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​FIRST KILL

Tommy had never hunted a human before, but he knew he’d be good at it.  All he’d ever needed was a chance, and Uncle Merle was finally giving him that. Sure, the job was low-level, bottom rung of the ladder at Uncle Merle’s execution company, but Tommy didn’t care. It was a start. First step toward some kind of future that didn’t involve shoving stock around a big box store between midnight and eight a.m., three nights a week. Toward a career—yeah, a career, a profession—that would sling him right at the bullseye: money, excitement, coworkers who didn’t grime up his ears with a lot of stupid whining or grime up his lungs with the weed they smoked on the loading dock. 

And if Uncle Merle hired him on full-time, Tommy would be on the road. A lot. Away from Crystal.  

Major plus.

He powered his pickup along the driveway and cut the motor in front of the small ranch house they rented from Crystal’s mother.  Crystal’s mom had waived the first month’s rent and called that a wedding gift, but she’d still scraped a look up and down Tommy, announced “I don’t trust him not to trash the place,” and shoved her hand out for the security deposit. The rent was cheap, but the house was a piece of crap: a leaky roof, the porch rotting away at one end, a downspout fallen across the shriveled grass like some skinwaste overdosing in the yard.

It was late afternoon and sultry, the air motionless. The truck’s A/C was busted, but he’d be getting that fixed as soon as he bagged his first kill and got that first bonus. Sweat soaked through the back of his shirt. He glanced in the rearview mirror, rubbed a hand across his brush cut and admired its military efficiency. Goddamn, but he looked tough.  His cheekbones were hard and his jaw squared when he clenched it. 

He looked like a hitter. Like the next Mike Renz.

Pulling his shoulders back, he stepped through the front door. He’d played defense on his high school football team, varsity all but his freshman year, his solid six-foot-two build giving him an immediate advantage over the scrawnier guys. He’d plumped for quarterback—could’ve drilled the ball to the receivers if he’d just had a chance—but Coach hadn’t liked him and never gave him the nod. The principal’s kid got quarterback. Big surprise.

The living room was small and dark. Depressing as hell, especially for somebody like him, an outdoor kind of guy. Crystal had bought the couch and coffee table at a garage sale. Both pieces were a murky black-brown, cockroach-colored and about as attractive. A pillow angled strategically against the back of the couch couldn’t conceal an ever-lengthening gash in the upholstery. Water rings overlapped one another, all the way up and down the coffee table. 

Nothing like Mike Renz’s condo. Tommy had been there once. Not actually been there, but watched a holo Uncle Merle had recorded of a meeting in Renz’s living room. The place was all bright white walls, glass and chrome furniture, windows that rose floor to ceiling, the green leaves of sycamores shimmering and flashing outside. Hardwood floors gleaming like oil. No wife to gunk up the works. Who needed a wife if you could afford maid service?

Tommy paused, pulled out his comm, and logged into their bank account. He’d been checking it reflexively every few minutes. The credit statement always posted on the first of the month. If he could get it paid—well, get the minimum paid—so the statement automatically migrated over to the ‘transaction completed’ sector, Crystal might not even notice it.

He worked his jaw muscles. Crystal? Not notice a bill? Hell, the woman crawled all over those things, like a fly on dog shit. The fresher the bill, the faster she was on it.

Sure enough. Tommy squinted at the comm. The bill had posted eight minutes ago, while he was occupied driving the truck, and had already been viewed. Not paid. Viewed.  

His fingers cramped around the comm. A familiar sick sensation slid through his belly, his body preparing itself for the onslaught of complaints and eye-rolling.

But then he remembered the job Uncle Merle was going to give him. The bonus. Crystal had nothing to hang over him now.

The hallway was skinny and short as a closet. The kitchen was at its other end and he could hear them back there. A pan rang against the range top. Water pounded the sink. Darrell was pretending to shoot something, shrilling “bang!” and “ka-POW!” every other second.

One step into the kitchen and Darrell plunged at him. The boy waved a toy machine gun in one hand and brandished a cherry popsicle in the other. Sticky red juice trailed down his snub chin like a bloody beard. The toy gun clattered to the floor. Darrell grabbed at Tommy’s leg and clung there like a bramble.

Tommy ran a rough hand across the boy’s head. “Okay,” he said. “Okay. Jesus.” He gave Darrell a swat and kicked the fallen gun toward the boy. “Guess you liked your birthday present, yeah?”  He threw a glance toward Crystal. She stood at the sink, her back to the room.

“Watch this, Daddy!” Snatching up the toy, Darrell aimed for the refrigerator. “Pow!” He looked back at Tommy, face alight, waiting for praise.

Tommy put out a hand, pretended to stagger when Darrell smashed a palm against it and shouted, “High five!”

Tommy glanced over at his wife’s back again. She wore jeans and a faded blue t-shirt, the cotton thin enough to show every clip and fastener of the bra beneath it. “Solid hit, huh, Crystal? He’s a natural. That fridge isn’t going anywhere anytime soon.”

Crystal shoved back the handle on the faucet. The water diminished to a steady trickle that didn’t stop. She shook her hands, flinging water drops against the stained porcelain. Turning, she leaned back against the edge of the countertop and folded her arms. Her damp hands glimmered.

“You said last week you were going to fix this sink,” she said and sharpened her stare on Tommy as if he were a whetstone.

“I’m getting to it,” Tommy answered before he even thought to stop himself. He had the damn job from Uncle Merle practically jammed in his back pocket. He didn’t have to bow down to anybody. He re-squared his shoulders, jutted his chin. 

Darrell held the miniature gun sight up to one eye and aimed at his mother’s leg.  “Bang! Got you!” 

Squirreling up her mouth, Crystal pushed the gun barrel away. Her eyes never shifted from Tommy. “So? When you planning to get to it?”

“Daddy! Was it a good shot?”

Tommy gave the boy a good-natured swat. “Sure it was.  But remember what I told you? Dad. Not Daddy.”

Darrell took off, sprinting toward the miniscule backyard, banging the screen door aside, gun jabbing this way and that like the stinger of a crazed wasp.

“So?” Crystal’s gaze pinned him. “When?”

Hadn’t her face been soft once?  Since their marriage, right out of high school, her bones had turned into knife-edges and her cheeks had gone flat. Even her lips had narrowed and thinned though Tommy was damned if he understood how that could happen to a woman in just six years. 

“Well, Crystal,” he said, “I’m not sure just when I’ll get around to that.”

“Oh, that’s great—” she started, her mouth wrinkling like the butt end of a pumpkin.

“I’m going to be pretty busy.” Tommy shrugged, looked deliberately casual. Like Mike Renz, yeah, like Renz skimming over the specs for yet another hit to add to the long list of hits already in the bag.  

“Actually,” he announced, “Uncle Merle’s got a job for me.”

Crystal’s mouth fell open. Tommy hooked a chair out from beneath the kitchen table and lounged down onto it. Yeah, this was what it felt like to be Renz. Strong. Electric. Like wires had replaced his veins and arteries and they were alive and snapping for action. He could do anything, absolutely anything. Kill with a touch. No executable would stand a chance.

Crystal said, “You’re kidding.”

Tommy’s hands became fists jammed against the tabletop. “No. I’m not kidding. Do I look like I’m—”

Crystal glanced out the back door. “Darrell! Stay out of those bushes! I told you there’s poison ivy!” She looked at Tommy. “Since no one’s dug that poison ivy out of there yet.”

“Did you hear what I said?” Tommy asked.

“Yeah, I heard.” Crystal scuffed across the floor. The tiles were sticky with popsicle drippings. She stabbed her skinny body down on another chair and crossed her legs, the top leg flicking back and forth. Dark grime clung to the sole of her foot. No pretty pink-painted nails, not since high school.  “I heard you, but the thing is, I don’t know that I believe you.”

“It’s sure great to have a wife who supports me.”

“Damn right,” Crystal answered. “I support you and Darrell and this whole place.”

“What? I have a job.”

“You call that a job? While I’m doing 40-plus at Food Savers, plus the temping? I haven’t seen you even try to get any construction work lately.” 

The skin across Tommy’s knuckles strained, white streaks marbling the flesh. “Construction’s seasonal. You know that.”

“Yeah, well, ‘tis the season right now.”

“Harry’s laying off this year. Not hiring.”

Crystal leaned forward. Tommy smelled potato chips on her breath. She was always filling her body with garbage. “We aren’t going to make the next rent.”

Tommy had to fight the urge to squirm. Like he was a dumb kid and she was a teacher. It was ridiculous, especially when he was on the verge of finally making some real money.

He shifted his butt on the chair and heard himself say, “We’re good. We’ve got, what a couple weeks?”

“You don’t even know what day it’s due.  The fourth. Every month. The fourth. Except this month we can’t pay half of it.” She tugged her comm out of the back pocket of her jeans. “And looky what’s been going on the credit card.” Tommy could make out enough of the screen to see their bank’s logo at the top. Crystal frowned at the comm. “How many times can a man go to Guns Blazing in one month anyway?” she asked.

“I needed ammo.”

Crystal tapped her finger down the screen. “Six times?”

“I’ve gotta keep the skills sharp. Especially now.” Tommy interlaced his fingers, elaborately cracked his knuckles. Thought Renz would never do that and dropped his hands to the table again.

“Because your uncle’s about to let you tag along on a hit.”

“Do the hit.”

Crystal shoved the comm back in her pocket. “So what’s the job?”

“I don’t have the exact—”

“I knew you were full of shit.”

“I’ve got an appointment with him.”

“When?” she asked.

“Tomorrow.”

“What time?”

“Jesus!” Tommy exploded up from his seat. “Look. I happen to know Uncle Merle’s having big problems with some of his hitters. He can’t give every job to—to Mike Renz or Chistyakov or Eisen or—” Tommy’s mind, white with fury, went blank. “—those caliber guys. Uncle Merle’s looking for new blood, okay? He needs real marksmen. He needs me.”

He pressed toward his wife, looming over her, silently daring her to attack him. Instead, she let out a long breath. 

“I wish it would happen,” she said. Her voice was suddenly as slumped and listless as her posture. “I wish you could make something out of all those toys you buy, the guns, the bow hunting crap.” Crystal’s eyes were rimmed rabbit-pink. She had allergies from March clear through November. “That we had some money. I wish—” 

Shaking her head, she stood and stepped across to the sink. She turned on the hot water, picked up a dirty plate, then just stood there, motionless, her back to Tommy and steam ribboning toward her face. Stray tendrils of hair that had escaped her ponytail wisped soft and damp against her neck. 

Back after high school, when they first got married, she’d always worn her long hair caught up in some sort of clasp and Tommy had loved to finger the loose bits around her face. He hadn’t been able to stop himself from touching her hair, not back then, or from stroking her neck. She’d aged fifteen years in the last six, but her neck was still bird-slender, her hair the same rich walnut.

He reached for her now, his hand just floating above the nape of her neck. “I’ve got the job, baby.”

Crystal stiffened. She snapped on a pair of rubber gloves and started scrubbing the plate. “I’ll believe that when I see the money.”  She didn’t look back at him. “Go check on Darrell, will you?  Make sure he’s not in that poison ivy.”

Tommy jerked away. “You check on him. I’m busy.” He strode across the kitchen and had just reached the tiny hallway when his comm buzzed. He snatched at it, stopped dead when he saw the ID. For a second, he didn’t think he could answer it. His pulse drummed against his jawbone and hammered his wrists like somebody had just turned up the volume on his heart. 

The comm kept buzzing.  Crystal swung around from the sink. “Could you answer that thing already?” Then she saw his face and shut up. Stood there watching him, her hands dripping onto the floor. “It’s him?”

Tommy stared back at her, nodded. “I—yeah. Give me a second here.” He hunched into the living room, stood at the picture window while gathering his courage. The front yard was a simmering blur of browns and greens under a smear of blue sky.

He thumbed the comm. “Tom here. Oh, hey, Uncle Merle. How you doing?”  

Crystal appeared in the hallway. Her stare burned. He shouldered away from her, flicked the comm to audio only-private. No need to let her in on the conversation, not if there was any chance Uncle Merle was about to tell him he wasn’t good enough to join Renz and the company’s other killers.

Not that Uncle Merle was going to say that.

And he didn’t.

∞

Five minutes later, Tommy was pushing the comm down in his pocket and treating his wife to a look of complete, Renz-like nonchalance. It was hard to keep himself in a relaxed pose, not a care in the world, when he really wanted to fling himself around like Darrell on a sugar rush. He wanted to bound up on the ugly coffee table, stamp on it, trampoline on the ugly couch. Tear that stuffing out with his boot heels. He could buy a better couch when he got his bonus.

“What?” he asked Crystal. Turned his palms up like he didn’t understand what she wanted to know. “That was just Uncle Merle. Giving me the job. Like I told you.” Now a grin cracked his face. He couldn’t stop it.  “I got to be in New Mexico Friday. The executable’s supposed to be walking out of Toluca prison at oh-seven-thirty Saturday morning. And I’ll be right there, waiting with a bullet. It’s only gonna take one.”

Crystal looked dumbfounded. Tommy’s grin was an assault rifle. Thought he was a screw up? Well, let her stew in her apologies. He’d forgive her . . . eventually. 

“I need to get ready,” he said. “Get a few supplies.” He strutted to the front door. It felt good just to be in motion. It would feel even better to be at the store. He had to ditch these old t-shirts. Buy some of those white shirts like Renz wore, rugged outdoor kind of stuff.  Really made a tan stand out. Made the shoulders look big and square. “Bonus’ll be in the bank by next week.”

Crystal just kept watching him. 

“What?” he snapped.

“Just . . . please.” Those dark eyes on him, not angry but something worse.  Jaded. Skeptical. “Please, Tommy. Don’t screw this one up.”

∞

Toluca Penitentiary—a collection of ugly, burnt-gray buildings encompassed by layers of vicious-looking fencing—squatted in the scrubby New Mexico desert seven miles from the nearest town. The town of the same name was also ugly and squat, hunkered in on itself, each flat roof and dilapidated car radiating hostility: Go away.

Tommy paced a narrow strip of parking lot outside his motel room. His gear was in the car, ready to head out for the job. “Time,” he said.

“Oh-four-thirty,” responded his comm, the sound muffled by his shirt pocket. The voice was female and friendly, the accent Aussie. The kind of woman he should have married.

He stopped in front of 122, the room adjacent to his own. Heavy curtains covered the front window.  He couldn’t tell if there was a light on inside.

“Time,” he repeated.

“Oh-four-thirty two.”

He looked east. The sky was still dark.  Sunrise wasn’t till 5:52. He’d checked that in the days leading up to the trip. Checked it several times. 

He turned back to 122’s door. Under artificial lights, its red paint had an orange tint like old blood. Shadows of moths ricocheted across the surface like random bullets.

They had to get going. They’d agreed on 0430. If Sergei Chistyakov wasn’t ready—was still asleep, maybe? Jesus. Then it was up to Tommy to keep this job on track.

He wished for about the thousandth time that he’d pulled Renz as his partner. Sergei was one of the big guys in Regency Execution Inc.’s stable, but he had a reputation as a wild card. Got the job done every time, but with a certain amount of drama. Unpredictability.  Or as Crystal put it: cruelty. Which was typical of her, ignorant about hitters and what they did, but never failing to shoot off her mouth like she knew everything. 

How many times did Tommy have to explain it to her? “These executables are scum of the earth,” he’d told her, repeating what he’d heard Uncle Merle proclaim a hundred times at wedding receptions and family reunions. “Murderers, rapists. If their victims’ families want some final justice served up with a little ‘cruelty,’ so what? It’s all legal and it’s their right. And they’re willing to pay for it. So why don’t you just shut your mouth?” 

Still, word was Renz was every bit as effective as Sergei, but methodical. Worked in a way that would make it easy for a new guy like Tommy to learn the regs, learn the ropes. Renz did the jobs without any extra flourish or extra blood. Just got ‘em done and got out.

Got the bonus. 

Okay, Sergei was now officially five minutes late. Time to step up. Tommy balled up a fist and knocked. Made it loud and strong. 

The door popped open. 

Sergei bounded out of the darkness, a zippered canvas bag swinging from one hand, a rifle case from the other. “Good morning! It is a good morning? Very exciting for you, yes.”

Tommy stepped back, startled. “Uh—”

Sergei popped the trunk, tossed the bag and rifle case inside, slammed the lid. He stretched an arm out to each side, threw back his head, and took a deep breath that pushed out his square chest. The Russian was barely five-and-a-half feet tall, but muscular. Thick brown hair coated his bare arms and burst from under his collar to shadow the lower third of his neck. He radiated rude vigor and strength. 

“You are feeling ready?” Sergei asked.

Keep it cool, keep it old-hand-at-killing. “Oh, yeah.” Tommy flicked a hand toward the car. “I’ve got all my stuff in there too. Just waiting for us hitters to do our thing.”  

“Us hitters?” Sergei pressed close. A sauerkraut odor hung from his mouth. 

Tommy’s mouth flinched into a shit-eating grin before he could stop himself. “Yeah, I mean...it’s just my first job, I know that, but I’m on Unc—I’m on Regency’s payroll now. Official.”  His shoulders rose, dropped. “Right?”

Sergei clapped him on the back so hard that Tommy’s teeth clicked together. “Not right. No. You? A hitter? No.”

Tommy stared, face suddenly hot. Sergei practically bounded past him, hoisted the driver’s-side door open, and popped behind the wheel.

Stand up for yourself! Don’t let him talk to you like that. 

Tommy swung himself between the seat and the door before Sergei could pull it shut. “I’m on the hit. So what do you think that makes me?”

The Russian fixed a stare on him that snagged Tommy like a fishhook through skin. “So. You are on your first job. I am on my—” Sergei briefly raised his fingers from the steering wheel, but his eyes didn’t move. “One hundred fifty-eighth, yes. But of course, you are right.  We are hitters, yes? Both of us. Equal.” 

Tommy shifted his weight. Sweat dribbled from his armpits, turning the fabric of his white, Renz-style shirt clammy and dark. “Look, I’m not trying to say I’ve got your kind of experience, or anyth—hey!”

Sergei bounced up from his seat and stood aside, gesturing Tommy to take his place. “Please. Yes. You sit there.” Sergei fluttered his fingers toward the empty seat.  “You.”

Tommy peered at the Russian. “I don’t really care who drives and who—”

“Sit.”

Tommy sank onto the seat. 

Sergei leaned in. Tommy unobtrusively sipped the pungent sauerkraut air through his mouth.  “You are now the number one hitter on this job,” Sergei told him. “You understand that?”

“Uh, my unc—I mean, according to what Regency told me, we’re both assigned this hit.”

“I want to show you my feelings of—what?—sorry. I gave you an insult.”

“It’s okay, man, I don’t—”

“I make it right. You do this job. You do the hit.”

A slow panic crawled up from the pit of Tommy’s belly. “What about you?”

“I will be what you call just back-up. Boring, yes? I sit back. I watch.”

“Watch me do the whole thing? Set up and kill the guy?”

“You are so good, maybe I learn some tricks from you.”  

“But I thought—Uncle Mer—I mean, the boss said you’d be, like, mentoring me.”

Sergei flicked the notion away like a speck of dirt. “He says that every time there is a first hit. His little joke, yes? Because really? This is more a—what do you call it? A sink or swim kind of a thing.”

Tommy swallowed past what seemed to be a sudden, massive tumor in his throat.  “Oh. Okay.” What the hell else could he say?

Sergei trotted around to the other side of the car and flung himself into the passenger seat.  “Good,” he said. “Now, you drive.”

∞

The desert surrounding Toluca Penitentiary was a perfect killing field. Flat. Barren apart from an occasional scraggly shrub or low cactus. Ancient telephone poles stabbed up at haphazard angles from the cracked dirt. Dawn vomited orange and pink over the horizon.

Tommy slid out of his seat. His comm buzzed at him. He snatched at it. Uncle Merle. 

Instead, Crystal’s head bulged up, lemon-sour, from the device. It was going on oh-eight-thirty back on the east coast and, judging from her pouchy eyes and the tuft of hair sprouting, Alfalfa-style, from the clip at the back of her head, she obviously hadn’t gotten any beauty sleep. The woman was an insomniac anyway, rustling and slithering all over her half of the bed, making sure that if she couldn’t sleep, neither could Tommy. 

Tommy rabbited around to the trunk and hunched over the comm like he was trying to keep a match lit in a strong wind. “What?” he said. “I’m kind of busy here.”

“My mom just called.”

Tommy peered over his shoulder. Shit. Sergei’s door flung open. The Russian sprang out and stretched, rising onto his toes. 

Tommy pushed his mouth right up to the holo like he was trying to kiss his wife. “I’m in the middle of a hit.”

Crystal ignored that. “I couldn’t pay the rent.”

“So it’s one day overdue. She’s not gonna—”

He paused, staring at Sergei who dropped to the desert floor to reel out an easy dozen pushups, then hopped back up and settled against the trunk. Tommy shifted in a half-circle, trying to keep his back to Sergei and the holo concealed. 

“She’s got to give us a couple days. A—a—” What the hell did they call it?  “Grace period. Yeah. So will you stop worrying about it and give me some air here? Let me do my job. Uncle Merle’ll probably have the bonus in our account today.” 

Sergei leaned in, leering at Crystal. “Not today, no. Before the bonus, you must wait for the, ah, the verification. Yes? Paperwork. Always the paperwork.” He raised his shoulders and hands in grinning exasperation.

Tommy shuffled a half-dozen feet away. “Just tell your mom to hang tight, will you? I’m busy here, okay?”

“She’s in the driveway with a truck and that guy she’s dating.”

“What the hell are you even talking about?”

“They’re moving my stuff and Darrell’s over to her basement.”

Images flashed into Tommy’s head: his almost-new KL-65 rifle, his collection of hand guns, snares, camo, nunchucks, hunting bows. “What about my stuff?”

“Landfill.”

Tommy twisted to look at the sunrise. The metal of the penitentiary fence glowed with an amber light. “Aww, shit, you mean right now?’

“Don’t you want to ask where me and Darrell are going?”

That KL-65 wasn’t even paid off yet.  It was the deluxe model too.

An odor of sauerkraut wilted the morning breeze. Sergei’s hand sliced the air between Tommy and the holo of Crystal. “Lover boy has work to do,” the Russian sang, took the comm, and closed the connection.

“You take calls while you do a hit?” Sergei said. He clicked his tongue. “You make me start to think maybe you and me, maybe we are not so much equals.” 

Tommy held himself rigid and stared at the tips of his boots. His tongue twisted and pushed against the roof of his mouth, forming silent words. He wanted to explain about his wife, how she hadn’t always been a bitch, how Tommy wouldn’t have picked up the call if he’d realized it was her. But Sergei didn’t seem like the kind of guy who’d want to listen to anybody’s problems. Probably wasn’t even married. No wedding ring, anyway. 

“Here.” Sergei held the comm out on his extended palm like he was offering a reward to a pet dog. Tommy took it, jammed it in a cargo pocket. 

Sergei lounged against the car and didn’t speak, just watched Tommy gather gear from the trunk. Tommy flicked glances at the man. Was he serious about the whole not-helping bit? He was going to let Tommy sink or swim on his own?  The fucker was grinning up at the sky, not saying a word.

Thanks for nothing, shit-head. Well, Uncle Merle thought Tommy was ready. And Tommy knew he was ready. So to hell with Sergei. To hell with Crystal too, all her Please don’t screw this one up b.s.  He had nothing to worry about. Fish in a barrel, Uncle Merle called it. He said he always made sure he gave a hitter an easy job the first time around.  Ease them into the process. 

Tommy slung his gear onto his back and checked his comm.  Okay. According to regs he had to position himself at least 300 yards off prison grounds. So 300 yards past the fence?  Where was the release door? He zoomed the holo and squinted, turning the three-dimensional image so he could inspect all sides. The main entrance was obvious, as were the loading dock doors at the back where the barrels of industrial cleaners produced by the prison’s factory line were shipped out and the raw ingredients sent in.

Tommy double and triple-checked the schematics. He hadn’t been mistaken. There was no notation indicating exactly where the executable would be coming from.  

“Great,” he muttered.  

They wouldn’t send the guy right out the front entrance, would they? Usually the poor saps got shoved out a back door somewhere and herded, if necessary, off prison grounds, right toward the hitter, waiting with finger steady on the trigger. So that meant the loading dock area at the back of the complex.

“And what is so great?” Sergei’s voice boomed, practically in his ear. Tommy jerked, made a quick grab to catch his comm.  

Jesus. The Russian was away from the car and planted just a couple feet from him. 

Sergei scrutinized Tommy and grinned. “There is a problem maybe?” 

Tommy snorted. “I can handle it.”  He punched some measurements into the GPS and started walking. Grit and rock crunched under the soles of his boots.

“Why you go that direction?” Sergei called after him.

Tommy paced out a few more feet. Stopped. Doubt quivered gently in his gut, like morning dew on grass. He didn’t want to so much as glance back at Sergei, but couldn’t seem to stop himself. 

“They’ll let him out at the back,” Tommy finally said. “I’m staking out my position.”  

Sergei wagged his head, his forehead puckered with elaborate concern. “You saw this on the specs?”

“Uh, not exactly.”

“Because I did not see that.”

Tommy swung full around. His rifle clattered against his shoulder blades. “What, you mean you actually looked at it? I thought this whole hit was my deal.”

Sergei grappled a hand at his own chest, like he’d taken a blow to his heart.  “Of course I look. I am a professional.  I earn my fifty-fifty of the bonus.”

“Fifty-fifty?” Tommy stalked back toward Sergei. “Are you kidding me? You just said you’re gonna sit back, put the whole job on me. What the fuck are you doing to earn any bonus?”

“Tommy, Tommy.”

“Thomas.”

“Oh, Tommy.”  Sergei strode to him, smacked a palm onto his shoulder.  “I am here to keep you from the mistakes. Big responsibility, yes? If that executable, he gets away? You think you get even one more chance from your uncle? From anybody? No.”

The Russian’s palm burned through Tommy’s shirt. Fingers dug painfully into muscle. “The specs, they do not say where they release this man from, right?”

The fingers tightened, like they yearned to separate tendon and ligament from bone.  Tommy winced. “Right. So I figured—” 

“No, no, no.” Sergei released his grip. Tommy fought the urge to massage his shoulder. “When the specs do not say, you assume the executable comes from the front, okay? The main door.” His smile showed teeth the same dirty yellow-brown color as the ground.

“Unc—Merle didn’t tell me that.”

Sergei’s grin broadened. “Because he knew I would tell you.”

Tommy stared. Heat crept like a rash past the collar of his shirt and up his throat. “But you said I was on my own. The hit was all mine.”

“A hitter—a real one, I mean—asks any questions, asks any person. He makes sure he knows, yes? Knows what he has to know.”

“That’s not fair! You said—”

“To have the facts, yes, the facts that you need, that is the thing. Mike Renz, he would have not been afraid to ask me.”

“I wasn’t afraid,” Tommy muttered, dribbling the words in the direction of his chest. Then, determined to prove it, he swung his head up, caught Sergei’s eyes, and said, “So what makes you so sure you know the right door?”

“The specs—”

Tommy brayed above Sergei’s voice. “The specs don’t prove anything either way.”

“Also, I have killed seven executables right in this place. So that is some experience to listen to, yes?”

Tommy was silent.

Sergei smacked him on the back. “It is okay. But I think now the cut goes sixty-forty. Sixty for me.”

Tommy’s mouth worked, but before he could figure out how to protest, Sergei gave him an elaborate, silent-movie wink and said, “I kid you, I kid you. A joke!” Sergei pulled out his own comm and stabbed a finger at the screen. “You are tracking how the time goes, yes?”

Heart suddenly pumping, Tommy tore his comm from its pocket and spoke a quick time-check. After seven? Shit! How had it gotten so late? The sun was up, the dawn colors eaten away by the sky’s brilliant, unbroken blue. He could practically feel the seconds falling through the air, colliding and ricocheting away. 

“You see, you must never take a call from a woman,” Sergei said. “Not while you work. Not if you want to work even one more time. Women.” His eyebrows shrugged. “Pesty. Like flies. Mosquitoes.”

Tommy was in motion. He’d never finished figuring the correct distance from the prison grounds. This hit had to be by the book, not a regulation even slightly nicked. Stretching the rules was for the big boys who’d proved their value to the company. Someday that would be him—if you don’t screw up came the thought which he immediately hurled away—but not here, not today.

With his GPS, he tracked to the mandated distance, shrugged off his rifle and pack, and kneeled down to check his ammo.

It was then he noticed Sergei receding toward the fence.
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