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Chapter 1: And Comes the Rain 
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Rain wasn’t in the forecast, and I hadn’t dressed for it. But storms build quickly in the desert southwest. 

The sky was clear when I settled in on a low rise behind a thick stand of intertangled mesquite and creosote. It was about 2:30 in the afternoon. The clouds moved in about a half-hour after that. 

Maybe two minutes later a white Ford van came from the north, trailing a long dust cloud that drifted lazily to the east off the dirt road. 

The van stopped where the message from TJ Blackwell said it would stop: adjacent to a thick limestone-rock stock tank and the windmill that kept it filled. Those were about thirty yards west of the road. Even in my position around 150 yards away to the east I could hear the sucker pipe below the windmill creaking, creaking, creaking as it drew water up to the tank.

Several seconds later, a sleek black Lincoln Continental with shaded windows approached from the south at speed, dragging its own dust cloud. The driver slowed, then stopped maybe thirty feet south of the van, but that was fine. From my nest there was very little angle between the five shots I’d have to make. The sequence would depend on who got out of which vehicle first, but my primary target was the man seated in the back of the Lincoln. 

My right cheek on the stock of my Tavor 7 rifle, I sighted in on the passenger side back window of the Lincoln and eased my finger into the trigger well. 

As if on cue, thunder rumbled across the sky. Then the breeze picked up and became wind, and the clouds let go all at once.
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The rain slashed in from the west. Rain ran off the brim of my bucket hat onto the scope of my rifle and trailed down over the tube with the rest. I hoped the two-inch sun hood protruding over the far end of the scope would at least keep the rain off the lens. 

The driver’s side door of the van opened first.

I kept the rifle trained on the Lincoln, but I broke my cheek weld and glanced at the van. 

The driver stepped out in sneakers, jeans, and a black hoodie. He left the door standing half-open as he quickly opened an umbrella. Then he hurried past the front of the van to the passenger side. 

In my periphery the front passenger-side door of the Lincoln opened. 

I shifted my gaze there again and put my eye to the scope. 

The passenger, in a black suit complete with a fedora, turned in the front seat and swung his legs out. He put his black-leather shoe-clad feet on the road, then opened his own umbrella. Finally he straightened and shut the door behind him with a flick of his left wrist. 

The wind tugged hard at the umbrella, but he switched it to his right hand and leaned it over the roof of the Lincoln to fend off the rain.

Then the passenger-side door of the van opened and quickly slammed.

I broke my cheek weld and glanced in that direction again just as the driver of the van and another man came around the right-front corner of the van. The other man, also in jeans and sneakers but wearing a blue windbreaker and a hunter-orange ball cap, was carrying a bulging package tied in what looked like white butcher paper. They quickly moved to the driver’s side of the van, probably to block the rain. The one with the package leaned his back against the side of the van. The turned and waited, watching as events unfolded at the Lincoln. 

Yeah, me too.

With the guys at the van settled, I put my cheek on the rifle stock again just as the first man from the Lincoln opened the back door and held it open. 

Another man stepped out, also in a suit, a small duffel in his hand. 

That would be my primary target.

I left my cheek weld in place, but studied him with my naked left eye.

Crap. Tall and thin. Not my target. 

The two suits left the door open, turned, and started along the near side of the Lincoln toward the van. The one with the umbrella walked on the windward side.

I peered through the scope into the opening over the passenger-side door and under the rim of the roof. The lens filled with a fat, stubbled cheek bulging just below a greying temple.

That’s him. 

I squeezed the trigger.
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The rifle bucked—

Didn’t miss. No metallic sound came from the Lincoln.

I shifted my body slightly to the left, moving the end of the barrel and the scope slightly to the right. 

I fired again just as the two suits flinched at the sound of the first shot.

The man with the duffel dropped like a sack of meat. The one with the umbrella dropped it and slapped his left hand up to his neck. The forgotten umbrella whipped away toward me on the wind.

Wounded’s okay for now.

The Lincoln came to life in my periphery and sped backward down the road, the back passenger door flopping. 

Back to the van, I shifted only the rifle a little north and fired again.

Beside the van, the driver jerked and folded. His umbrella rolled lazily on its edge to the south, then caught the wind and wildly tumbled across the road. In a blur, the guy beyond the fallen driver moved.

I shifted a hair to the left and the blur entered the sight picture as he rounded the left-front corner of the van.

Why didn’t he just get in the van? 

I fired again.

He slapped face-first into the mud.

The van didn’t move.

I spent one more bullet on the driver’s side front tire of the van, then shifted my body slightly to the right, bringing the barrel back to the left, and looked past the rifle.

The first man from the Lincoln, still gripping his neck with his left hand, was staggering down the road toward the Lincoln.

I renewed the cheek weld, fill the scope with the left side of his head, and fired again.

He pitched to his right and lay still.

I lifted my head again and surveyed the scene. 

Far down the road, the Lincoln had managed to turn around and was receding south at speed.

Crap. There goes verification of my primary target. 

The Tavor would reach out and touch them, but even with the scope it would be one hell of a shot. And even if I hit the driver by some miracle, by the time I got down there to verify, I’d be on-scene way too long. 

I looked at the van again. It remained where it was. 

I checked the bodies. 

Not so much as a twitch. 

I straightened, left the rifle, unsnapped the hammer loop on my sidearm holster, and trotted down the gentle slope to the road. 

Water was already standing in muddy pools on the road. In front of the van, the bulging white package lay under the carrier’s right hand beneath the chrome bumper. It was thickly wrapped in plastic sheets over the white paper. 

With the toe of my right boot, I tapped the package from under the hand and the bumper, pulled my K-Bar from its sheath at my left hip, bent, and slashed the package. Twice along the length and once across the width.

All three wounds gaped to almost an inch wide. The rain would take care of the rest.

For my own safety, I moved through the pelting rain past the passenger side of the van, pulled my Kimber, and opened the back doors.

Nobody. 

I released a breath, shouldered the doors closed, turned east, and went back up the slope to my nest. 

There I retrieved my spent brass, snatched up my rifle, and walked down the slope to the east to my beat-up old ’92 4Runner. Only tire tracks would remain, but the rain would soon take care of those. 
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Chapter 2: All About Me
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I hadn’t been back in my apartment quite two weeks before my VaporStream device went off again. It was early morning, but fortunately I was awake. Only a minute or so earlier, I’d gotten out of bed, grabbed the device off the TV tray that serves as a nightstand next to the single bed in my apartment, and padded barefoot into the bathroom to take my morning shower.

I laid the device next to the sink and reached into the head of the tub to turn on the hot water. Then I eased the cold water on a little and tested it with my hand. I’m sure you can relate. 

The water was still a little too cool, so I turned the cold water tap down just a bit more, waited for the temperature of the water to raise a little, then switched on the shower, pulled back the curtain, and put one foot in the tub. 

For a second the hot water felt icy on my right foot. Then my skin got used to the heat and the sensation transitioned from icy to invitingly hot. So I lifted the heel of my left foot to put my whole self under the spray and— 

The VaporStream device screeched to life with that annoying sound.

Crap. I lowered my heel back to the bath mat, leaned back, and reached for the counter. I swept the device up and pressed the On button, then pulled my right foot out of the water and put it on the bath mat too. 

As I turned and brought the small screen up so I could read it, I grinned. “Okay, TJ. Almost got me, y’tricky bastard. What’s so important this morning?”


Eyes only

RTO CLE

TWP Charles M Close

1284 Barlow Heights, Cicily OH

C Ramona C Morgan

1000 12 – 2300 13 September



“Ah. So nothing, as it turns out.” It was an assignment, but at least on the surface it was only routine. The message didn’t mention drugs or slave trading or anything earth-shaking like that. “You could’ve let me get my shower first.”

Then again, he could’ve waited until I was soaped up and then sent the message, so all-in-all, I won.

“All right, but why eyes only?” 

When a message is marked eyes only that means TJ wants me specifically to handle it. I could still reject it, but that’s not a healthy option. 

“You got nobody else in freakin’ Ohio? Or Indiana? Or anywhere else closer? So you gotta interrupt my shower?” I shook my head. “Hey, whatever.” 

By then, as I pretend-chatted with TJ, I’d read the message twice and the address a third time to commit it to memory, so I pressed Accept.

Then I put the device back on the counter, stepped into the tub, and pulled the curtain closed.
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I take long showers, up to a half-hour or so. I learned to appreciate showers when I was in the Navy and found myself having to take a ‘shipboard shower’ several times. Of course, that was always when I was the sweatiest and grittiest I’d been in a while. 

For a shipboard shower, usually while the boat’s stopped in the middle of the freakin’ ocean to make fresh water, you turn on the water just long enough to get wet, then turn it off. Then you soap down as best you can, hitting all the major areas first. Then you switch the water back on just long enough to rinse the soap off your body, and you’re done.

There is no luxuriating, no extra attention on troublesome body parts, or any of that. Bim, bam, boom, you’re in, you’re out, and you’re toweling down with a rag that isn’t quite long enough or wide enough or thick enough to do a comfortable job of drying you. Then you get dressed and go do whatever you’re supposed to do next. 

It’s a living, I guess, but it wasn’t enough of a living for me to invest anymore time in it after my four years were up. Pipe me the hell ashore. 

Next thing I knew I was free. I was also kicking rocks down the road looking for a job. I did a lot of jobs during that first year, menial things, but nothing I was trained for. In the Navy I was a gunner’s mate on a really huge turreted gun. I enjoyed that, but there’s no call for it in the civilian world.

The only training I got after I left was delivered by a pimply-faced franchise store manager. It was basically a two-minute show-and-tell canned-speech. He started by holding up a rectangular fry basket. “Okay, this is a fry basket. You dip things in this. You know, like fries and tots and stuff like that.”

Well, duh. 

I’d also made the mistake of telling him I’d been in the Navy. Like most civilians, he assumed that meant I’d served on a carrier. So for the next lesson, he pointed: “That flat thing that looks like a flight deck? That’s called the grill.” Grin. Snicker. “But planes don’t land there. You flip things on that.”

Seriously? 

Then he handed me a spatula. “This is your primary implement of battle.” Snicker. Then he patted me on the shoulder just as if he had zero idea what I’m capable of. “Do your best to avoid the hot grease, okay? Your limited medical coverage doesn’t kick in until you’ve been here six months.” 

Yeah, like I was gonna be there six months. 

But those jobs were valuable in one way: I learned a couple of things about myself. One, I’m not cut out to deal with hot grease spatters, with or without medical attention. And two, dealing with people in general—and abiding stupid people in particular—doesn’t suit me. I have no use for normals moving in lockstep. If they’re happy with their life, I’m glad for them. I just don’t want to be around them.

When I happened across an ad for Blackwell Ops, all of that’s what led me to dial the toll-free number, travel to Golden, Colorado for an interview, and sign up for the last job I’ll ever have. And frankly, the money’s great.

So now I no longer have to deal with normals. You know, unless Uncle Bob chaps Aunt Marge’s ass in some way and Aunt Marge has enough money in the bank to contract with TJ Blackwell. Blackwell Ops is strictly a no-emotion, cash-and-carry business.

So even in my job I still deal with the occasional normal as a target. But not for long.
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Most of my targets are people I admire at least a little because they aren’t normals. They’re more like me. Wolves in sheep’s clothing or whatever. The thing is, at least they’ve had an impact on other people’s lives, though it’s almost always a negative impact. So in that way, I guess I’m making the world a better place—by eliminating people I admire for their chutzpah. Still, I don’t get to admire them for long either.  
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Anyway, that’s me. 

I was born and raised in Brooklyn, and I stand just over 5’11” and weigh around 215 pounds. I’m 28 years old, I’ve been with Blackwell Ops for almost six years, and I’m very good at what I do. Occasionally, especially after a job, I’ll smoke a cigar or a cigarette. Not because I’m trying to ruin my health but because I want one. You only live once. Do what pleases you.

I’m also not averse to whiskey. I prefer Jameson’s Irish or Jim Beam. Neither of those gives me a hangover. For beer, if I just want to relax over a ball game, I might sip a Negra Modello. 

I have black hair. I stay in shape, and I usually dress in a black leather jacket, black boots, and mostly jeans and black t-shirts, almost always with dark sunglasses. Mostly because normals take a wide berth when I dress that way.

And yes, my name’s Seldem Dunn. Don’t start. I’ve heard all the jokes at least twice, and none of them was any more witty the second time around. I mostly work for TJ, but I’m not above taking a pro-bono job if necessary to send one more annoying person off-planet, if you get my drift.
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Chapter 3: Me in Cleveland
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After I dried off I carried the VaporStream device back into the bedroom, slipped it into my left jeans pocket, then got dressed for the day and went into the living room to my laptop. Normally I cook and eat a bite of breakfast right after I get dressed, but normally I don’t have a job come in first thing in the morning. Also, normally the opening date isn’t tomorrow. 

And with the time range starting at 10 a.m. tomorrow, I pretty much have to fly out today. A thing like this, though—single target, residential address—I’d rather do it at night. But the closing date and time is the day after tomorrow at 11 p.m., so I have options.

I checked online for flights first and booked a seat on one that would go wheels-up at 12:15 p.m. So with the time difference it would set down in Cleveland at 6 p.m. Good enough.

I searched for Cicily Ohio and found its location relative to Cleveland, then brought up Cleveland area hotels and booked a ‘Regular Suite’ in the Grants Garden Extended Stay hotel for four days. The other two suite types were Executive and Luxury. 

I checked the time in the corner of the screen. It was almost 7 a.m., so I had plenty of time to pack. Then I keyed in Charles M Close, Cicily OH.

No articles. No mugshots. So I was probably right. It would be a routine hit on a
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