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Chapter 1: An Introduction to Me
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The first thing you should know about me is that at 46 years old I’m a pretty successful fiction writer. When this novel is finished, it will be my one hundred and second. I wrote all of those in eight years. I also wrote ten novellas and around two hundred and sixty short stories during that time. 

Those numbers are nothing to gasp at though. Writing fiction is my job, so like anyone else with a regular job, I get up and do it every day.

Well, almost every day. I don’t write when I’m on an assignment for TJ Blackwell. I guess that’s my main job since it’s where most of the money comes from. But whenever I’m not on an assignment, I’m writing fiction.

So you’ll know where I’m coming from, the second thing you should know about me is that I served a twenty-year stint in the United States Marine Corps. Not quite straight through, though. I joined the Corps right out of high school, did four years and got out, spent a year as a small-town cop, and went back into the Corps.

Not long before my platoon graduated boot camp, we had a marksmanship stint at Edson Range. As we sat in portable bleachers under the California sun, our marksmanship instructor asked for a show of hands. He asked how many of us joined the Corps at least in part to find out what it was like to kill a man.

I was among the first to raise my hand. I was also surprised to see that only about a fourth of the guys had their hands raised. Whatever. If you ask me a question, you’ll either get “I don’t know,” no answer at all, or an honest answer. That makes life a lot less complicated.

After boot camp my platoon was transported en masse up the road to Camp Pendleton where we underwent a month of infantry training. I was assigned a military occupational specialty of Machine Gunner, and I was great at my job. I could make that M-60 machine gun—we fondly called it The Pig—dance.  

We outposted from that training in late December, so we all got two weeks Christmas leave. Following that we were to proceed to our specialized schools or, in my case, back to Camp Pendleton for staging in preparation to be shipped out to a combat zone as one of several replacements destined for a war zone.

But while I was home on that Christmas leave bragging to my parents and schmoozing every girl I could lay my hands on, my job and my orders were changed. After leave, instead of returning to Pendleton, I was to report to Fort Bliss, the army base at El Paso, Texas, for training as a Missile System Operator.

I didn’t like it, not even a little bit. But I was still a private, so I did as I was told. 

As a result, I spent twenty years in the Corps and never saw combat, at least not in my professional capacity as a Marine. When civilians asked why I stayed so long, I flippantly told them I was a slow learner. That usually earned a chuckle or two.

But frankly, I felt cheated. Especially after I’d answered the marksmanship instructor’s question so honestly and, I thought, honorably. And especially after I’d had my life’s ambition within my grasp, having been assigned as a machine gunner and then had that title stripped from me.

After I finally retired, I rambled around for a short while, seemingly unwilling to hold down a real job. But in truth I was bored.  

Maybe—just maybe—that’s why I became a novelist. 

Through writing fiction I explored what I’d told that marksmanship instructor forty-some years earlier. 

I wrote the 22-volume story of Texas Ranger Wes Crowley and let him do what I couldn't because I was born too late. 

I wrote mafiosos and detectives and let them do what I couldn't because I wasn't born into the right nationality or couldn't put up with human garbage—those who have more rights than the good humans I was hired to protect—long enough to last more than a year as a cop.

I wrote an explosives expert and watched as he blew up a strategic train trestle because I wasn't alive to do it myself during the Spanish Civil War.

I wrote lunar settlers and space travelers and warriors, warriors, warriors of all kinds. Like I said, maybe my frustration is why I became a novelist.

But I’ll let you in on a secret: For sure my frustration is why, when I finally happened across an ad for Blackwell Ops six years ago, I flew to Golden, Colorado, passed all the tests, and raised my right hand again. But this time the oath was to myself and TJ, and to hell with everybody else. Sometimes I still miss the camaraderie of the Corps, but that’s more of a necessity for younger men who are more naïve and endlessly more pliable. I’m wise enough now to know I’m much better on my own. I know I can depend on me.

As an operative for Blackwell Ops, I finally learned in real-time what I wanted to know. And I also learned I was very good at it.
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Chapter 2: Writerly Me
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As I alluded to near the beginning of this account, after I signed on with Blackwell Ops, I continued writing. More novels, more novellas, and more short stories. 

About the only time I’m not writing fiction is when I’m on assignment for Blackwell Ops.

Well, or when I’m writing a little instructional blog, The New Daily Journal, for other fiction writers. 

In fact, I was writing an article about writing prompts for an issue of that blog when the idea for this novel popped into my brain. Which I thought was way cool. So first, just in case you’re a fiction writer or in case you’re interested in the inner workings of writers, here’s the article:


Writing Prompts Work



If you sign up for the free Writer's Digest newsletter, you will receive, free, "A Year of Writing Prompts" in PDF. 

Not a bad deal. Of course, if you want to you can cancel your subscription to the newsletter after you download the free PDF. 

Some folks like using writing prompts. We usually think of those as a specific list of vague or specific ideas that grab our interest and prompt us to write a story. 

My personal all-time favorite prompt is also probably the most vague of all writing prompts. I issue it only to those writers who believe in themselves enough to have have kicked the myths of fiction writing to the curb. Here’s that prompt: "Drop a character with some problem or conflict into a setting. Now write it."

In most writing prompt lists, the specific problem or conflict is usually included in the prompt and it's most often the main problem or conflict, meaning the story revolves around resolving the problem or conflict. 

In my favorite prompt (above), the problem or conflict is not named. It doesn't even have to be 'the' problem or conflict around which the story revolves, and it usually isn't. 

It might be an untied shoelace or a bright, shiny object lying in the front yard or a butterfly bumping into the protagonist's face as s/he steps out onto the porch to leave for work or a car going by on the road or whatever.

The only purpose of the initial problem or conflict is to enable you to start writing. 

As that problem or conflict is resolved and the story continues to unfold, you keep writing and the main problem or conflict of the story eventually appears and is resolved as well. 

Then you only have to write "The end." (grin)

But in a broader sense, we all use writing prompts every time we begin a story. For example, my writing prompt for this issue of TNDJ was remembering that I downloaded the Writer's Digest PDF of writing prompts and wanted to pass that along to you.

But I did that in the first paragraph of this article, so this segment might easily have ended there. Then I just kept writing and let the post unfold as it wanted to. (See? I write most TNDJ topics into the dark too, meaning without a stupid outline.) 

So I'll shut myself up now by listing a few of my personal favorite kinds of writing prompts. See whether these also strike a chord with you:






	a character pops into my head with a line of dialogue and a certain expression on his or her face

	I see or read or hear something that prompts a 'what if,' which in turn expands into a story

	I smell a scent (a certain flavor of pipe smoke or fresh-baked rolls or bread or a freshly mowed lawn or a rainstorm or whatever) that evokes a memory

	a sentence pops out at me as an excellent epigram for a new story while reading another writer's story or novel 

	I browse interesting, story-invoking photos I've downloaded from Unsplash or some other royalty-free source

	I browse sometimes years-old story starts I abandoned because I lost interest but kept them because they were interesting enough to begin writing in the first place

	and so on.






If the kinds of prompts listed above strike a chord with you, then you're all set. You only need to proceed to the application part of the process, during which you apply your bottom to your writing chair, apply your fingertips to the keyboard, and Just Write. Oh, and in the list above, I should have included





	a whole idea pops into my head.





That idea was “a professional fiction writer with a lucrative side gig as a professional assassin is writing a blog post about writing prompts for an instructional blog for fiction writers when his VaporStream device suddenly goes off with a message that, when he presses the On button, will reveal his latest assignment.” 

And the story idea, and the story itself, are off and running.

Nah, I'm not joking. And appropriately enough, the idea occurred to me as I was writing this issue on writing prompts. How cool is that? 

So see? Writing prompts work no matter where you get them. As proof, as soon as I finish writing this post, I'll start writing the story of me as an operative for Blackwell Ops. And like I said, in a couple of weeks, it will be my 102nd finished novel.



Okay, so here’s the rest of the “novel.” Heh.
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Chapter 3: VaporStream, and an Assignment
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Like I said, I was almost finished writing the article when my VaporStream device screeched. The tone is loud and piercing. It sounds like two tigers and a mountain lion are being dragged through a three-inch pipe when they’re already annoyed to begin with. Not very pleasing, and it will definitely get your attention.

So when the device went off, I didn’t even close my laptop first. I was sitting in my recliner, my laptop on my lap. The device was laying on the table next to the chair. So I reached over and grabbed it, pressed the On button, and held it up to watch the message unfold in light green text across the small dark-grey screen:


Eyes only

RTO, Tirana Albania

TWP  Dardan K Hoxha et al 

C Vera Mina Prifti

[Date range]



The eyes only meant TJ was sending the assignment to only me for some reason. So unless I rejected it—never a good idea when you receive an eyes-only message—he wouldn’t send it to any other operatives.

The RTO—TJ had reserved an open-ended round-trip ticket for me—made things more convenient. That part always reminds me of the Marine Corps, another outfit that will gladly pay transportation to anywhere they want you to go.

But I get an assignment only every five or six weeks, and each assignment typically takes whatever the travel time is plus one to three days on the ground. So my big-money job doesn’t encroach too often or for too long on my real job.

Also, I like to travel to places I’ve never been before anyway. Finally, I was also between novels in my real job, so I studied the pertinent information in the message, committed it to memory, and pressed the Accept button. At least the opening date of the date range was six days away, so I had plenty of time.

Only sometimes when you think you have plenty of time you really don’t.

After I put the device down, I finished the article for the Journal. As it turned out that took only another five minutes or so. Then I saved it, opened the internet, and started doing research for my assignment. It’s never too early, and I usually review it to refresh my memory later anyway. 

My home airport is Tucson Arizona, so I casually keyed in Flights from Tucson to Tirana Albania. 
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