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Chapter 1: About Harold Damn Siling
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Like a live grasshopper freshly impaled on a fishing hook—that’s how I felt when Harold Damn Siling murdered the love of my life—his own sister!—in cold blood. Like that grasshopper, all I could do was try to hang on and await whatever Fate had in store. 

It was as if someone had skewered me through the middle, then put a hand on the side of my head, and shoved me into a spin. And I was helpless to do anything about it. 

Oh, I guess you can holler and cry and beg for one god or another to pull the skewer out and make you whole again, but trust me, nobody will come. 

When you’re on your knees at the lowest point of your life, nobody will even see you, much less pretend to know you. You are what a Brit without an alibi during a criminal inquiry would call “on your own.”

*
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This is not new knowledge. Deep down, I’ve always known I was on my own on this filthy little blue rock. 

But for a few years I allowed myself to forget that most basic of all human lessons. I allowed myself to believe that I could love a beautiful woman, that she could love me, and that everything would work out. 

I believed I could trust other humans. I’m not a greedy man, but for a time I thought I could have a small, thin slice of what everyone else seems to have. 

Then one of them—good old Harold Damn Siling—jerked the rug out from under me all over again. And boy was my face red, eh?

But not with embarrassment. It was flush with fury. It was red with simultaneous rage and helplessness like I’d never experienced. And every muscle in my body, every fiber of my being, wanted to act on that rage.

In the moment, I wanted to slice Harold Siling into little pieces. I wanted to beat him to the ground, stomp on him, shoot him, and carve him up like a piece of wood, all the way to heart meat. But slowly so he’d feel every minuscule second of it. 

But my reptile mind—my survival instinct—was still working, if only barely. 

As the officers led Harold out of the house, that reptile mind disabled my legs and left me sitting on the ground like a human puddle, sobbing, my shoulders heaving. 

The older officer who knelt next to me took my reaction as grief, but it was a great deal more than that. The grief was mixed with unbridled anger, the blind rage I mentioned before. 

And in the moments of calm after the other officers drove off with Harold in handcuffs in the back of their cruiser, that same reptile mind spoke to me: If I wanted to survive, I would have to wait for a time when I could exact my revenge without eating my gun afterward. I needed to get away from the focus of my rage. I’m grateful I had just enough sense left to know that was good advice. 

So after I watched helplessly as the police officers drove the murderous scum who destroyed my world toward town, the older officer helped me to my pickup and drove me home. He instructed me to get some sleep, and then he left.

And about three hours later, with my personal belongings loaded into my ’94 F-150 extended-cab pickup, I drove the hell away. 

Or drove away from hell. 

In the end, the trip was only a little over 1200 miles, but it took me five days to get here. 

I finally settled in Bakersfield, California.

*
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I kept tabs on Harold from a distance. And I kept waiting. And waiting.

I expected my boss—TJ Blackwell of Blackwell Ops, a worldwide network of assassins—would send someone to dispatch the worthless sleazeball. 

What I really hoped was that he’d give me the nod. 

At the same time, I knew he wouldn’t. He couldn’t send me because I was in too much of a state. I was too personally involved. If he sent me, chances were I’d be caught, and that could bring down the whole organization. In my calmer moments, I understood his reasoning. So I would understand his decision to send someone else. 

And I looked very forward to reading or hearing something about Harold’s mutilated body being found, whole or in pieces, after he had succumbed to what was apparently a horrible accident. Like a run-in with a combine harvester. Or a thresher. Or Jack the damn Ripper.

Something. 

Anything.

But TJ didn’t send anyone.

So as Fate would have it, none of my hopes came to fruition.  

Quite the opposite. About a month after I left Sayre, I read in a newspaper that Howard walked away on a technicality. He was free.

And so the three principals in the event went their separate ways: 

Maryann Siling, the innocent in the whole thing, was put into a box and lowered into the Sayre cemetery. 

Even before that happened, I left my home and moved away, unable to deal with all that remained there.

And the perpetrator, Harold Damn Siling, went about his daily life, seemingly unaffected. Living, and doing whatever the hell he liked.

*
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Of course, I wasn’t surprised in the slightest. That’s how the world is now. You can murder your own sister just because you don’t like her fiancé and then walk away a free man if the cop so much as belches while he’s reading your Miranda rights.

Like I said, I wasn’t surprised.

But it grated on me. Hard. 

As Maryann grew colder by the day in her grave, Harold continued living in the home he had inherited and previously shared with her. He took all his meals in town rather than learn even how to make toast and scrambled eggs or a bowl of cereal. And he took fishing trips and did whatever else he wanted. 

I only waited, numb, though I did continue to work, and eventually I came back to a reasonable resemblance of myself. And judging from all the jobs that came in, apparently my boss believed I was back to normal enough—well, my version of normal enough—not to botch a job as a result of being overwhelmed with grief or rage or any other emotions. 

But the fact was, I only had one emotion left, and I kept it locked deep inside. 

Waiting.

*
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As is so often the case, I was right in the middle of something else when my VaporStream device went off yet again. That day I was grocery shopping. I always go in the early morning to avoid crowds. If I remember right, it went off at around 7:15. 

The thing sounds off with a really annoying tone, and the tone repeats every 15 seconds until I answer it. So I quick-legged my shopping cart to the end of an aisle, parked it, and grinned as I hurried past a slightly scowling cashier. “Forgot my money in the truck.” It was the only explanation I could think of. “Be right back.”

Outside, I took a good four strides toward my old Land Cruiser before I used my left index finger to wedge the device up out of my jeans pocket. Then I reached over and pressed the On button so it wouldn’t emit that horrible tone again.
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Chapter 2: A Not-Routine Assignment
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But the message itself could wait another few seconds. Probably it was just another routine assignment. Basically, the message would read, Hey, here’s a guy who made it onto the list. Go get him. 

So I would read the message, commit the details to memory, and press Accept. Then I would drive home, look up the target online, do my research, and go pop him. 

Which is fine. It’s what I hired-on to do. And I do it really well. I am proficient.

A few more steps and I opened the driver’s side door, slipped in behind the wheel, and held up the device so I could see the little screen without the message being hidden behind the glare of sunlight:


Eyes only

Sayre OK

TWP Harold Siling






What! I can’t believe it! Finally!

And at last I understood. 

TJ had allowed the worthless slug slide to give me time to regain myself. To feel halfway normal again. To give me time to remember who I am and what I do. And probably to see whether I would even survive that particularly agonizing fall and my climb back into reality.

Either that or maybe I’m dreaming. 

Or maybe I was hit by a semi-tractor as I was coming across the parking lot. Maybe I’m in Heaven now.

I closed my eyes, opened them. 

But I hadn’t imagined it. 

The device was still in my hand, the screen still carried the same message, and most importantly, the name after TWP—that means Terminate With Prejudice—still read Harold Siling. 

I skipped down to the next line to read the date range, the inclusive from and to dates during which I’m required to make the hit.

But there was no date range. The fourth line read only 





No rush Enjoy



I laughed out loud.

“Enjoy? TJ, are you kidding me?” 

Nothing to memorize on this one. The target’s name and location are seared forever into my memory. 

I pressed Accept, got out of the truck, slipped the device back into my pocket, and headed back toward the grocery store. 

But a few steps from the truck, I stopped. 

The thing is, I hadn’t actually bought anything yet. 

I could just leave the grocery cart sitting. 

I could go home, pack a bag, get back in the truck, and leave for Sayre right now if I want to. I could be on the road within a half-hour.

But the fridge and pantry at my place are all but barren. And I already filled the cart with what I need. And I’ll still need all of that when I get back. No reason to do the shopping twice.

So I resumed walking and went back into the store. I smiled as I walked in. Broadly. I hadn’t felt this good for close to a year.

I grabbed my cart and wheeled it up to the cashier who had been so concerned about me leaving. “I’m ready to check out now, Miss.” Then I laughed.

She glanced at my eyes, then quickly averted her gaze. 

Yeah, well. They’re probably filled with pure evil. And good for them.

Harold Siling had murdered the love of my life and then walked out of the courtroom a free man.

He damned sure won’t walk away from our next meeting.

He won’t limp away either.

He won’t even be able to drag himself away.

*
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I mentioned before, usually when I get an assignment, after I’ve accepted it I get online with my laptop and do my due diligence. 

I look up the target so I can study photos of him, and I check out his house, usually with Google Earth Street View. I also locate and memorize routes to and from his house from my hotel, and so on. Then I read articles about him from the society page of the local newspaper. Or in the “Crime Beat” section, or both, depending. I learn everything I can about his appearance, habits, job, and schedule.

That research typically takes a few to several hours, and it’s necessary. It makes my job go as smoothly and quickly as possible. It also more or less ensures that when it’s over I’ll walk away unharmed. And without having left any evidence that I was there. Well, other than a former human being rapidly assuming room temperature.

But for good old Harold Damn Siling, I didn’t need to do any research. I already knew everything I needed to know about him. 

He’s a fat, short, balding, stinking, worthless tub of slime who’s roughly ten years my senior. He’s never held a job or contributed to society in any way. His sole purpose in life has always been to spend his father’s money, gorge on whatever food is offered to him, and repay that kindness only with whatever he deposits in the toilet the next day. Oh, and breathe air that was meant for better people. Air he never deserved to breathe.

So when I got back to the house, I rushed through putting away the groceries. 

Afterward I went into the bedroom to pack my medium-sized duffel bag with enough clothing for around ten days, plus my laptop. Then I showered and dressed in my usual boots, jeans, and a t-shirt. I slipped into my shoulder rig, filled the holster with my Pietro-Beretta 92FS 9mm pistol, and put on my lightweight denim shirt for a jacket. 

I carried my other weapons out to the truck and stowed them, then went back inside to get my bag. On the way out, I locked the house, then went back out to my truck. I slipped in behind the wheel less than one hour after I’d arrived home from shopping. As I backed out of the driveway, the clock in the dash read 8:30.

Oh, and it isn’t the same truck. 

Maryann used to ride in that ’94 F-150, so as soon as I got to Bakersfield and settled in, I sold it. It went to a nice-looking young guy who looked like he wasn’t afraid to work for a living. I practically gave it to him after I’d turned down several much better offers from people who, with their “I’m entitled” attitude, reminded me too much of Harold. 

I didn’t buy new, though. I like a little head room. I bought a 1990 Toyota Land Cruiser and had a mechanic bring it up to like-new condition. It has plenty of room and I can even sleep comfortably in it if I need to. It’s two-tone brown and tan and it looks like it’s been through the wars. But it runs like a beast. Eventually I’ll probably tear out the passenger-side bucket seat and mount a strong box over there. I don’t plan to carry any passengers. Not after Maryann.

The trip from Bakersfield to Sayre is simple—due east on I-40—but as I think I mentioned before, it’s long at a little over 1200 miles. It will take me a little less than eighteen hours. But like TJ said in his message, there’s no rush. 

It took me five days to get here. Maryann’s ghost rode with me, and I was steeped in grief. But it’ll only take me two days to get back. Guaranteed. Not that I’m all that patient. The drive will take two days only because I don’t want to do something stupid that might cost me getting there at all.

Harold is mine. That’s all that matters.
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Chapter 3: Silencio Bravo
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Before my world was shattered into jagged fragments That Day in Sayre, I had planned to call TJ. I was going to try to convince him to let me walk away from the business. I even told Maryann that very morning, and she was overjoyed to hear it. Then, of course, she had left and walked up the road to her fate. 

I had planned to explain to TJ that I’d always been a good operative, and that I realized letting me go was going against his general policy. But that I wanted more than anything to devote the rest of my life to being a good husband to Maryann and a good father to our children.

Then Harold Damn Siling, that worthless excuse of a human, that brave fighter of blind kittens, entered the equation and did what he did.

*
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After the nice older officer drove me home in my pickup, I still called TJ, albeit for a different reason. 

Of course, he wasn’t available, but I was in no mood to hear that. So I gruffly barked at the nice lady who answered the phone to pass a message along to him: basically, that I’m willing to fly now to whatever location to do my job. Then I slammed the receiver down.

A few hours later, just before I climbed into my pickup to head west, my VaporStream device went off. 

But it wasn’t an assignment. It was TJ expressing his condolences and giving me two months off.

As it turned out, I was settled into my new life in Bakersfield in less than half that time. So I risked calling him again. This time my message to the lady who answered the phone was shorter and a great deal more polite: “This is Buck Jackson, ma’am. Please tell TJ I’m ready and I need to work.” Then I hung up.

I’ve been working regularly ever since.

While I’m on the road, I’ll tell you about some of those jobs. It’ll help me pass the time.

*
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Three days after my second call to TJ and less than a month after That Day in Sayre, my VaporStream device finally went off. 

I was sitting in my recliner watching some trite Brit TV crime drama. You know, where somebody’s inexplicably murdered for no apparent reason and all the suspects have iron-clad alibis. Yet in a little under an hour the British detective inspector or detective sergeant or detective constable appears to have an out-of-body experience. Then all the pieces fall into place and he almost miraculously solves the crime. 

It’s all dreck, but watching such stuff is a good pastime. It keeps my head busy so I’m not inundated with memories, good or bad, of Maryann. 

So I paused the show, put the footrest down, and got up.

Then I just stood there for a moment, wondering where I’d left the VaporStream device. It wasn’t in my jeans pocket. It wasn’t on the table next to my chair either, and it wasn’t on the kitchen counter.

The first day after I called TJ I kept the device in my jeans pocket or on the table next to my chair all day. If I went into the kitchen, it was either in my pocket or, if I was gonna be in there awhile, on the counter. When I couldn’t stay awake any longer and went into my bedroom to fall into my single bed, I put it on the nightstand.

But no assignments came in during that first day or night.

Still, I toted the device around with me the second day too, though a little less attentively.

But when it didn’t go off on the second day either, I assumed maybe TJ was going to enforce the full two-month vacation. So I got a little slack.

And when it hadn’t gone off on the second night or all day on the third day, I got a lot slack. I’d just have to rebuild the habit of carrying the thing when the two months were over.

But as I said, in the early evening of the third day, it finally sounded.

And by the time I figured out where I’d left it, it emitted that piercing tone again.

From the bedroom.

I raced across the living room and down a very short hallway, snatched it from the nightstand and pressed the On button as I planted my backside on the bed. 

I’d never been happier to see those light green lines of text spilling across the dark, tiny screen:


Eyes only

TWP Silencio Bravo

La Hermana Rosa Aquatic Park 

Selman CA

[date range]



I frowned. 

Silencio Bravo? Seriously? Can that be a real name?

Given the information in the second line, I skipped down to the date range. 

As I suspected, it was actually a tight time range. Three hours on a particular date.

So Mr. Bravo would be at that place—La Hermana Rosa Aquatic Park—during those hours.

I’ve never been to an aquatic park. Is it an open-air aquarium like Sea World or something? Or is it a playground for kids? What is it? In California, it might even be a nursery where Wokes breed meatless fish based on algae and fresh snowmelt or something. That almost made me smile.

“Nothing like throwing me into the deep end, TJ.” 

But I’d figure it out. That’s what research is for, right? 

I committed the information to memory, then pressed Accept and watched as the message vanished.

The date for the hit was three days away, and Selman’s close by. A little over an hour each way. 

But researching Mr. Bravo and all that would be better than watching brain-dead TV. 

And researching this one really was essential. From just the assignment itself, I’d have to use my Ruger 10/22 and take the guy down from a distance. Maybe as he came down a water slide or something. So I’d have to locate a good place for a nest or a hide. That in addition to getting the lay of the place, memorizing Mr. Bravo’s face, timing his appearance on the slide or wherever, and all that.

I went back into the living room, switched off the set, and went to the only other piece of furniture in my minimal living room, an old oak typing table I’d found at an estate sale. 

I opened my laptop, sat down in the matching chair, and keyed-in La Hermana Rosa Aquatic Park, Selman CA.

The place was a family oriented sort of theme park. It was open only on weekends: all day Saturday, and in the afternoon on Sunday. The date of the hit was a Sunday. The time was from 1 to 4 p.m.

I was glad the date wasn’t that Saturday. I don’t like the idea of doing a hit in full view of children and other innocent bystanders. Doing it on Sunday would be bad enough, but at least maybe not as many people would be around.

There were also a lot of pictures, all with smiling or laughing people enjoying the park. 

In addition to a wave pool and smaller, separate wading and swimming pools for children and adults, there were three different water slides for children only, another that was for adults and children, and another, above the deep end of the main pool, that was for adults only. 

Not that X-rated activities were allowed—I assume—but maybe so more accomplished adults could show off there. Like flipping or spinning or tumbling through the curving, twisting chute as they descended. 

Whatever. To each his own I guess. I’d rather jab myself in the eye with a stick.

Still, I had to wonder why TJ wanted me to hit the guy in such a public place.

Plus the park was fairly new. There were no mature trees or even privacy hedges around. So no place to create a nest from which to shoot.

Hmm. Well, we’ll see.

I opened a new window and keyed-in Silencio Bravo Selman CA. 
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Chapter 4: The Hit on Silencio Bravo
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When I keyed in Silencio Bravo Selman CA, several photos and links to articles popped up. 

He was tall, trim and handsome, and in every photo the guy was dressed in a white linen suit, complete with a matching sea-grass fedora. Every inch the gentleman. He reminded me of a younger version of Ricardo Montalban in his role as Mr. Roarke of Fantasy Island fame.  

According to the articles, he was a land developer from Stellis, California. 

What? I frowned. So he doesn’t live in Selman?

I kept reading. 

Mr. Bravo is the man who brought La Hermana Rosa Water Park to Selman, but no, he doesn’t live there. He named it for his deceased younger sister, who had lived in Selman for a brief time. 

Ah. Well then, that changes things.

I opened a new window, brought up Google Maps, and searched for Stellis.

It was a burgeoning town 23 miles northwest of Selman.

So I keyed-in Silencio Bravo Stellis CA.

Again I got results.

Those included both his business and home addresses.

I also learned he’s divorced and lives alone. And no kids.

Well, no children. I’d referred to some young ones in the hotel in Phoenix as “kids” and Maryann had quickly corrected me.

She had squeezed my hand lightly. “They’re children, Buck, not goats.” 

I only nodded at the time, but I took her meaning. 

I sat back from the computer for a moment and shook my head. God, how I miss her.

Anyway, I typically do the job when and where TJ tells me to do the job. I’m sure he has his reasons for specifying a particular place and time. Or maybe not. What do I know?

But either way, in this case, what he wanted would not be possible. For one thing, nest locations were non-existent. Of course, I’m good at my job. I could figure out a way to get in, do the job, and get out without being caught. Probably. 

But why take the risk?

The thought of all those children and the other civilians present witnessing Bravo’s death didn’t sit well with me. Fresh blood in a crystal-blue swimming pool is not a pleasant sight.

I sat up again, and from that point on, I focused my attention on Stellis, Mr. Bravo’s schedule, and routes to and from his business and his home from where I would drive into and later out of the town.

And I decided I would hit him early, two days before the actual target date.

Then I rethought that too. What if he chose to drive up early and spend Friday night in a hotel in Selman? 

So I decided to hit him three days before the actual target date. 

So tonight.

*
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The drive to Stellis took me close to an hour and a half. 

I have a sense that most successful adults go to bed around 10 or 11 p.m., usually depending on when their late local news program ends and whether they decide to watch an episode of whatever late-night talk show is on. So 10 or 11 p.m. is a good time to knock on the door.

I left Bakersfield at 8:30. I took only my Beretta and my sound suppressor.

*
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As I’d seen online, Bravo’s house was modest by wealthy people’s standards. It was only two stories and made of white stucco, built in a kind of Mediterranean style, with a boxy first story. A smaller but still boxy second story sat well back from a black wrought-iron railing. The enclosed area was a kind of patio or something, complete with a lounge chair and a large, colorful umbrella that was either sun-resistant or new. 

A tall, thick hedge bordered his front lawn on three sides, and his front door was recessed about six feet between a garage wall on the left and a massive cedar tree on the right. The branches of the cedar tree, which fanned out wide across the edge of the lawn, had been trimmed along the side of the walkway and the concrete stoop. 

When I arrived, I backed into the driveway. My Beretta, the sound suppressor already attached, lay under my jacket in the passenger seat. I picked up the jacket and the Beretta. As I stepped out, I dragged the jacket onto the driver’s seat and stuck the business end of the pistol into my left jeans pocket. Then I slipped the jacket on, pinched the pistol between my left elbow and my side, put my left hand in the pocket of the jacket, and turned toward the house.

I took a breath, then walked past the hedge and up to the front door as if I owned the place.

Lights intermittently flickered against the sheer curtains covering the two front windows on the house.
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