guys play by the rules—which they imposed on themselves, by the way—and the bad guys have the good guys for lunch.

As I read the headline and the story, I remember wondering whether TJ would tap me with that one.

He did.

We’re always cleaning up messes for the Normals.

I memorized the important bits of the message—the target and his address and my contact—then hit the Accept button and watch the message disappear and the screen go dark.

*
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I wish I could tell you my girlfriend or wife came in at that point to sit next to me and ask what was wrong, but I don’t have any of that. I’m committed to this job in the same way I was committed to the Marine Corps while I was in that. I figure if the boss wanted me to have a wife or a girlfriend, he would have issued me one. Besides, what I do for a living isn’t conducive to any but the most fleeting relationships. The kind you either happen across from time to time or the kind you negotiate on street corners. Fortunately, the first kind happens more often than I expect.

I switched off the TV, laid the VaporStream device on the end table again, and reached for my laptop on the cushion at the far end of the couch. A moment later, I’d brought up the website for the nearby international airport and searched for flights to Salt Lake City.

One was leaving at 9 a.m. According to the time in the bottom right corner of the screen, that was just over two hours away. It would set down at 2 p.m. Perfect for check-in time. 

In a separate window, I opened a secured file that contains a list of my personas and browsed the names until I found one that felt like it matched the job: Nick Parsons.

Nick verified the code number for the plane ticket, then entered his name and confirmed his seat on the flight. I thought I probably wouldn’t need more than a day and a night to do the job, but I let Nick book a suite in a Salt Lake hotel for two nights just in case. Things happen sometimes. Then he reserved a rental car, a plain white Ford Focus. Can’t get much more bland or blend in more than that. Then I closed my laptop and got up to go pack.

From the floor safe in the bedroom closet, I retrieved the appropriate passport and driver’s license, then stuffed a small duffel bag with an extra pair of jeans and extra underwear and socks. I keep a smaller version of my toiletries in each of my duffel bags along with a small flashlight and an extra power cord and mouse pad for my laptop. It makes packing easier.

Finally I left the apartment and drove to the airport. I got through Security quickly. I fly so often that I know most of the security officers personally, so that’s never a problem.

The flight took off on time. 

*
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I’m a bit of an oddball, even in Blackwell Ops. During my interview, TJ dubbed my experience and weapons knowledge "admirable” and told me soon he would probably promote me to be a combination contact and operative and a sometime team leader. He calls that a COLT.

I respectfully rejected that notion. I know my strengths, and being around other people—whether they’re in the company or not—is not one of them. I don’t like people much. 

Besides, I thoroughly enjoy what I do, but I also much prefer anonymity. A name is just something someone else slapped on you, a sound they make when they want to get your attention. I also prefer my own company, so I like to work alone. If I could bring my weapon of choice on a plane, I would never even meet with a contact.

The thing about my current name—that started toward the end of my interview. 

TJ said, “There’s something I’ve been wanting to try, a kind of dedicated stopgap. I need one operative who’s completely fluid, one on whom I can count to take care of small jobs at a moment’s notice. Those will mostly be domestic, of course.”

I shrugged. “I don’t mind domestic. I’ve seen enough of the world anyway. Most of it isn’t as bad as it is here—” I held up one hand. “By ‘bad’ I mean people seem more worried about personal pronouns and safe spaces than they are about actually contributing anything other than their opinions. But I haven’t been anyplace I’d want to visit again.”

“Excellent. There will be a lot of travel involved, and frankly, you’ll get a lot more assignments than the other operatives. I typically call on them once every six weeks or so. I’ll more than likely send you an assignment every week to every two weeks. Sometimes more often, sometimes less.” He put up one hand. “But most of those will be last-minute, in-and-out missions.” He shrugged and leaned back in his chair. “With an occasional overnighter. So you’ll basically be a ghost. Of course, you’ll be adequately compensated.” He took something from the lap drawer of his desk, then leaned forward and slid a small slip of paper toward me. It was blank on the face.

I picked it up and turned it over. On the reverse, he’d scribbled the amount he proposed to pay me and what looked like a phone number. I frowned. “So I’d get paid every quarter?”

“No, every month.” He pointed at the paper. “That’s your monthly salary.”

“Then I accept.” 

He leaned back in his chair. “Good, good.”

“And the phone number?”

“Only a few others have that. It’s my personal number. Given your schedule, I thought you might need to reach me now and then.”

“Oh. Okay. Thanks.” 

“Now, there’s also the matter of your name. You said earlier you don’t want to divulge your birth name. Is that still correct?”

“Yes sir. That’s the only deal breaker.”

He nodded. “All right. But of course, you must have an ‘official’ name with the company in order to get paid.”

“That’s fine.” I shrugged. “Feel free to call me whatever you want.”

He actually grinned. “All right. It’s a little silly, but given your job description here, how about a code name? How about Razor Edge?”

I shrugged. “That works fine for me. I’ll use a series of more normal-sounding personas whenever I travel for a job anyway. Each time it’ll be a different guy. Of course I’ll use the same persona for the flight, hotel room, and so on for each job.”

He nodded. “I like that idea. When I pay for your flight, I’ll reserve the round-trip ticket under the code number you received when you applied for the interview. You can claim the flight using that same code number and fill in whatever personal you’re using yourself.”

Soon afterward, the interview ended and I left. My first assignment came in three days later, and it was local, so I was able to drive to it and use my own weapon.

And here I am, enroute to Salt Lake City to fulfill my ninth assignment. Oh, and I’ve been with the company almost two months.  
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Chapter 2: Miramar Gallegos
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The plane landed a little ahead of time, and by 2:40 I’d claimed my rental and driven to the Fairfax hotel. The desk clerk, a trim, attractive young blond woman with a quasi-British accent, was pleasant enough, and a few minutes later I stepped out of the elevator on the eighth floor and approached the doorway of my suite.

The whole place was furnished with a beige carpet. The living room had a couch and an overstuffed easy chair in plush brown leather, plus two end tables, a coffee table, and a small writing table—all in dark oak—with a brown faux-leather office chair. The bedroom held a thick queen-sized bed and two oak nightstands. The ensuite consisted of a toilet, two sinks in a long white marble vanity, and a large glassed-in shower. 

I set my duffel on the end of the bed and pulled the phone book from a nightstand drawer. Miramar Gallegos was the third of five listings. 

I dialed the number, and she picked up on the first ring. “Hola? Esto es Miramar.”

I’m 41 years old. She sounded young, like she was maybe half that. Too bad. I smiled to put the right tone in my voice. “Interesting name, Miramar.”

She chuckled. “O gracias, pero I deed no’ peek eet. An’ you are...?”

“Oh. Nick. Parsons. I’m in town with a real-time solution.”

“Ah, yes. TJ sayed you would call me. An’ what can I get for you?”

“Sorry. Do you have the passphrase?”

“O sí. For a real-world pro’lem. Y lo siento.”

I released a breath. “Good. Thanks. Okay, I’ll need a sidearm. Preferably a Kimber, silenced and with low-velocity ammo. One magazine should be fine. I won’t need a holster.”

“Tha’ ees the popular weapon. I have the Micro 9 Leeberty or the KDS9c. Or een the .45 I have—”

“No, the .45’s too much for this job. The KDS please. And how soon can I get that?” 

She hesitated for a moment. “You are a’ the Fairfax? Ees swahnky, no?”

“Yeah, it’s all right. I’m on the—”

“Floor nomber eight, righ’? Suite 814?”

“Yes.” 

“I can be there een one half-hour.” She hesitated again. “Or I can put eet off for the leetle while. Maybe we can veeseet over sopper? I don’ get to talk with the fellow traveler very often.”

“Fellow traveler?”

“A person in our line of work.”

“Oh, right. Tell you what, I don’t plan to work until after the sun goes down, so whatever’s convenient for you before that is fine.”

A smile crept into her voice. “Pehrfect. How abou’ the een-house restaurant? I have heared ees pretty good. Say a’ 7?”

Good. That would give me plenty of time to research the target. “Sure, I suppose that’s—”

“I mean, I weel deleever the weapon firs’.” Frustration edged her voice. “Tha’ ees the priority.” She hesitated, then chuckled. “Lo siento. Sorry. I am a leetle out of practees. An’ I have looke’ forward to meeting you. I only ge’ to do my job a few times each year. What I mean, I weel bring the weapon to you’ room firs’, and we can go to sopper from there. Tha’ ees okay?”

“That’s fine.” I glanced at the bedside clock. It was straight up 3 p.m. “So I guess I’ll see you around 7?”

“Okay.” She hesitated. “Or maybe sohmtime a leetle early so we can talk?” 

“Sure. Either way’s fine. I just have a little research to do.” 

“Oh. Okay. Then I weel see you.”

I nodded and hung up, opened my bag and retrieved my laptop, and carried it to the little writing desk in the living room. I sat down and keyed in Maurice Campbell.

*
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An hour later I’d studied and memorized the target’s face from every angle available to me from snapshots on his social media accounts and the car dealership he’d worked for until a month or so earlier. No articles popped up with his name. So the authorities either hadn’t ID’d the guy yet or were keeping their cards close to their chest. Perfect. 

I opened Google Maps and keyed in Campbell’s house address, then leaned back in the chair to relax for a moment.

A quiet knock came on the door.

I frowned and glanced at the time on my computer. It was only 4:18. Miramar hadn’t specified a time, other than 7 for supper, so I’d expected her to show up around 6:45. Or maybe 6:30 at the earliest.

Well, to be fair, she did say she might come over a little earlier so we can talk. But I thought she’d picked up on my strong hint that I had research to do.

I sighed. 

Then again, it’s been a while since I’ve been with an amenable female companion. So maybe.... For a second, my right brain took over and raced headlong toward a fantasy.

I caught myself, laughed, and muttered, “Ridiculous, moron. Ain’t gonna happen. Get over yourself.”

Besides, she sounded way too young. Just get the stupid door, get your weapon, be nice to the woman for a few minutes, then explain again that you need some alone time to do your research.

I closed the lid on my laptop and got up to cross the room.

I opened the door to find a strikingly pretty woman of maybe 5’5” in white leather flipflops, light blue stonewashed jeans that complimented her eyes, and a white peasant blouse with the tails pulled out and knotted at her tummy. Her black hair, lightly streaked with gray above her ears, was either cut short or she’d pulled it back into a bun. She looked to be in her mid-30s or maybe a little older. A small green duffel bag dangled from her left hand.

She looked up and frowned slightly. “Hola Neek! I am too early?” 

I smiled. “Not at all.” I stepped back and gestured. “Please, come in.”

Said the spider to the fly.

As she moved past me and looked around the room, she offered me the bag. “I hope you don’ min’ I am here. I thought I would come a leetle early and geeve us more time to talk.” Still glancing around the room, she said, “Ees really nice here, sí? I have never seen the eenside of thees place before.”

“It’s okay I guess. They’re all about the same. Anyway, I have it for two nights and I’ll probably only need one. After that it’s all yours if you want it.”

She looked at me and arched her eyebrows. “Really?”

“Sure.” I gestured. “Have a seat.”

As she sat on one end of the couch, I closed and locked the door, then hefted the bag. “The KDS?”

She nodded. “An’ a loaded magaseen an’ the soppressor. Ees loose, though. I thought you migh’ wan’ to attach eet you’self.”

I nodded, sat in the easy chair, and unzipped the bag. Both the sound suppressor and the magazine were loose in the bag.

She watched as I stripped a round from the magazine to make sure it was low-velocity.

“You are very thorough, sí?”

“Yeah. No reflection on you. I just like to be sure.”

As I checked the spring tension in the magazine and inserted the cartridge again, she said, “Ees a new magaseen.”

I nodded as I racked the slide. I tilted the weapon, checked the chamber and then the barrel. “Everything looks new.”

“The pistola ees straigh’ out of the box. It has never been fire’. An’ the soppressor was use’ only one time.”

“Cool. Thanks.” I screwed the suppressor onto the threaded barrel, inserted the magazine, and let the slide go home, then carefully lowered the hammer. As I slipped the Kimber back into the green duffel, I said, “I’ll take this with me on the job. Then when I get back I can just drop your duffel, grab mine, and head for the airport.”

She nodded. “Tha’ ees fine.”

I frowned slightly. “So why did you come over early? I don’t mind, but I wasn’t expecting you until a little before 7. I, uh—” I gestured toward the laptop. “I still have some research to do.”

“O sí, I onerstan’. Pero you have all nigh’, yes?” 

“Well, that’s true enough but—”

“Hones’ly?” She shrugged. “I came because you have the very nice voice.” She hesitated and her face turned a light shade of pink. “I guess I wondere’ eef you’ baritone would match the rest of you.” 

“Ah.” I grinned. “And?”

She chuckled. “You feesh for the compleemen’s?”

I laughed. “Is that wrong?” Then I wagged a hand at her. “Nah. I’ll only be here for a day or two.”
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