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Chapter 0: By Way of Introduction
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Hello. I’m Wesley, and I’m a psychopath. A professional psychopath, I suppose, since I make a very good living owing specifically to my emotional detachment. 

I am also fastidious with the truth, probably because I don't care enough to lie. 

I won’t even “respond in kind” to any of the inane comments that pass for being friendly these days unless I actually mean that I hope you ‘have a nice day’ or that you ‘stay warm’ or whatever else. You don’t care either way about me, I don’t care either way about you, and I’m good with that.

I know only two things: what I am and that I was a product of my environment growing up. So I’m a product of nurture, not nature. I could probably explain my so-called aberrant behavior, but I won’t go into all of that. Life simply is what it is, and the formative years of mine are nobody else’s business, even—or maybe especially—when they fake interest. I keep moving forward, and I never look back.

I’m suppose I’m also a narcissist, given that narcissism is one of the markers of psychopathy, but I can’t claim to know that about myself. It simply doesn’t matter enough to warrant investigation.

Of course, I can experience quasi-emotions that are tied directly to physicality. I don’t have a clue what “love” is, but I do experience desire. I’ve been aware of hatred, meaning I’ve seen it and heard it, but I choose not to participate in that particular waste of time. I also experience all the symptoms of physical pleasure and pain. I occasionally experience the desire to revel in the the former or dole out the latter. 

But most of the time I simply don’t care. I move through the world, it spins through space, and the universe moseys past, its hands in its pockets, as it wonders what the fuss is all about. 

To me, life is very much a matter-of-fact proposition. To paraphrase Quentin Crisp’s take, you fall a mile out of your mother’s womb onto gritty, craggy, fire-and-ice-strewn rocks; you drag what’s left of your split, swelling, broken body over a seemingly never-ending field of jagged glass; and eventually you collapse into a musty grave with roots protruding from its sides. 

At the end, if you’re fortunate—or, footnote, if you’re in the great state of Texas—some kindly, Billy Bob Thornton or Robert Duvall or Tommy Lee Jones-looking gentleman in alligator-skin boots might kick dirt in on top of you while holding his oil-stained ball cap or his pristine Stetson over his heart and muttering, “He was a stoopid sumbitch, bless his heart.”

And if you’re very fortunate, you might get to enjoy a good story along the way.

What follows is one of those.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1: Spokane to Seattle
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My first job with Blackwell Ops, which I thought might be a test of some kind, came through on my VaporStream device on the fourth morning after I’d interviewed with Mr. Blackwell in Golden, Colorado, was hired, and flew home to Spokane.

Being new, I was paranoid about missing an assignment, so I carried the device with me at all times, even through my morning run. 

It was a great medium-length run, a little over five miles. In my Nikes and my black running shorts and black t-shirt, I’d just crossed my lawn and put one foot on the porch steps when the device went off. 

That’s when I learned it’s ridiculously loud.

I live in a sparsely settled new housing development on the edge of Spokane. There are a few brand new lawns in front of occupied houses, but there are few sapling trees, and many empty houses sit on undeveloped dirt lots. 

When the device went off, my nearest neighbor, Tommy Rancuso, was outside. Tommy lives almost two hundred feet away on the other side of two empty lots. Dressed only in slides and a blue house robe, he retrieved his trash bin at the end of his driveway. He had just turned the bin around to wheel it toward his garage when the thing emitted that horrible screech. Tommy nearly came out of his skin.

He jerked, ducked, and released the trash bin like the handle was suddenly hot, which caused the bin to roll a few feet back toward the street. He slapped both pockets of his house robe before he gathered himself, straightened, and ran one hand up over the few wispy hairs on his balding head. 

He looked at me with arched eyebrows. As he raised his hands out to his sides his robe fell open, revealing a hairy chest, a bulbous belly, and no underwear. In a sharp Brooklyn accent, he said, “Hey! Was ‘at ‘chu?” 

By then I was at my front door. I hadn’t yet remembered that all I had to do to silence the screech was press the On button. As the sound continued, I grinned at him and pointed at my front door. I yelled, “My phone. I’ll turn it down a little.”

He muttered, “Yeah. A little, eh? Good f—in’ idea. Or maybe turn it down a lot.”

I’ve never given much significance to any grown man who’s still called by a boy’s name, but I watched Tommy in my periphery as I opened the door. 

He shook his head and muttered something else—probably another curse word—as he turned away to retrieve his trash bin again. I’m pretty sure Tommy’s a wipper. That is, I think he’s in the Witness Protection Program. 

After I stepped inside and closed and locked the door, I pulled the device from my pocket, looked straight down at it, located the On button and pressed it. 

The device mercifully fell silent and a message filled the screen in light green text on a dark grey background. The whole thing resembles a small cell phone, but it has only three buttons: On, Accept, and Reject. 

During my interview, TJ had told me it was never a good idea to press the Reject button. He even hinted strongly that pressing Reject “too many times” would convey to him that I’d switched sides. The implication was that pressing Reject might make me a target for another operative. He never defined how many times were “too many.”

Which is fine. I don’t have the capacity to fear the guy, but I like what I do—well, at the time I liked the idea of what he’d hired me to do—so I was determined to never press the Reject button.

I sat on one arm of the couch and read the message:


RTO Seattle

TWP Reggie Slake, night shift, Yellow Cab

Suggest garotte

C Caroline Simon

Three day time span

Don’t forget hotel



I remembered TJ’s code. He’d explained it to me during the interview. 

RTO means he’s already reserved an open-ended round-trip ticket in my name, in this case from Spokane to Seattle and back. The ticket’s open-ended to provide the operative—me—with some flexibility.

TWP means Terminate With Prejudice. He doesn’t really need all of that, but I didn’t bother telling him that. The guy’s ancient, so I assume he knows what he’s doing. Still, if he used only T, to indicate either Terminate or Target, it would be just as useful.

The third line of the message is self-explanatory, and it’s only a suggestion. Though I hardly think I would need a firearm, especially if I did the deed while we were in the guy’s cab, which seems to be implied in TJ’s suggestion.

The C is for Contact, the person whom I would call once I arrived. Based on the name, I assume it’s a woman. Though in today’s world, I can’t be sure. For all I know she might “identify” as a glob of syrup or a housefly. Doesn’t matter to me what her personal pronouns are as long as she’s a professional. Anyway, her job would be to provide me with whatever weapon I wanted, directions on the weapon’s use if necessary, and maybe local color, again, if necessary.

I memorized the cabbie’s name and the contact’s name, then pressed Accept and got up to go pack a bag. I shouldn’t need to do any research, other than maybe looking up the target to see a photo of him so I could verify the guy’s ID before I took him out. From what I gathered during my interview, mistakes during assignments are about as welcome at Blackwell Ops as toenail fungus floating in a bowl of Cheerios. Anyway, I could search for pictures of the guy online after I got to the hotel room.

Oh, and the penultimate line of the message: TJ wanted it done within three days. Who knows why. During the interview, he’d impressed on me that my job was not to question the whys or wherefores. My job was simply to do as I was instructed as quickly and cleanly as possible, then wrap it up with a clean egress. Not because he was concerned about me—well, other than as a Blackwell Ops asset—but because another assignment would appear out of the vapor in a week or two or three.

The reminder about the hotel in the final line of the message annoyed me, but I suppose TJ thought it was necessary.

Eager to please, I went to the small desk in my living room that serves as my office, opened the lid on my laptop, and brought up the Spokane International Airport website. I’d flown a lot over the years—I enjoy the sense of being detached from the earth—so I was able to quickly locate several flights to Seattle. The flight was basically a hop of only an hour and twenty minutes. You board here and step out there, and you almost don’t have time to sit down in between.

Well, except for those annoying flight attendants and their rules. Like whether I’m standing or sitting or doing cartwheels in the aisle is gonna make a difference if we crash. 

But I try to get along. No reason to draw attention to myself. Anonymity is a good thing. Especially now that I’m an operative.

I found the flight I wanted—it would lift off at 2 and set down at 3:30—and booked a seat. Then as long as I was online, I got cocky and booked an early morning flight back to Spokane for the next day.

I was about to close the lid on the laptop when I remembered I’m also responsible for booking my own hotel suite. 

I’m not a snob, but I do enjoy luxury when I can get it, so I did a quick searched for luxury hotels in Seattle, then brought up the one that looked best to me and booked a suite. At first I typed dates for only an overnight stay, but at the last minute I changed it to include a second night. Silly, really, but as long as I’m there I might as well relax and enjoy it. And anyway, the suite was on my dime.
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Other than showering and then packing my duffel bag, I mostly relaxed for the rest of the morning. I enjoyed a light breakfast and a light, slightly early lunch, then drove my vintage black 1958 Porsche 718 Spyder to the airport and caught my flight. After TJ hired me, I thought about having a black widow spider hovering over a wispy white web painted on the hood, but I didn’t. 
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Once the plane landed in Seattle, I stepped outside to hail a cab. There were a line of taxis, and a guy in khaki trousers and a white button-down shirt gestured to me, smiled broadly, and opened the back door of his cab. With conservatively cut salt-and-pepper hair and a thick, bushy beard he appeared to be of Arabic descent, but I didn’t ask. 

After I was seated, I did look over the back of the front seat to view his dash-mounted ID card on the off chance that he might also be my target. It would be convenient to arrange to have him meet me later to take me on his final drive. But his name was something other than Reggie Slake.

Good enough. I enjoyed the ride to the hotel.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2: Seattle, and Caroline Simon
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As I sat near the head of the bed and pulled the hefty Seattle phone book out of the nightstand, the bedside clock read 3:59. 

A half-minute or so later I’d found the number and called my contact. She answered on the first ring, and she sounded as if she was in her late 20s or early 30s. “Hello?”

“Hi there. I’m Wesley, and I have a real-time solution.”

A smile came into her voice. “It’s good to meet you!” She had a slight accent, but I couldn’t place it.

And good to meet me? She should reserve judgment. People in general tend to like me until they get to know me. Then not so much. But I only said, “Thanks. And the pass phrase?”

“Oh, I’m sorry. It has been awhile.”

“Nope, that isn’t it.” 

I’m new, remember? And maybe I’m a little antsy. As I took the phone from my ear to hang it in the cradle, she said. “No, wait!”

I brought it back to my ear. “Yes?”

“I didn’t mean that was the pass phrase. I was only making a comment.”

I didn’t say anything, but mentally I was counting down. Three... two... one....

The smile still in her voice, she said, “Rill-world problem, right?”

“You don’t know?” It was my version of a joke, but I didn’t laugh.

Her smile disappeared. “Yes sir, of course I know. It’s rill-world problem.” She sighed audibly, as if I’d sucked all the fun out of the conversation. “And what can I get for you?”

“Do you have a garotte lying around?”

“What? You’re joking, right?”

“I never joke about serious matters.”

“Actually, I do. Not joke, though.” She hesitated. “I mean I have one. A garotte. Is that all you want? No sidearm? No long gun? Well, no, a long gun wouldn’t make sense, would it? Not if your primary choice is a garotte. But you don’t want a sidearm too? Just in case?”

“Thanks, but no. In my line of work, any sort of unnecessary firearm is just one more thing to get caught with if—”

“Ah, right. Okay. I, uh, have your location on my caller ID. What time would you like it? The garotte?”

“Anytime, really, but preferably today. I’d like to do the job and—” 

“It’s a little after 4 now. Have you had supper yet? We could talk.”

“Well, no, I haven’t.” Is she coming on to me? “But I have things to do, so—”

“Okay, no supper then. I will eat here instead. So would around 7 be too late? If I bring it earlier, I will have to rush over and back so I can—”

“Seven would be fine.”

“Good. And if you wear gloves—Do you have latex gloves? Or some kind of gloves?”

I frowned. “No. Why would I have—”

“Okay, I will bring a pair of latex gloves too. If you wear gloves, you can leave the garotte at the scene. Either way, I won’t need it back. See you at 7 then.” She hung up.

I looked at the phone for a moment, then got up. I unzipped my bag, carried my laptop into the living room, and looked around. Earlier, I’d barely glimpsed the interior on my way to phoning my contact.

The place was nicely furnished with all the normal amenities: a couch and an overstuffed chair with a foot rest, all upholstered in a warm brown microfiber; the requisite coffee table, end tables, and a small separate table with a desk chair along one wall, all in mahogany—well, the chair was some black nylon weave or something—and the usual wall-mounted large-screen TV opposite the sofa. Not bad, but I’d expected something more for the price I was paying. There wasn’t even a kitchenette. Maybe the “more” was in the ensuite. Maybe a sauna or something.

I sat in the desk chair, put the laptop on the table, opened it, and keyed in photos of Reggie Slake, Yellow Cab, Seattle.

Only three photos popped up, and one was his high school senior picture. Of the other two, one was a snapshot of him at a barbecue grill, apparently taken during a backyard party. The other was his official Yellow Cab company photo. He looked to be in his late 40s or early 50s.

He was a beefy, football-player looking guy with short blond
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