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Part I

Chapter 1: How It All Started 
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It wasn’t about anything, really. Billy Martinelli and I were standing on the sidewalk on a neighborhood street corner in Brooklyn talking about this woman we both know, Evelyn Stone. You could see our breath and both of us had our hands in our jacket pockets, but there wasn’t much snow left from the last storm. A little here and there, but the street and sidewalks were mostly dry. 

A few cars and trucks were moving past, some of them puffing clouds of eye-watering exhaust, and one joker kept laying on his horn. 

One time the guy honked while Billy was talking. 

Billy looked over his left shoulder and yelled, “Hey, why’n’tcha ram ‘em outta the way a’ready!” Then he laughed and turned back to me to finish what he was saying. 

While he was talking, I looked past him at the street. I figured the one who honked was the bald-headed guy in the beat-up old blue Chevy Nova that passed by a minute ago. Like he was gonna get anywhere in a hurry in that thing. The car was probably ten years older than I am. Definitely from the last century sometime. It was one of the ones belching exhaust fumes too.

People were passing by us on the sidewalk, like always. Plus a few kids, boys and girls both, were gathered around a smart phone and giggling on the steps of one of the old brownstones behind us. So we kept the conversation private and mostly clean. You know.

Everything we said about Evelyn was complimentary too, believe me. Even if it was maybe a little off-color. If you’ve ever seen her swaying along a sidewalk and bouncing a little as she went, you know what I mean. You know how guys are when they’re talking about women they’ve only dreamed about. 

Anyway, all at once this firestorm tackled me from the side. Maybe he was a nut job, or maybe he knows Evelyn personally or something. Whatever. 

I still can’t believe I didn’t see him coming, but the guy never made a sound until he grunted just as he dove headfirst into me. I didn’t even know what he looked like until it was over. 

I do remember Billy Martinelli disappeared from where he was standing when he and I were talking. He jumped straight back. A split-second later—about the time I landed hard on my right shoulder—Billy was balancing on the edge of the curb, his arms flailing at his sides for a second before he caught himself. At least he didn’t fall over backward off the curb. Cracking your head on the cold asphalt, now that would’a hurt.

But like I said, I was busy. 

I’m only 5’7” and maybe 160 pounds soaking wet, as they say. Plus at the time I was a 36 year old truck driver for Tri-State Meats. On the other hand, I keep myself in shape. You can strike a match on pretty much any part of my body. Hey, I’d let Evelyn Stone strike four or five matches.

The guy who took me to the ground was different though. His bathroom scale must have screamed every time he even walked past it. He blocked out the whole world when he landed on me. 

But big as he was, I have good instincts and some limited training. So I won. 

About the time he landed on me, I flipped the guy off onto his back, got to my feet, and brought my right boot down hard on his face. I meant to break his nose, and that would’a been that. 

Only he turned his head away at the last second and my boot heel ended up on his left ear just as I shifted all my weight to that foot. Even I can’t break a guy’s nose through his ear, and I didn’t have time to notice his stupid neck was draped across the curb. The crack sounded like a muffled pistol shot.

Only a second or two after he’d nailed me, I stepped back and pulled my piece, a sweet little .38 snubnose I had in the right rear pocket of my jeans. I pointed it at him with both hands, but I never fired it. There was no need. 

He spasmed once, then started assuming street temperature. Somehow I just knew.

“Oh man.” I put the gun away as I looked around at Billy. “Billy?”

I looked down at the guy again. His eyes were rolled up to stare at nothing, and a little blood was trickling out of the right corner of his mouth.

I shook my head and said quietly, as if that would hide it from all the people passing by, “I didn’t mean to kill him. I just wanted him off me.” 

Billy shrugged. “Hey, you never know what a guy might want when he tackles you like that. But you know it can’t be good, am I right?” 

I only nodded. I’d reacted out of instinct. Well, and that training I mentioned.

I was still breathing hard as I checked him out. He was a Clark Kent looking white guy, handsome in a fat kind’a way, in black horn-rimmed glasses and a button-down blue and white checkered shirt and black dress pants with frayed cuffs above black shoes.

I pointed. “Look. One leg must be longer than the other one or something.” 

Billy nodded. 

One shoe had a really thick heel and sole.

A quick eyeball measurement told me the guy was around 6’3” and living in the 300 Pounds neighborhood of Fatsville. He was also barely out of the womb, probably in his mid-20s. Anyway, if you tried to strike a match on that guy, chances are his fat would suck the match out of your hand and absorb it. 

So while I was making a mental note of the size of the guy and his weird shoes and his neatly parted and combed black hair and that little trickle of blood, Billy Martinelli grabbed the left sleeve of my jacket and shook it. “Wake up, man. We gotta get outta here!” 

So we did. 

Billy won’t jump in to help you in a fight. He ain’t much on fighting. But he’ll run with you after it’s over.

The flow of people hadn’t stopped or even slowed down to gawk. They were passing by casually the whole time, seeing nothing, and probably most of them have a phone. 

But by the time we heard distant sirens we were already seven or eight blocks away. That’s how people are nowadays. They don’t wanna get involved.
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Anyway, I guess Billy knows a guy who knows a guy. A little over three weeks after that weird fight, he called me. As soon as I said hello, he said, “Listen, you got a pen?”

“Yeah. Why?”

“Write down this phone number.” Then he read the number to me, twice. “Got it?”

“Yeah, yeah. I got it.”

“Read it back to me.”

“I ain’t gonna read it back to you. What is it?” 

“Call it, Johnny. I talked with a guy. What he said, he works freelance for a company based in Colorado. Somewhere close to Denver. When I told him what you did—you know, how big the guy was and how fast it was over and all that—he said they’re always looking for guys with your ‘skill set,’ and then he gave me that number to give you. So call ‘em.”

“And I ain’t gotta relocate?”

“Like I said, the guy’s a freelancer. He lives in—well, I don’t remember, but he don’t live in Colorado. Just do yourself a favor and call ‘em a’ready, a’right?”

So I did. 

A couple of weeks after that I flew out to Denver on my dime and followed the guy’s instructions from when I called him. 

And that’s how I came to be sitting behind a big red boulder on the side of a mountain in Texas Canyon in southeast Arizona a little after sunrise.
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Chapter 2: Texas Canyon Sand & Gravel 
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When I first met TJ Blackwell, he reminded me of me. I mean, he wasn’t very tall or very big. But he was ancient, his body twisted here and there. His voice was like tires spitting gravel across an asphalt parking lot. 

We talked for the first part of the day, mostly about my applicable skills, and he tested me on firearms in a range in the basement of the building. Then he showed me a couple other rooms and then we talked some more.

Anyway, everything went well and I signed on with Blackwell Ops.

When I did, TJ Blackwell gave me a little device called a VaporStream. It looks like a tiny cell phone, but it’s only one-way communication. All text, no talk. He uses it to send assignments to his operatives. That’s what I am now, an operative. 

When you push the On button, a really terse, short message fills the screen. You get one minute to read it and memorize it. Otherwise the message disappears without any trace, like vapor. But if you read it, you can decide whether you wanna do it or not. Then you either push the A button to accept the assignment or the R button to reject it. So it’s really simple. And then when you press either button, the message disappears anyway. That’s why you wanna memorize it.

Anyway, Texas Canyon was my third assignment. After the first one, and after I saw the amount of money TJ posted to the Swiss bank account he set up for me, I moved out of my place in Brooklyn. Billy was conflicted, as they say. He didn’t want me to go, but he was glad for me too. 

Anyway, when TJ and I talked in Golden, he told me how much I’d make every month, but I kind of didn’t believe him. For one thing, the guy’s older than dirt, so I figured maybe he was slipping. You know. So I waited to see for myself.

Turned out he wasn’t lying. 

I always wanted to see the west, so I moved to a little town in Arizona where everybody mostly ignores each other. So it’s a good place to be anonymous, but it’s also less than an hour from a major airport in case I have to fly out for an assignment. 

I didn’t fly to the one in Texas Canyon though. In Arizona distances, Texas Canyon’s in my back yard. I drove a little over a half-hour to get close, then hiked up one side of a craggy, rock and cactus covered mountain—there were some creosote bushes and a little mesquite on it too—and halfway down the other side. 

I got to my boulder a little before sunrise. Then I settled-in and waited. 

While I was waiting, I went over the message again in my head:


Texas Canyon Sand & Gravel

TWP Royal Christensen

Chief eqpmt operator

[specific date]

Old blue Ford pickup shortly after sunrise



Short and to the point, that’s TJ. And the specific date was the next morning.
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It didn’t take any time at all to ID the target. Everything was just as the message said. 

The guy showed up in an old blue Ford pickup, and he was right on time, maybe ten minutes after sunrise. 

He stepped out of the truck in heavy lace-up boots, dingy jeans, and a red and blue plaid shirt. He looked like he was maybe in his 60s, with a little white hair poking out under his ball cap. The cap was sun faded blue with white netting on the back and it had a white Texas Canyon logo on the front. That didn’t matter, but TJ said it’s good to observe things carefully.

As Christensen closed the door of the pickup and started around the front of it toward the rim of the pit and a heavy-duty front-end loader some thirty yards away, I brought my scoped Remington .308 up to my shoulder and took aim. On the end of the barrel was a sound suppressor I had a machinist make for me. I’d been wanting to test it.

The round part of his left ear, bobbing slightly as he walked, filled the bottom of the scope. White hair filled the rest. It was only a matter of squeezing the trigger. 

I followed him with the scope and even got the rhythm of his pace. By the time he’d covered half the distance to the front-end loader, the round part of his ear was sitting steady in the bottom of my field of vision. 

Then he shifted slightly to the left to walk between the bucket and the rim of the pit. 

I squeezed the trigger.

His head snapped and he seemed to hesitate for a split-second. Then he dropped straight down as the wind scattered the sudden pink cloud. He slumped forward and rolled into the pit, which is at least a few hundred feet deep. Guy’s probably still sliding over rocks.

I picked up the spent casing, then glanced to my right and eyeballed the dirt road that leads in from the highway.

Nobody coming yet. 

Good. 

I slung my rifle over my left shoulder and started the climb back up the hill.

Maybe five or six minutes later, I was down the other side and in my unassuming little car, an old white Nissan Pathfinder. And just like that I was on my way back to Interstate 10 and my new little town.
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I thought about telling you about my little apartment here and all that, but you aren’t coming to visit, are you?

So I’ll just say it’s a small, crappy, one bedroom place. It’s one half of a white, concrete block duplex with four other duplexes alongside it in a row, three on the side toward town and one south of me. Then each duplex has two parking spaces crammed in between them under a corrugated steel carport. It’s nothing to brag about. 

I got plenty of money now, so I could afford to buy a house or whatever and there are a lot of them for sale here. But I figure why buy something I don’t need? Plus, I never know when I might wanna pack up and move again. The people here are mostly one religion, and they’re kind of stuffy. You know what I mean. If you aren’t part of their religion, they don’t even know your name and they aren’t interested. Like I said, it’s a good place to be anonymous.

Anyway, my first job for Mr. Blackwell was quite the experience. From what he said, the first one always is. But I don’t know if that’s true for people who practiced before they joined the company.

Personally, I’d never offed anybody before except that guy on the sidewalk back in Brooklyn, and that was pretty much an accident. I mean, I did have the gun, but I probably would have just yelled at him and run him off. 

So I figure it was just the guy’s time. Otherwise he wouldn’t have tackled me and he wouldn’t have landed with his neck in just the wrong position. He even turned his head just right. I wonder if he saw Jesus when he looked over there. Or whoever. You know.

Anyway, I guess I’ll tell you about my first job. 
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Chapter 3: My First Assignment
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When my first assignment came in, I was still living in Brooklyn.

Billy and I were hanging out in this one bar we liked to go to and Evelyn Stone was in there too. She was wearing this real low-cut pink pullover shirt with short sleeves and jeans that looked like she was poured into them and a little cheap black fedora and black cowboy boots that got her all the way up to about 5’6”. She was shooting pool with a bunch of dirt clods. 

She was bending low over the table lining up the cue ball and the eight ball. You know, showing off at both ends. And me and Billy, like everyone else in the place who had a view, were eyeballing her. That’s when the VaporStream thing went off. 

The tone is obnoxious, so I jerked it outta my shirt pocket and pushed the On button to shut it up. It goes off every fifteen seconds until you push the On button. But I couldn’t read the message yet. Too many people around.

But the tone made Evelyn flinch and she scratched the shot. What’s worse, the cue ball never touched the eight ball. It jumped over it and ran straight to the corner pocket. 

Of course, she blamed me, but she didn’t come at me or even say anything. She just stood up straight, which automatically put half her goods away. She saw me putting the thing back in my shirt pocket, and she pointed her pool cue straight at me.

All four dirt clods—the one who was playing her and his three buddies—started around the table toward us. 

And that moron Billy looked at me. Loud enough for them to hear, he said, “You got your gun, right?”

That wouldn’t have been so bad but there was a cop leaning one elbow on the bar and talking with the redheaded female bartender, who was at least as well-endowed as Evelyn and younger to boot.

So when Billy said that, all four dirt clods stopped, but the cop saw a chance to show off. He leaned up from the bar, smiled at the redhead and said, “I’ll be right back, Miss.” Then he turned toward us.

So I said to Billy, also loud, “Hell no I ain’t got no gun. Those things are illegal.” I pulled out the VaporStream again and said, “What I got is a call. I’ll take it outside.” Then I got up and started across the room.

Billy caught up with me just as I passed through the door. He said, “Smooth, dude. You know that ain’t a real phone.”

But by then we were on the sidewalk. The door slammed behind Billy and we just walked, weaving in and out of people. I guess the cop figured he didn’t want to leave the redhead to chance. He never came after us.

When me and Billy got to an alley I held up the device and said, “Seriously, I gotta take this. I’ll talk with you tomorrow, okay?”

“Sure, Johnny. Tomorrow, eh? Whatever.” And he went on home. Or somewhere. He kept going the same direction, so at least he wasn’t dumb enough to go back to that bar.

I ducked down the alley and turned the device up to look at it as I walked. I only had maybe a half-minute left to look at the message. I figured I’d just push the Reject button and catch TJ next time.

But the first line of the message read Eyes only, and TJ told me while we were talking it was a really bad idea to pass on an eyes-only message. So I read fast:


Eyes only

5301 Baker 11 p.m.

TWP owner Marteen Segovia 

As he’s coming out

Maybe relocate after



I almost grinned at his weird spelling of Martín. Then I realized who he was talking about and it felt like my eyebrows stretched halfway up to my hairline. 5301 Baker. That’s a club called Segovia’s. I knew the place all right, and I knew Martín Segovia. He’s a nasty Puerto Rican who runs the biggest unofficial gang in town. The guy’s like the equivalent of a capo in the mob. Like them, only worse. 

Quietly, I said, “Jesus, TJ. Want me to go ahead and pop the dons of the five families too?” 

But I was also flattered he
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