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Bobby Premo watched as the family took one last lingering look at the lion exhibit, their shadows stretching long in the late afternoon light. The little girl perched on her father’s shoulders giggled as her mother adjusted the stroller holding her sleeping baby brother. It was a familiar scene, one Bobby had witnessed countless times over the last twenty years. Families, couples, and tourists came to the Knoxville Zoo to see creatures from distant lands, their awe and excitement a comforting constant in his routine.

He glanced at his watch. Feeding time was approaching. The cats knew it too, their internal clocks as sharp as any Rolex. Though the lions were nowhere to be seen, Bobby knew they were lounging somewhere in the enclosure’s shaded nooks, waiting for the sound of the feeding gate to summon them.

Bobby made his way toward the enclosure door, the same one he’d passed through for years. His boots crunched softly on the gravel path, the familiar rhythm steadying his nerves like it always did. He’d been here long enough to respect the raw power of the creatures he worked with. Lions, tigers, and other apex predators—each one capable of ending a human life in seconds.

The feeding gate slid open with a low, metallic groan. The lions stirred, emerging from their slumber and padding gracefully toward their secured feeding area. Bobby paused to watch them—awed, as always, by the fluidity of their movements, the sheer primal force packed into their muscles. The male, a towering beast with a golden mane, turned his head briefly to meet Bobby’s gaze. The moment passed, and the lion sauntered into the feeding cage, oblivious to the human beyond the barrier.

Satisfied that the lions were secure, Bobby stepped into the enclosure. His eyes quickly scanned the perimeter, a practiced habit, before he set to work. The smell of urine stung his nose, and his eyes watered slightly. He wrinkled his face but didn’t break stride. The big male always marked the same spot—part of his relentless territorial posturing.

For Bobby, the routine was second nature. Every tool, every step, every motion had been repeated countless times. His hands moved efficiently as he cleared debris and checked the enclosure’s integrity. He’d always prided himself on his diligence. Over two decades, nothing had ever gone wrong.

Until today.

The metallic clang of a gate echoed through the enclosure. Bobby froze, his breath catching in his chest. That sound wasn’t right. Slowly, he turned toward the noise, his gut twisting.

The lion was loose.

It stood crouched, its massive frame low to the ground, amber eyes locked on Bobby with chilling precision. Time slowed. Bobby’s thoughts raced. The feeding cage hadn’t been secured. He hadn’t checked.

No time to run. No chance to fight. There was only the moat.

Bobby bolted for the edge, his boots slipping slightly on the dirt. The lion moved like lightning, a blur of muscle and teeth. The impact came before Bobby’s feet left the ground—a crushing bite to his leg. Pain shot through him as he stumbled forward, careening over the edge of the moat.

The fall was short, but the landing was catastrophic. Bobby’s neck snapped with a sickening crunch, and he lay still at the bottom of the dry moat, his body twisted unnaturally.

Above, the lion stood at the edge, its eyes still fixed on its prey. Slowly, it backed away.

Minutes later, the feeding cage creaked shut again, then reopened, as if nothing had happened.

The screams came soon after.
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Anthony Silva leaned back in the chair of his hotel room at the Knoxville Marriott, a faint smirk on his lips as he replayed the scene in his mind. The zookeeper’s death had been, in his eyes, both efficient and theatrical. A perfect execution of his craft.

He sipped from the glass of whiskey on the table beside him, savoring the slow burn as it traced down his throat. Across the room, the shower ran, steam curling out from the bathroom door he’d left ajar.

The setup had been simple enough. A carefully placed rock, just the right size and shape, had jammed the gate mechanism, preventing it from locking properly. Timing was everything—he’d waited for the precise moment when the target would enter the enclosure, confident in his routine, oblivious to the silent killer in the feeding cage.

The lion had done the rest.

Silva’s thoughts flicked back to the zookeeper’s face, the wide-eyed shock as he turned to see the predator crouched and ready to strike. That moment—the realization of impending death—was what Silva considered the signature of his work. A silent masterpiece.

Unlike others in his line of business, Silva avoided crude and messy methods. Gunfire, stabbings, blunt force trauma—those were the tools of the amateurs he disdained. He referred to them as the dirty ones, hitmen who left behind chaos and questions. Silva’s work, by contrast, was clean. Subtle. A cause of death that rarely invited suspicion.

His methods required patience and precision. Months of planning had gone into this job. He’d studied Bobby Premo’s routines, learned the rhythms of the zoo, and even forged a convincing ID to blend in with the staff. A stolen key had granted him access to restricted areas, ensuring the hit went off without a hitch.

Silva drained the last of his whiskey and set the glass down with a satisfied sigh. Tonight, he’d allow himself a small indulgence—exploring Knoxville’s downtown before leaving in the morning. By this time tomorrow, he’d be just another anonymous traveler passing through a different city, leaving nothing behind but questions for the authorities and grief for the widow who’d hired him.

The wife. She’d been as cold and calculating as any client Silva had ever worked with, though she wore the mask of a grieving spouse well. She wanted the death to look like an accident, and Silva had delivered. She wouldn’t hear from him again, and he wouldn’t lose a wink of sleep over the transaction.

The water shut off, and Silva rose from the chair, peeling off his shirt as he crossed to the bathroom. Steam fogged the mirror, blurring his reflection as he stepped into the shower. The scalding water washed away the faint traces of the day—sweat, dirt, the faint smell of the zoo.

He allowed himself a rare moment of reflection. Few people appreciated the artistry of what he did. To most, he was a monster. To others, a necessary evil. To himself, he was simply a professional.

As he dressed, Silva glanced at his phone. No new messages. No loose ends. His exit would be as seamless as the job itself.

Knoxville would wake tomorrow to news of a tragic accident at the zoo, headlines filled with speculation and grief. 
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The knock at the door came just after 5:00 a.m. Anthony Silva opened it without hesitation, his face calm, his posture relaxed. The woman he’d hired prior to the hit stood there, her expression a mixture of annoyance and resignation as she adjusted the oversized hoodie he’d insisted she wear.

“You didn’t want anyone to see me leaving,” she muttered, pulling the hood tighter around her face.

Silva smiled faintly and handed her a thick envelope. “You’re discreet. That’s why I hired you.”

She glanced at the cash inside, her annoyance evaporating instantly. “Fair enough.” Without another word, she turned and disappeared into the predawn shadows, her heels clicking faintly against the tiled hallway before fading into silence.

Silva closed the door, letting the calm wash over him. The room was still, the air heavy with the faint scent of her perfume mixed with the sharper tang of cleaning products. He stepped into the bathroom and turned on the shower, the hiss of hot water filling the space.

The scalding stream hit his skin, washing away the remnants of the night. Silva took his time, letting the heat loosen his muscles and clear his mind. He thought briefly of the woman he’d sent away—professional, transactional, and utterly unremarkable. She’d been just another tool, like the rock he’d placed at the lion enclosure or the stolen key in his pocket.

Dressed in a crisp, dark suit, Silva made his way to the hotel’s dining area for breakfast. He chose a table in the corner, away from the scattered early risers and business travelers. The clink of cutlery and low hum of conversation formed a comforting backdrop as he sipped his coffee and scanned the headlines on his phone.

The story had broken.

“Tragedy at Knoxville Zoo: Longtime Zookeeper Found Dead in Lion Enclosure”

The headline was accompanied by a crisp photo of the enclosure, police tape already strung across the perimeter. Silva allowed himself a small smile, careful to keep his expression neutral. The coverage was exactly what he’d expected—early speculation of a tragic accident, a respected employee lost in a freak occurrence.

The local news anchors debated the possibilities. Had the zookeeper failed to secure the gate properly? Was it human error or mechanical failure? Silva knew the questions would swirl for weeks, maybe months, but they’d never lead back to him.

He finished his meal slowly, savoring the last few moments of quiet before the day’s tasks resumed. The locker key in his pocket felt heavier now, its presence a reminder of the final step before he could put Knoxville behind him.

Back in his room, Silva packed with precision, each item carefully folded and placed in his carry-on. The trash can near the desk still held the discarded zoo ID and stolen keycard, buried under crumpled tourist pamphlets and local advertisements. He double-checked to ensure the evidence was hidden, then zipped his bag shut.

As he slipped the locker key into his jacket pocket after examining it once more, he paused for a moment, thinking about its worn surface. It was small, unremarkable—just another means to an end, and a flawless hit.

He took one last look around the room before stepping out into the hallway. The door clicked shut behind him, the latch securing with finality.

Silva moved through the hotel lobby with quiet confidence, his polished shoes making barely a sound against the marble floor. Outside, the morning air was crisp, the city just beginning to stir. His Uber driver pulled up, and Silva gave him the driver the address of the bus terminal, his mind already shifting to the next phase.

By the time the sun rose fully over Knoxville, Anthony Silva would be gone, leaving nothing behind but a story of tragedy splashed across the news and the faintest trace of his work—a masterpiece in its own right.
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Knoxville traffic crept like molasses along I-40, the rhythmic pulse of brake lights stretching out in a red ribbon ahead of Anthony Silva. The car inched forward, caught in the bottleneck of morning commuters, the usual blend of SUVs, sedans, and semis jockeying for position.

From his seat in the back, Silva gazed out the window, taking in the sprawling suburban landscape. Overpasses loomed above, casting fleeting shadows over the vehicles below. To his right, a tangle of greenery lined the highway, interspersed with the occasional office park or gas station. A digital billboard flashed advertisements for car dealerships, lawyers, and the Knoxville Zoo—ironically inviting visitors to “Roar with the Lions!”

Traffic slowed even further as they approached a minor accident on the shoulder. A police cruiser sat parked with its lights flashing, its presence slowing curious drivers to a crawl. Two cars, one with a crumpled rear bumper, were angled awkwardly in front of the cruiser. Silva spotted a young officer speaking with the drivers, his hands gesturing as he directed them to exchange information.

Silva smiled faintly, amused by the scene. People had no idea how fragile their lives were, how easily a random event—a careless merge, a misplaced step—could alter everything.

The car crept past the wreck, picking up speed as the lane cleared. Silva leaned back and thumbed through the news articles on his phone, satisfied by the coverage of the "tragic accident" at the zoo. Headlines speculated on whether it was human error or a malfunction that had cost Bobby Premo his life. Good. Let them speculate, he thought. The fewer answers they had, the longer the truth would remain buried.

He reached into his jacket pocket and touched the locker key, feeling the cool metal press against his fingers. At the bus terminal, a locker waited, its contents a small gift-wrapped box containing a flash drive. On that drive would be the confirmation he was waiting for—a transaction verifying the transfer of cryptocurrency to one of his many accounts. A digital thank-you for a job well done.

His thoughts were interrupted by a flash of blue lights in the rearview mirror. Silva’s eyes shifted to the cab driver, who stiffened and let out a frustrated sigh.

“Damn it,” the driver muttered, glancing into the mirror again. His shoulders slumped as he pulled into the right lane, maneuvering the car toward the shoulder.

“What’s the problem?” Silva asked, his voice calm but curious.

“Expired tags,” the driver grumbled, switching on his turn signal. “I meant to renew them last month, but I forgot. Figures they’d pick me out of all these cars.”

The car rolled to a stop, and the driver turned off the engine with a resigned huff. He leaned forward, resting his arms on the steering wheel. “You’d think they’d have bigger fish to fry.”

Silva sat perfectly still, his expression neutral, though his mind raced. He watched in the side mirror as the patrol car parked behind them, its lights casting a chaotic swirl of red and blue across the car’s interior.

The officer stepped out, adjusting his hat as he approached. Silva noted the crispness of the uniform, the confident stride, the way the officer’s eyes scanned the car’s occupants before focusing on the driver.

“Morning,” the officer said as he reached the window. His tone was polite but firm. “License and registration, please.”

The driver sighed and fumbled for his wallet, muttering under his breath. Silva kept his gaze forward, his hands resting lightly on his lap.

“Tags expired last month,” the officer noted, glancing at the cab’s license plate. “You’re going to need to get that taken care of.”

“Yes, sir,” the driver replied, handing over his paperwork.

Silva allowed his thoughts to drift as the officer returned to his cruiser to run the driver’s information. His calm exterior belied the tension in his chest, a faint pulse of annoyance at the delay. He wasn’t concerned about being identified—his fake ID had been disposed of, and nothing tied him directly to the events at the zoo. But time was valuable, and this detour grated on his nerves.

Minutes stretched as the officer processed the driver’s information. Silva glanced at his phone, checking the time. The locker wasn’t going anywhere, and he had built plenty of cushion into his schedule. Still, he didn’t like deviations. They disrupted the rhythm of
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