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Chapter 1: Waiting for Salvatore Tooley
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I was a little surprised the street was so busy. Some thirty feet away and below me, traffic was moving both ways in halting slow motion. The drivers of cars and pickups and box trucks were attempting to use the two-lane neighborhood road as a way to avoid the main street three blocks behind me. 

But for all the traffic, there was currently only one man on the sidewalk across the street. I had checked my watch when he pulled up. It read 11:25. He was right on time. 

The assignment had specified 11:30, but it did not say whether that was the time for the hit or the time for the meeting that would precede the hit. It was the latter. 

I watched from the little sniper’s nest I had quickly constructed just inside the attic window in the dormer of the old house. Salvatore Tooley had parked his car a half-block away from his destination, so only a few yards to my right. 

As he passed my position, I placed the front sight blade of my Tavor 7 on the upper center of the back of his light-grey overcoat. Directly between the shoulder blades. He also wore light-grey slacks and a light-grey fedora. His black shoes glinted in the sunlight as he walked.

The business end of the sound suppressor on my carbine was a few inches inside the window frame. The frame was conveniently absent of glass, though I had removed two triangular shards of glass myself. 

Per my instructions, I was only to watch señor Tooley as he approached and entered Rafael’s Fine Mexican Cuisine. 

When he left, it would be a different matter. Then I would select him from among those who accompanied him outside and put a bullet through the center of his forehead. 

The precise shot would fulfill two purposes: It would painlessly shift señor Tooley into the next world, and it would serve as a warning to those who were with him. I suppose the warning was to ply their trade elsewhere or suffer a similar fate.

The VaporStream message I had received for this assignment was unique. I had never received one so long or with such detailed instructions. Or one so challenging. But the challenge it posed is why I had decided to accept it even though it was not marked Eyes only.

As I watched, my index finger laying alongside the trigger-well instead of across the trigger, the gentleman reached the door. He opened it and stepped inside. 

Still my front sight blade was fixed between his shoulder blades, a contingency in case he decided to turn and leave.

Then another person, a portly woman with a red and white striped apron tied around her waist, appeared in the open doorway for a moment. 

She smiled at señor Tooley, spoke with him briefly, and gestured with her left hand. 

He shrugged out of his overcoat and she accepted it. 

Finally she turned and closed the door before she did whatever she did with the coat.

So for the moment, the show was over. 

I rolled onto my left shoulder and lowered the butt of the rifle into a stand I had fashioned for it. 

Although the elevation of the barrel was changed, the stand would hold the carbine at the perfect azimuth. Because the azimuth will remain perfect, when the target exits again, I have only to lift the butt from the stand, place it against my shoulder, and roll back into the same position. 

I had inadvertently marked the third point of that position in dust on the floor with my right elbow. Of course I would double-check the alignment of the sights—I am a professional—but it would be the same. 

Then I would squeeze the trigger.

And with that squeeze of the trigger and one muted zip of a bullet from here to señor Tooley’s eternity, I would back out of this place and leave. 

Apparently the man is as important as señor Blackwell expressed in the message. He does not even have to close the door he has just walked through.

*
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If that sounds grouchy to you, it is for good reason. I am a little annoyed, but it is my own fault. After all, I had chosen what I would wear for this hit. And although the hit would take place in bright daylight, I had chosen to wear all black. 

I put on my black jeans, my long-sleeved black turtleneck cotton jersey, and my black sneakers. I put my hair up into a braid, then tucked the brain into the back of the turtleneck in case I decided to wear my black balaclava. I did not wear the balaclava, but I did all of that with the hide in mind. I expected to set up at a window in a dark room, and I wanted to blend into the background. Or at worst I wanted to be only a vague shadow in that background. 

The clothing was a good choice until I realized the center dormer would be the best place for my nest. The clothing would have been a valid choice if I had been able to shoot from the window in either of the other dormers. But I had tried one of them an hour before señor Tooley arrived and stepped out of his car. The downward angle to the spot I selected on the door of the restaurant was good, but it was not perfect.

Unfortunately, I could achieve the perfect angle for the shot only from the center dormer, which was a few feet higher. But that dormer did not open on a room, as the other dormers had. It opened on a crawl space. 

So even with my short stature and my small body, I had to crawl on my forearms and my knees into my position, collecting dust as I went. Then, of course, I settled into the prone shooting position. And I did all of that to satisfy my need to succeed at the stupid challenge señor Blackwell had posed in the assignment. 

So now the front of my previously all-black outfit is covered with a thick layer of light-colored dust. And as everyone knows, dust sticks to black cloth like white sticks to grains of rice. When I leave here I will stand out like the sore thumb.

*
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Ah, but I spoke of the message. While I have time, I will tell you about it. As I said, it was the most detailed assignment I had ever received and the most challenging. 

When the VaporStream device emitted that annoying tone, I was reading in my favorite chair in my house. I laid the novel face-down on my lap, snatched up the device from the table beside me, and pressed the On button:


Zacatecás

TWP Salvatore Tooley when he comes OUT

Rafael’s Fine Mexican Cuisine 11:30 a.m.

[specific date]

Meeting cohorts to establish illicit foothold

One shot to end and warn

Forehead and light switch?

Good luck



As I read it, I grinned. 

As is often the case with señor Blackwell, there was much in the way of psychological gamesmanship in the message. And from the way he worded it, I was certain he meant it for me, even though he had not marked it Eyes only. He intended to entice me with it, and he succeeded. He knows me, and he knows how I like to work.

See line seven of the message? Forehead and light switch? 

My favorite specific target is that place where the spinal cord meets the brain. I prefer it because there is no suffering that way. One moment the target is alive and the next he simply is not. He never even knows he has been shot. Like when you flick a light switch, the light goes dark.

I prefer that because I am not a cruel person. In fact, if an assignment specified cruelty—in which case the message would include a line that reads either Personal attention required or PAR—and if the assignment was not also marked Eyes only, I would reject it. Fortunately, I have not yet had to make that decision.

So I took the question in line seven as a personal challenge. Could I shoot the target through the forehead and also through the medulla oblongata, thereby turning him off like a light switch? 

I have never made such a shot before, but of course I could. But to do so would require a very specific angle. That alone would pose an additional challenge, which made the assignment even more enticing.. 

And I was certain señor Blackwell included the last line of the message—Good luck—only to goad me into pressing the Accept button.

Line five meant that the target, a foreigner if his name is any indication, is not in power in Zacatecás yet in the particular illicit endeavor, but he hopes to be. My one shot was meant to end señor Tooley’s life, but also to dissuade those with whom he had met from proceeding with their plans. 

I suspect that is why the second line specified when he comes out. Whomever contracted with señor Blackwell wanted the men to have their meeting, perhaps to whet their appetites for the endeavor. Before they stepped out of the restaurant with señor Tooley and witnessed what they could expect if they proceeded.

At least if they proceeded in Zacatecás.

So probably someone in power in Zacatecás had ordered the contract. Perhaps a local politician or a local drug lord or gun runner. Or whatever endeavor into which señor Tooley was attempting to establish the foothold.

If not—if it was perhaps an official or drug lord or whomever higher up at the state or federal level—I might get a similar contract in the future.

That too was enticing, though that thought was my own and not señor Blackwell’s. 

Well, perhaps it was my own. I frowned. 

Señor Blackwell can be very manipulative.
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Chapter 2: Final Preparation, the Hit, and the Egress
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Anyway, the date specified in the message was only two days away. And Zacatecás is more than six hours away from my home in Mazatlán by car. So if I wanted to do any on-site reconnaissance, I would have to leave today. I could do recon tomorrow to find an appropriate hide and to possibly do a dry run. Then the next day I could conduct the hit and drive home.

So I would be three days and two nights away from home and my beloved friend.

But I would meet the challenge.

I pressed the Accept button, stuck a bookmark in my novel, then got up and went to my laptop to research the restaurant and the target. When I was online first I checked the Google street view outside Rafael’s Fine Mexican Cuisine. I was relieved to see that the restaurant was not downtown. But it was only a few blocks from downtown. Initially, I also identified four possible locations for my hide. 

But only one of those looked truly promising: An old and obviously abandoned two and a half story house. It was not a perfect location. It was catty-corner across a wide street from the restaurant, so it was a little too close for comfort. But the angle from the dormers on the front of the house looked as if they would be all but perfect for my purpose.

I also conducted a few searches to find photos of Salvatore Tooley. Of course, there was nothing in association with Zacatecás, or with Mexico in general.

When I finally did find a few photos, they were definitive. He looked like an old mafia don from the movies, always dressed in fine suits and almost always in an overcoat with a matching fedora. He wore a different one in each photo. In every photo the overcoat was unbuttoned, and in one it was white and only draped over his shoulders like a cape.

Satisfied I could recognize him, I retrieved my carbine from the special arsenal closet I’d had built in my bedroom, packed a small duffel, and headed for Zacatecás in my ancient, 1987 4-Runner. It looked old and beat up, but mechanically it was almost brand new. A master mechanic in Arizona rebuilt it for me from the ground up a few years ago. I visit a mechanic in Mazatlán regularly to keep it running like new.

After the almost seven-hour drive, I checked into a hotel, showered, and went to bed. I was exhausted.

The next morning, I went looking for the old house I had seen online. I found it, and other than the minor misgivings about its proximity to the site of the hit, I liked it.

My only regret, which came the next day, was not taking into consideration the dust. 

*
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But I had no reason to consider dust. When I parked down the street to check the angle for the first time, I thought I would be able to use one of the lower dormers. That is why I chose the black clothing. I hoped to gain entry to the house, open the window on one of those dormers, and shoot from the offhand position, standing well back in the darkened room.

As often happens, it did not work out that way. The vertical angle was a little off. If I could find a chair in the house, and if I stood on the chair—

But no. Too many things can go wrong with such an unstable position.

So despite the dusty conditions, I finally selected this particular location and position—lying prone behind the center dormer—for the hide. If I shoot him from this height when he has presented at just the right angle, the bullet should penetrate his forehead and exit through his medulla oblongata. 

Not that I am fond of señor Tooley in particular. I do not know him. But I prefer to deliver a painless death when I can. And besides, this is a shot I have never tried before. 

So now I am lying on a floor thick with dust and waiting for the door of the restaurant to open again.

Which, in another few minutes, it did.

*
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I brought the butt of the carbine up to my right shoulder and rolled into position. 

But it was only a couple, a middle-aged gentleman and a woman, apparently his wife. They walked and responded to each other as if they had been together a long time. He even opened the car door and held it for her. I thought that was sweet.

I watched the door for another moment, then rolled onto my left shoulder and carefully placed the butt of the carbine back into the makeshift stand.

*
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Over the next thirty to forty minutes, a few more couples exited the restaurant, got into their cars and left. No one had entered the restaurant after señor Tooley entered.

Each time the door opened, I lifted the butt of the carbine, put it against my right shoulder, and rolled into position. At least I was getting a little exercise.

When almost two hours had passed, the door moved again. It opened partially, then stopped, then opened the full way.

Another man stepped out, but not with a woman this time. 

I held my position. 

The man was tall and thin and dressed similarly to señor Tooley but in a dark-grey suit and overcoat. No hat. He had a thick black moustache, thick eyebrows, and a pinched face with a long chin. 

The man looked different somehow. Felt different.

A short moment later, a second man came out. He looked back into the restaurant over his shoulder, nodded, and appeared to laugh.

I could not hear the laughter for the traffic passing on the street below.

The second man was similar in appearance and dressed similarly to the first. They might even have been brothers. But he was a little older I think, and a little wider. 

Señor Tooley came out next. 

I slipped my finger across the trigger, but he turned to his right and engaged the first two men in conversation. As he did, he glanced twice at the door. 

Perhaps he is making an alternate deal with those two? Or a private side deal?

Then a fourth man came out. He moved toward Tooley. He too was dressed similarly to the others, but in a brown suit and overcoat and he wore a matching fedora. When the door had almost closed, a fifth man came out, then right behind him, a sixth. 

They too were dressed similarly, one in a dark suit—navy, I think, not quite black—and another dark grey. Neither wore hats. Both of them stopped outside the door and remained to the other side of it, as if waiting. 

Perhaps to speak with señor Tooley privately as well. He is a popular man, at least with those fellows.

Señor Tooley laughed at something one of the brothers had said, then raised one hand and turned slightly to his left.

I squeezed the trigger.

The explosion was more immediate than loud in the empty room behind me, and the empty shell casing pinged off something close to my right. 

No doubt the explosion was swallowed by the suppressor and then the traffic below.

In the first half of that instant señor Tooley’s head jerked. His eyes left their sockets and dangled on his cheeks, and—

Oh. I understood. 

Señor Blackwell did not care about switching the target off like a light. 

It was all about the show. It was all about the impression the display would make on the other men. 

The bullet striking the forehead at that particular angle caused the massive pressure created by the bullet inside the head to rebound at a particular angle as well. And that pressure forced the eyeball from the sockets. 

But he did not want to explain all of that to me so he had only challenged me instead. That is quite a compliment when I think about, and—

In the next half of that instant, señor Tooley dropped straight down like a used towel, his arms and hands slack and his mouth gaping, before falling onto his left side and then onto his back. His neck was bent over the curb. He did not move.

Behind him the window of the restaurant had shattered from the further impact of the .45 caliber slug. Probably people were screaming inside, but the traffic blocked all of that.

At least from me.

All five of the other men variously ducked or squatted and looked around. One turned and ran into the wall of the restaurant. But the others did not notice, and none of them looked up.

I glanced to my right. I need to find the expended shell casing and—

It lay within a foot of me, having rebounded off whatever it hit. 

Still lying on the floor, I picked it up and slipped it into my jeans pocket, then pulled the drooping sling of my Tavor over my shoulder. More dust. I backed away a few feet, then stooped and turned and made my way to the access hatch at the other end of the crawl space.

From there I dropped quietly to the floor of the hallway beneath, ran to the back door silently, and let myself out.

On the concrete stoop I glanced both ways. I was prepared to say, “Did you hear that?” or “What was that?” or something equally inane, considering my carbine was still slung over my shoulder.

Fortunately, nobody was around. On both sides of the house were the plain white block walls of office buildings. Probably that is why these people moved out.

I took the Tavor from my shoulder, trapped the sling between my thumb and the pistol grip, and held it like a crutch beneath my right shoulder and down along my right leg as I passed through the back yard and turned left into the alley. Not quite a half-block down, I slipped into my 4-Runner. 

I quickly braced the Tavor upside down between the right side of the passenger seat and the door.

Two police cars, lights flashing, passed me in the opposite direction.

I started the truck, pulled away from the curb, and drove away.

As I left Zacatecás behind on Federal Highway 45, I smiled. 

I dare señor Blackwell to tell me that was not the best shot anyone has ever made.
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Chapter 3: A Great Swim, and Trying Times
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I stopped to eat an early supper in Durango. I took my time to enjoy a plate of chicken enchiladas with green salsa. Most of the other customers were couples, and a few were families with young children. The children were well behaved.

Of course, I ate by myself at a small table next to a wall. 

Do not take me wrong. I am not lonely. I enjoy the solitude. And as I have reminded myself many times, what I do for a living is not conducive to a long-term relationship. Or to any relationship for that matter.

But tonight I would be home again in my own bed. And tomorrow morning around sunrise or a little later I would be reunited with my best friend, the sea. I am fortunate that it is right across a narrow street and a fairly narrow stretch of tan-sand beach. From the road to the sea, the beach is maybe thirty yards. So in all my friend is no more than fifty or sixty yards from my front door.

Each morning I slip into the appropriate clothing, cross the road, then race across the sand. As I go, I kick off my sandals and peel off the oversized t-shirt I wear for a cover over my bikini. I splash into the sea as far as I can go or until the first wave taunts me. Its welcome always makes me smile. Then I put my hands over my head and dive into the wave head first and swim for all I am worth.

It is not only a good workout and a fun time, though. I swim to commune with the sea and with all the places it has been and all the people it has touched since I saw it last. Usually that is only the day before.
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