
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Blackwell Ops 29: John Quick

Harvey Stanbrough

a novel from StoneThread Publishing

To give the reader more of a sample, the front matter appears at the end.


Prologue: “At Least We Survived”

Often during my life, I've sat with a friend, a comrade in arms, as we reminisced about old times. Then he or I would grin, raise a glass, and say, "Hey, at least we survived." Usually the other only nodded. Sometimes amiably with a chuckle. Sometimes grimly with a fading smile. 

Because always the utterance was both a toast and an veiled complaint: the complaint being that we had something to toast, that we’d gotten ourselves into some untenable situation and forced ourselves to think of surviving in the first place.

But all of that was back when I had comrades in arms, brothers under the skin. And though neither I nor my brothers ever said so, the toast was intended more to plant the seed of a self-fulfilling prophecy than to recall things past. It was a means to compel the future rather than pay homage.

It was also an all-purpose toast. Back then either of us might utter that thought in jest after a rowdy night in the vill’e.

Or we might convey it breathlessly, with a staunch nervousness betrayed by a thousand-yard stare or a mouth gone dry or a face gone pale. Or sometimes with all three. 

But never with a faltering voice.

As I said, that was back when I still had comrades in arms. Before I realized I couldn’t shake what I’m best at. 

Before I gave in to my nature and joined Blackwell Ops. 

*
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Since then, boasting about survival has lost its sheen.

For one thing, I no longer have comrades in arms. Each operative is on his own.

For another, survival like my comrades and I were talking about is no longer on the table. From the beginning of an assignment, the operative puts himself at risk as little as possible. All of the risk is borne by the target, and it’s more of a promise. 

If the operative does his job right, the target is never even aware he’s at risk.

Still, I tried the toast recently, muttering “Well, at least I survived” to my own image in my bathroom mirror as I stitched up a gaping four-inch gash in my forehead with my sewing kit.

But I have to say, it sounded ridiculous. And I looked ridiculous, talking to myself like that. 

As I applied ointment to a bandage, then carefully covered the wound, another thought occurred to me too. 

But I didn't utter that one aloud. I didn't dare. I didn’t want to give it weight: 

Sometimes, the notion of surviving gets old. 

Sometimes—especially when you survive only to endure further torture—maybe it's preferable to forego the thought of survival. 

Sometimes, maybe, it's better to anticipate a final thought instead: something like, Hey, at least I didn't knuckle under. 

Not knuckling under doesn't always mean you’ll survive. But it's always a total win.

And winning is the ultimate prize.

There’s no maybe about that. 

So sometimes it’s preferable to smirk, then turn your back and walk away, but slowly so the guy with the gun can draw a good bead. Then you can enjoy that penultimate moment of your life before the bullet strikes the back of your head. Sometimes I think that’s preferable.

And sometimes it isn’t. 

The trick is to know the difference.
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Chapter 1: Sammy, BB, and Tim
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“Hey you!” 

At the sound of the gruff voice, I stopped. 

Aw crap. 

I’d only been in the target location for maybe two minutes. That’s how long it had taken me to come through the front door of the warehouse, locate the small room in the corner, and get almost halfway to it.

My hands on my hips, I looked down at the concrete floor and shook my head. 

Well. This is a fine fix. 

I sighed, then put a big grin on my face, raised my hands out to my sides about shoulder high, and turned around.

I almost gaped, but I caught myself in time. 

If there was ever a better reason to cut loose and run like hell, I’ve never seen it. Standing maybe twenty feet away and centered between me and the door I’d come through were three men.

Well, boys really. But still. Their posture said they were tough.

The big one in the middle was holding a revolver in his right hand. It was dangling alongside his right hip, probably to show me he wasn’t concerned. Judging from the frame, the revolver was probably a .38. The other two didn’t have any weapons that I could see.

The back exit from the building was a good sixty feet away behind my right shoulder. It was near the corner opposite the little room toward which I’d been heading. It was a conundrum.

Not only did the smug little jerks think they had me, I was also a little disappointed in myself. 

For the first time in eight years I finally got an assignment with zero named human targets, and I blew it. Just goes to show what being too cocky will get you. Of course I always go heeled, but my Beretta was in the waistband of my jeans. At my back. Under my black leather jacket, which was pulled snugly down past my waist. 

So I had a really great reason to run, but this was one of those different times I mentioned earlier. Chances were good I wouldn’t outrun a 180-grain bullet. That’s what I get for not scouting the area thoroughly enough before I walked in. 

Silly me. 

But that’s also why I put that grin on my face before I turned around. Based on the sound of the guy’s voice, I’d guessed correctly. They were run-of-the-mill, low-level drug dealers. And probably users. When you grin in the face of adversity at guys like these, it confuses them.

*
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Still grinning, I brought my arms around and down, folded my fingers together, and extended my arms in front of me, then flexed my shoulders. Over my interlocked, outstretched hands, I said, “Well hi there, guys! I’m John Quick! What’s your name?” 

Yeah, I know there were three of them. I said that to confuse them too.

The big guy in the center frowned. “Whut?” 

He was maybe a half-step closer than the other two, also around six-two, and broad all the way down to his lug-soled boots. 

His neck was thick, and it continued straight up into his square head, which was covered with stringy, prematurely thinning, dirty blond hair that looked like maybe a family of rats had taken up residence. His face was twisted with confusion, and he was dressed in filthy jeans. A tacky, untucked Hawaiian-style shirt hung straight down from a massive belly. The revolver continued to dangle at his side. 

I frowned. “Oh, you didn’t understand? I’m sorry. I said ‘Hi guys.’ It’s a colloquial social greeting, commonly used to indicate general friendliness. But often, in that regard, it’s also misleading. Like now.” On cue, I cracked my knuckles.

The big guy’s arms hung away from his body. Maybe because of his bulk, maybe to escape the stench. He was probably a weightlifter in high school, and he was only gone from that venue for two or three years. He also probably counts by clopping his feet on the ground. But even in the dim light, I could tell a lot of his bulk had gone to fat. 

The big guy’s bookends were more normal sized at 5’9” or maybe 5’10”. They both had medium builds. 

Probably no workouts for them other than the 12-ounce curls they do with a Budweiser every night in the trailer park. 

They were dressed similarly to the big guy, but in t-shirts, both white and stained. They resembled each other too, like maybe they were brothers. Both had pinched faces and brown hair that hung just past their ears.

I pointed at the trio. “You guys really should be somewhere else, okay? ‘Cause it’s about to get all messy in here.” I frowned. “Don’t you have some flies to pull the wings off of? Or maybe shove a Black Cat up a horny-toad’s ass to see what’ll happen when it goes off? You don’t have any little sisters you might want to slip a finger into?”

The big guy scowled and pointed at me. “That ain’t funny, man. My sister died of... you know, somethin’.”

I chuckled and wagged a hand at him. “Oh, that’s all right. I’m sure your friends will share.” I glanced at the bookends. “Won’t you, guys?” I looked at the big one again. “Or maybe you can sneak up on your mom. Maybe slip her a high hard one.” I swept the fingers of my right hand toward them like a little broom. “But whatever. Seriously, run along, children, all of you.”

The bookend on the left frowned. “Whut’d you say?”

“Oh my. Now see, my friends? If we’re going to get along, you’ll have to pay closer attention.”

The big guy glanced to his right, twitched, and caught the bookend in the chest with the back of his right forearm and fist. “Shut up, Tim.” He looked at me again. “We ain’t your friends, and we don’t wanna ‘get along’ with you. Now what’re you doin’ here?”

Still smiling, I shrugged. “Hey, it’s a free country.”

Almost mechanically, he shook his head. Probably trying to remember which muscles to move in his neck. “Not in here it ain’t. This here’s our place.”

“Really? ‘Cause that isn’t what I heard.”

“Whut’d you hear?”

“Well, my client believes a group of lowlife knuckle-dragging scum suckers moved in here. That couldn’t be you guys, could it?” I shrugged. “Anyway, he believes they run a major meth lab here. He believes they prefer ruining lives instead of trying to make the world a better place. Can you believe that? In fact, he said they should probably all just shoot themselves.” I chuckled and wagged that hand again. “Of course, I told him they were probably so stupid they’d miss.”

The bookend on the right looked at the big guy. “Shit, Sammy! He knows about the lab!”

“Shut up, BB! We ain’t supposed to say our names, remember?”

That’s when I realized I was wasting my time trying to give these guys a break.

I sighed. “Yes, BB—y’dumbass—I know about the lab.” I jerked one thumb over my left shoulder toward the room in the corner. “I also know it’s through that little door back there.” I unzipped my jacket a little, then reached in and pulled out my friend, a quarter-pound block of C4. The plug—the wireless blasting cap—was in my left jacket pocket, and the electronic transmitter was in my right.

The big guy’s eyes went wide and he jabbed a finger toward me. “Whut the hell is that?” But the revolver still hung at his side. Unbelievable.

I held up the block and grinned. “Oh, this? This is plastic explosive.”

The one on the left, Tim, laughed. “Yeah, right. It’s prob’ly white Play-Doh.” 

“No, it isn’t. So if you guys’ll excuse me and run along, I’ll do my job, okay? Then you’ll be all nice and legal again. Won’t that be a relief?”

The big one finally brought the revolver up. “You put that damn stuff away!”

“Are you sure?”

“Put it away now! If y’don’t, I swear to god I’ll shoot you!”

BB grabbed his arm with both hands. “Don’t, Sammy! If he drops it, that thing’ll blow us all to hell!”

I was disappointed at his level of ignorance. And I was also getting bored.

As Sammy glanced at him, I said, “Nah, c’mon, it won’t do that. Here. You guys take it.” And I tossed the block underhand up into the air. Then I slipped both hands behind my back.

Sammy dropped his gun and raised both arms to catch the C4.

In almost slow motion, BB and the other bookend turned toward him. Both of them also reached up.

I lifted my jacket with my left hand and grabbed my Beretta with my right. As I brought the pistol around, I dropped to one knee, leveled the gun, and fired four quick shots.

The explosions were loud. The sound reeked of tin.
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Chapter 2: All in a Half-Day’s Work
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The first two bullets took Sammy in the chest about an inch apart between his breastbone and his left nipple. He huffed and dropped straight down onto his back, his arms still stretched over his head. 

The third bullet took BB in the left temple. He folded forward over the mound of Sammy’s belly. 

The fourth hit Tim in the right temple. He fell across BB, then rolled onto his back onto Sammy’s substantial thighs.

The block of C4 plopped harmlessly on the concrete an inch or two past Sammy’s outstretched left hand. Through the front door, the light had grown noticeably dimmer. Inside the warehouse, it was already dusk. The spat with the boys had been fun, but it was time to go to work. 

I put my Beretta into my right jacket pocket, went to retrieve my C4, then turned around and glanced at the pile of guys. It gave me an idea.

Maybe I could set the charge, then come back and drag them into the room. I could pile them on top of it. Now that would be interesting.

Then again, if I did that the cops wouldn’t be able to identify those particular “bad boys” and mark them off their list of usual suspects. And I do so admire law enforcement. If I had passed the psych eval, I’d probably be a cop.

Besides, Sammy probably tips the scale at three hundred plus pounds. That’s way too much work. And it wouldn’t be the same if I only dragged the other two in there. I’d feel like Sammy was missing out. Like I was disrespecting him.

Meh. Maybe next time.

I stepped past them and crossed the floor to the room.

The door was closed. Well of course. And as God is my witness, the hasp was secured with one of those little black-faced combination locks. Like the cheap ones students use to secure lockers in high school. 

Seriously? Could any of those guys have remembered the combination? And on top of that, the doorframe was rotted.

From the base of the nearby corrugated back wall of the warehouse, I picked up a short length of discarded 3/8” rebar. I made short work of the hasp. then tossed the rebar over my right shoulder. As it clangedy-clang-clanged on the concrete floor, I swung the door open. 

The room used to serve as a bathroom. Along the left wall was a trough urinal. Someone, maybe the geniuses bleeding-out on the warehouse floor, had built a rickety counter above it, supported by a few two-by-four uprights. On the counter were a few pans. some beakers, and three hotplates. 

I shook my head. Those guys were idiots. If my client had given them a little more time, they probably would have blown the place up themselves. 

But then I wouldn’t get to hear the big boom and see the dust cloud.

Along the wall opposite the door were three toilets. The dividing walls were still hovering between them, but the doors were long-since gone. And on the right was another long wall. That one had three sinks on it, one dangling from the plumbing. On the other side of that wall was the warehouse again.

I pressed the blasting cap into the C4 and extended the little wire antenna, then set the charge inside the bowl of the center toilet and walked out whistling.

*

[image: ]


The abandoned warehouse compound was surrounded by a ten-foot chain link fence with razorwire lining the top of it. I’d motored in on my old Indian Super Chief through the triangular gap between the busted front gate and the fence. That was around 4 p.m., so a couple of hours before sunset. I parked my bike behind the third of four warehouses. According to the message I’d received from TJ Blackwell via my VaporStream device a few days ago, the second warehouse was the target. And he—well, or his client—wanted it erased as close to sunset as possible.

Owing to my playtime with the boys, I’d almost botched that too.

But as I stepped out through the back door of the warehouse, only the bottom half of the sun was below the horizon. Sunset happens the moment the sun actually disappears, right? I think that’s how they time it. So I was still good.

I ran to the other side of the third warehouse, got on my bike, and drove out of the compound. Then I turned left and drove to a dirt road a few hundred feet up the two-lane highway. There I turned left again and motored up onto a low hill. As the crow flies, it was a little over a quarter-mile from the warehouse. 

I’m a bit of a perfectionist, and the man did say as close as possible to sunset, so I took a moment to watch the orb sink. Now that’s true beauty. No clouds though, so it wasn’t spectacular. 

When only maybe a tenth of the sun was still above the horizon in the slightest arc, I revved the bike a little and turned it to face the warehouse. I took the pistol out of my pocket and slipped it into the back waistband of my jeans again. Then I took the transmitter out of my pocket, put my thumb on the big red button, and watched my long, thin, east-facing shadow. 

When the shadow blinked out, I pressed the red button.

*
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Of course, there was a split-second delay. Just long enough to make me wonder whether I’d omitted a step somewhere.

Then the world exploded, but I only got to see a little of it.

The north wall of the warehouse laid almost flat and flew or skidded toward the north fence, bits of the counter and pans and beakers taking a ride or spinning and sparkling above it. At the same time, the north half of the roof slapped back, folding over the south half, and the whole thing detached and spun away to the southeast like a giant sandwich. The east wall was obliterated, and part of the south wall tore away with it. 

Chunks of wood and other debris flung away in every direction as the spooky, off-white dust billowed into the air. The rest of the south wall remained standing, albeit at an awkward angle. The west wall bulged like it was pregnant, then swayed and toppled over to the west. sending up its own minor dust cloud. 

That was the last thing I saw plainly before the smaller dust cloud from the impact of the west wall joined the big dust cloud. Together they masked everything. Occasional shattered shards of glass or porcelain glimmered in the dust cloud as if it was adorned with sequins. It was beautiful.

As the light westerly breeze pushed the combined cloud beyond the former footprint of the warehouse, the warehouse walls were gone, save a little of the southwest wall. Maybe three fourths of the concrete floor was still in place too, but a large chunk of the northeast corner had apparently become part of the dust cloud. 

The bodies were no longer in a pile. Two of them lay near the south edge of the concrete floor, and the third, one of the bookends, lay a few feet beyond it. 

I could only smile and sigh. All in all, the explosion was magnificent.

I revved the bike again, rode down the hill, then out the dirt road to the highway. At the highway, I turned south.

The town the warehouses had formerly served lay four miles to the southeast as the crow flies.

As I passed the turnoff to the town a couple of miles later, two patrol cars and a paramedic unit turned north onto the highway. 

Life is good.
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Chapter 3: The Gateway to the Future
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Earlier I wrote that I wasn’t able to shake what I’m best at. The fact is, I never tried to shake it until I was away from my comrades. My buddies. I wasn’t even aware it was something I should try to lose. Or at least squelch. And it wasn’t only what I’m best at. It’s what I am.

Not long after I got out of the Corps, I realized civilians were shying away from me. 

Whenever I said something I thought was humorous or witty, the ones I knew would look at me oddly, their head canted and their mouth hanging open. And even on the street among nobody I knew, passersby might make eye contact and start to say “Good morning” in response to my greeting. But then they’d cut off their response, sometimes in mid-word, duck their head and keep walking. 

The more sensitive ones wouldn’t even make eye contact. And it wasn’t like I was walking along the sidewalk in the tattered remains of my cammies, ranting aloud or muttering to myself. I mean, I showered regularly and held down a job. Several jobs in fact, one after the other. As it turned out, that was another clue. None of my jobs lasted more than a few weeks. A month at the most. Then the boss would call me in and make some excuse to ‘let me go,’ but never for a well-defined reason. I even took night classes at the local community college.

Enrolling in those classes is what finally turned me around. 

My Psychology 101 professor was an obviously amenable Mexican American guy who was also a veteran. He was closer to my age than the ages of anyone else in the class, and we usually took our smoke breaks together. Even after he had proclaimed to the whole class at the beginning of the semester that addiction to anything was ridiculous and he would never allow any habit to control his actions. 

Yeah, he was my kind of guy.

A little over a month into the class, he approached me as I was lighting a smoke behind my cupped hand. I didn’t know it at the time, but that would be our final smoke break together. He smiled. “Hey, John, how’s it going?” 

I took a drag, then nodded as I blew out the smoke. “Good. You?”

He lit a smoke himself and took a drag. Then he looked around to be sure we were alone and gestured with his cigarette. “Listen, would you mind if I made a personal observation?”

I shook my head. “Of course not.”

With his right hand, the cigarette pinched between his index and middle fingers, he pointed across his body toward his classroom. “I don’t think this is the right place for you.”

“What? College?”

“More than that really.”

He and I had gotten along ever since I’d joined the class. I had always felt welcome in his class. I saw it as kind of a respite from the rest of the civilian world, a place where I could chat with a guy who knows what’s what.

So for a little over a month, we got together three times a week for two hours. During our smoke breaks, we usually chatted about the weather or whatever. When I talked, he listened attentively, and I did the same for him. 

He often told about the funny antics his wife had been up to. She was Mexican too, but she was born well south of the border, and she still wasn’t quite acclimated to the language or the crazy way people do things in the ‘States. So when he said, “More than that, really,” I felt my brow furrow. “What?”

He grinned. “You heard me.” He’s got one of those friendly grins. It puts dimples in his cheeks and makes his ears rise the slightest bit.

“Yeah, I did. But why? I thought we got—”

He wagged the cigarette. “Oh, you and I get along fine. No problem there. But we have some shared experiences.” He jerked a thumb over his shoulder toward the classroom. “Nobody else in there does, not with guys like us.”

I smiled, my eyes searching his. “Ah. Got’cha.” I nodded, took another drag, and looked at the ground as I expelled the smoke. 

I’d noticed the few students who were older than I am were what I’d come to think of as Normals. They were like the civilians on the street who shied away from me. And just from listening to the other students talk, I’d bet my last dollar they all knew exactly where their safe space was. Just in case they suffered the trauma of experiencing a near miss from an angry gnat. 

As I looked up at him again, I took another drag. I let the smoke curl up away from the corner of my mouth as I said, “But you’re like me, and you seem to do all right. I mean, you aren’t even an adjunct, right? You’re a full professor. You’ve got a PhD, right?”

He shook his head and chuckled. “Nah, I’m only an instructor. That’s as big as it gets at the community college level. All the professors are up at the university.” He chuckled. “Trust me, I could have multiple PhDs, all in Psychology, and they still wouldn’t let me into that club.” 
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