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Chapter 1: A Job 
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Nothing is ever as easy as it seems. Or as complicated, if that is how you expect it to be. 

Despite my appearance, I am an old hand at my job. I am also very good at it. But I have learned that no plan survives first contact. Most plans do not even survive your arrival on the scene.

That is how it was on that night, the night of my latest job, though the complication certainly put itself off to almost the very end.

My plan was simple. I would get in, do the job, and get out.

The details of the plan were a little more complex, but not too much. 

I would pick the lock on the garage door, then lift the door—silently, and just far enough for me to slip under it—then lower it behind me. 

Then I would try the door that led from the garage to the mud room and from there into the kitchen. If that door was locked, I would pick it too. As I had studied the blueprints, I was fortunate enough, or maybe thorough enough, to notice the alarm system for the house was not wired to those two doors. I suppose the target never expected anyone to enter through a locked garage door.

The alarm system ran to the front door, the main back door, which opens onto an expansive Saltillo tile patio, and every window in the house. But not to those two doors. I noted the chimney was not wired either, probably because he was only worried about birds coming in that way, and he assumed the screen attached to the top would prevent that. 

But if I had not noticed the two unwired doors, I would have considered coming down the chimney. Certainly it is wide enough to admit me. 

The other choice, which I had not had to consider seriously, was taking out his bedroom window and popping him through there. But that might have been unnecessarily noisy. Windows are unpredictable. You never know how much noise they are going to make, so I do not like breaking them.

So I opted for the easy way, the flowing-in way, through the garage. 

The flowing-in way is always better.

*
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The door to the mudroom was not locked. I easily made my way through the thick darkness of the mudroom—there is nothing breakable or noisy in there—and into the kitchen. It too was dim, but not dark. The dim light from the half-moon streamed through the south-facing, lightly curtained window over the sink. And the eat-in table and chairs and counters and appliances were exactly where I would have put them. 

In only several seconds, I had made my way around the corner into the living room. That too was dark and on the wrong side of the house to admit moonlight, so I was careful in my passing.

Of course the blueprints had not shown the furniture, but it had shown where most people would logically position the couch, the chairs and tables, and the television. So I had to be careful only of the smaller items: lamps, vases, and the like. 

My research and the message that conveyed my assignment both had told me the target lives alone, and even a quick glance at the blueprint revealed in which of the five bedrooms he would most likely be sleeping. The one with an en suite attached.

Having crept through the living room, I pulled my pistol, a sound-suppressed, lightweight Glock, then crouched low and turned into the hallway. I swept it with the pistol, found nothing, then straightened and moved toward the door at the end of the hall.

As I had expected, it was closed. If the situation were reversed, I would have had this door wired to the alarm too. But this one was not.

Back to the plan—I would put steady pressure on the doorknob so the door would not squeal, then carefully move it open.

Once inside it would be a simple matter to fire a single bullet into the target’s head, then get out.

So I did that. I put steady pressure on the doorknob so the door would not squeal, and then I carefully pressed against it to open—

No. 

As I said, plans never survive actually being on the scene. The door lodged against something. 

I pressed again, but there was still resistance.

I lowered my pistol to the hallway floor, crouched, and bent my right wrist past the edge of the door.

And my fingers contacted nothing.

I pushed the door a little farther open against the resistance, stuck my forearm through and bent my right elbow.

There. My fingers contacted cloth.

I pulled the door back to me slightly, pinching my lower bicep between the door and the jamb, and hooked the cloth with the bent middle finger of my right hand. 

As I pulled, it moved. I brought it past the edge of the door and through the opening and held it up. 

A white t-shirt. 

I scooted it past me and pressed it lengthwise along one wall.

I retrieved my pistol again and straightened. I released a silent breath and edged the door farther open.

The opening was wide enough. The bed was where I would have placed it, to my right. The foot faced a French double door made of glass panes. Moonlight was coming through the panes.

I slipped through the opening, turned and brought the pistol up to point at the dark round head on the pillow and—

But which dark round head? There were two heads in close proximity, each on its own pillow. A light sheet with a pattern on it covered the rest.

My target was a man named Winston Thurgood. 

From my research, I had learned he was right handed. Most right handed men sleep on the left side of the bed as viewed from the foot of the bed. So if this target held true to form, his was the second head.

I shifted the pistol slightly and fired. The bullet pierced the air with little more than the sound “pierce” makes when spoken aloud.

A slight jerk, a short, barely audible sigh, and he lay still.

But the owner of the other head sat straight up. The darkness of her head was longer on the sides where her hair stood out against the blond wood of the tall headboard. She screeched, “What?” and in the same instant, she saw me. Her eyes were large and white in the moonlight, and she started to raise her hands toward me, unaccompanied by further words.

I shifted the pistol. With another “pierce” sound the second bullet drilled into her forehead. It also exited, ruining the blond headboard.

She dropped to the pillow again. No jerking, no sigh. Only the splayed arms that she had been raising toward me. 

Her right hand lay palm-up on the lower back of the man. 

*
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I crouched, looked at the window in the west wall, and listened for a long moment. The bedroom is on the first floor. There are neighbors on all sides. 

The neighbors who matter live to west and to the south, beyond the French doors and the back yard and the alley. There is a short fence to the west, but a persistent neighbor might see over that and through the window if he or she desired.

No lights on in the upper story of the house to the west. No movement among the curtains.

While I was down there, I found both of my spent cartridge casings, picked them up, and slipped them into the left pocket of my black spandex pants. 

After a time, I had heard nothing amiss. 

So I straightened, slipped out through the bedroom door, and closed it silently behind me.

*

[image: ]


As I said, that was my most recent job. 

The poor woman. I do not know who she was. She had simply picked the wrong night to say yes to my target.
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Chapter 2: How I Came to Be Here
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What I do for a living is not what I had planned, but as I mentioned before plans change. Even life plans. Like so many young women, I had planned to become a star of the American movies.

Of course, also like most young women who move to Hollywood with stars in their foolish eyes, I worked many of the typical jobs. Cleaning homes for others and waitressing were among them. But my appearance is suitable enough, and I happened to be in the right place at the right time. 

One day, in the restaurant where I worked, I met a man who was the co-producer and the host of a television game show. As we became friends and got to know each other better, I notice he disappeared when filming was over for a season, and sometimes even during the season. 

When I asked him about it, perhaps in a quiet effort to show off for me—and after I promised I would never reveal his name or that he had told me—he gave me the name of an organization. Then he shrugged, a smug smile on his face. “I only worked for them at times.”

“And what is your job?” 

But he only shook his head. No matter what I said, he would not tell me what he did for them.

I was intrigued.

*
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A few months later, when I had done some of my own research, I found out on my own. Through first-hand experience.

I approached him to tell him I had decided to leave the show.

“For?”

Quietly, I said, “A much more lucrative position.” I hesitated. “You know.” 

He only looked at me for a moment, then said quietly, “If you mean what I think you mean, can you say his initials?”

I meant what he thought I meant, and I was proud I knew the initials. Barely moving any air when I spoke, I said, “TJ.” Then I thought of the pass-phrase. “Real-time solutions for—”

He shook his head. “No. Don’t say that even to me, even here. Use it only for contacts.”

I nodded. 

He touched me on the shoulder. “You will be all right?”

“Yes. I suppose I am something more than the person you know.”

He smiled slightly. “I wish you all the luck.” Then he nodded and turned away.

As it turned out I never saw him again.

*
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The man whose initials I had whispered was not what I expected. But like me, señor Blackwell—TJ Blackwell—is much more, I think, than anyone who sees him would expect. He was short, though not as short as I, and very old in a twisted frame. His eyes, however, were very much alive. They carried the same attentive spark I suspect they had always carried. 

We spoke for some time in his office. Then he accompanied me to a pistol range in the basement of the building, where I did well enough. He showed me some other things too, that were as bad as I have ever seen before. But nothing worse. I think it surprised him that I did not register shock.

Afterward, back in his office, he leaned back in his chair. “With all you have seen, are you sure you wouldn’t rather end the interview and leave?”

“No sir. I do not think so.”

He nodded. “Well, you’re awfully young, so I’ll ask you again in a moment. Of course, I can’t divulge the actual requirements of the job until you have already accepted it. But you have a good idea what you will be required to do, yes?”

I was 21 at the time. I nodded. “Yes sir, I do.”

“And you understand if you join us it is a lifetime commitment? No walking away. Ever. So in light of that, I’ll ask a final time. Are you sure you don’t want to change your mind?”

“Yes sir, I am certain. I want the job.”

“Very well. You’re certainly qualified.” He leaned forward and passed me a slip of paper. “That’s your monthly salary—”

I felt my eyelids open wide. “Every month?”

“Every month, and it’s non-negotiable.” 

As if I would have wanted to negotiate the figure. I had never had such money.

He wagged a hand toward the paper. “The other information is how to access your new Swiss bank account. 

He also passed me a box. “That holds your VaporStream device. It is text-only and looks similar to a very small cellular phone.” He briefly explained its use. “I will send your assignments with that, but it’s only one-way communication, from me to you. Understand?”

I nodded.

He told me a few other things about the VaporStream and how it worked. Then he asked whether I had any other questions.

When I said, “No sir,” he stood and shook my hand across the desk. “Welcome to Blackwell Ops. You may show yourself out.”

I left. 

That was it.

*

[image: ]


Earlier, I told you about my latest job. Now I will tell you about the very first one. I received that assignment only two weeks after I met and talked with señor Blackwell. 

After returning from a brisk six-mile run, I had just showered, dried, and was drying my hair when the VaporStream device went off. It startled me.

Of course, I was in the bathroom looking in the mirror, the blow dryer in my hand.

The device was in the bedroom on the other side of a wall, but the screeching tone penetrated the wall and overpowered the sound of the blow dryer.

I remembered he had said the tone would sound again every fifteen seconds until I clicked the On button. I did not want to hear the tone again, so I switched off the dryer and raced into the bedroom.

For a moment, I forgot where I had left it.

Then I remembered. Because he had told me the tone would be loud, I had placed it beneath my pillow before I went to sleep each night.

I quickly tossed the pillow aside, picked up the device, and pressed the On button.

A message spilled across the screen in plain, light-green text on a dark background:


Eyes only

TWP Juan “Condrito” Sanchez

Mid-level drug dealer

11322 Michigan Way, LA

8 p.m. to 2 a.m. tonight  



I am used to men flirting with me a little, so I was a bit disappointed. Señor Blackwell had seemed so friendly and personable, if a bit frightening, in person. I had also caught him in the midst of a few surreptitious glances despite his age. 

Yet in the message there was no greeting and no salutation. It was an assignment and only an assignment. It held only the information in the five lines you see above.

An icy reality washed over me. 

Quietly, I chided myself. “This is not a social call, silly girl. This is the first assignment on my new job. A serious assignment. I have been assigned to end a person’s life.”

All right. Fine. It is what I signed on to do, but—

And another reality hit: No. There are no buts. I am a field operative for señor Blackwell. It is a lifetime commitment. I can never walk away and live.

Careful not to touch any buttons accidentally, I placed the device face-up on the remaining pillow on my bed. Then I lay face-down on the bed, supported my chin on my right fist, and read the message again.

Then a third time.

Señor Blackwell had told me I must memorize the details of each assignment. The message would not be available after I pressed the Accept or Reject buttons.

He had told me also that if I received a message marked eyes only, I should always accept, that the message would not be queued to any other field operatives. That would be the case whenever he preferred for any reason that only I should carry out the assignment.

I read the message a fourth and final time to be sure I had memorized the details. Then I held my breath and pressed the Accept button.

The message disappeared so quickly I thought I must have done something wrong.

But there was no time to worry about that now. According to the bedside clock, it was almost 9 a.m. The opening of the time span was only eleven hours away.

As I got to my knees, then stepped down onto the floor I caught my reflection in the mirror above my dresser—

And laughed. 

I was still naked. I had responded to the call so quickly I hadn’t thought of putting on clothing, or even wrapping a towel around myself. 

I grinned at the reflection and shook my head, then turned away to get dressed. My hair was dry enough. I needed to do some research on señor Sanchez.
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Chapter 3: The Hit on Condrito Sanchez

[image: ]




Other than police reports, one as recent as three days ago, I did not find anything about señor Sanchez. But the police reports were enough.

He was 42 years old, so old enough to have settled on a more honest career. According to the measure behind his head in the photos, he was 5’6”. He was not married—that did not surprise me. He had been arrested several times, charged a few times, and never convicted. His residence was listed as 11323 Michigan Way in Los Angeles. So apparently his home was across the street from the target address. That told me something also about his intelligence: that he potentially has none.   

The nickname in the message was interesting too. In English, Condrito translates to chondrite, a type of stony, non-metallic, meteorite. I had heard the term a few years earlier from a science teacher in high school. It is an odd nickname for a cholo. 

Perhaps his friends or relatives see him as a falling star? Or perhaps he was never truly hard like metal, but softer like a stone? 

The pits apparent on a chondrite certainly fit. In his various mug shots, his face was round and as pitted as a stony meteorite. And even aside from that, with a pudgy neck and sloping, weak shoulders, he was not a handsome man. The thick lock of black hair that insisted on lying along his forehead would have looked attractive on some men. On him it only looked unkempt. 

But it is not my job to judge him. That has already been accomplished by someone else. My only job is to execute the sentence.

And I had all I needed to do that. 

For that job, I decided to carry two weapons. The first was an insignificant six-shot .22 caliber revolver. I could leave it on the scene. It still has the serial number on it, but that is all right. 

*
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I took the revolver off another cholo who attempted to overcome me. That was a little over a year ago. 

I was standing near the edge of a small lake in a grassy park, my arms crossed over my chest. The sun had touched the horizon a moment earlier, and I wanted to watch the sky and low clouds transform as it disappeared. A few stars already were blinking-on in the pink-grey-blue glow above the horizon.

The man was clumsy, but I made no sign that I heard him approaching. After all, he might have only been traversing the park on his way to somewhere else. Or walking the long oval of the lake himself.

But at the first touch of his hand on my shoulder, I crouched and spun, taking his legs from under him. 

He landed on his back like a bag of sand, and I straightened and came down hard with my heel on his groin.

Then I walked just beyond his feet. I turned and smiled as sweetly as I could, and I curled the fingers of one hand, inviting him to come get me.

That is when he pulled the revolver.

Moaning and cursing and with his left hand straining to cup himself, he grabbed for the gun at the waistband of his jeans, which were already down to his hips.

He was clumsy in the grabbing too, but when he brought the gun up it was at exactly the right angle.

Even as he cocked the trigger with his thumb, I kicked the heel of his hand.

The weapon elevated and discharged, sending a bullet into the evening sky, then plunked into the lake a few feet from the edge.

The cholo rolled over, put one hand on the ground, and struggled to his knees, still cursing. As he hobbled away in a quick, jerky, hunched-over walk along the edge of the lake, he muttered a few threats. His right hand was flailing about like that of a little angry monkey. 

I should have climbed his back, driven him into the lake, and drowned him. I do not know why I didn’t.

But when he was far enough away and the darkness was more complete, I did wade into the lake and retrieved the revolver. I brought it home with me to add it to my store of weapons.

Perhaps, if the weapon was registered to my angry would-be lover, the police would find him a day or two after the job and question him about the killing of Juan “Condrito” Sanchez. It would serve him right.
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