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Chapter 1: Going the Distance

[image: image]


On a dark, dank street on the outskirts of Chicago, I shivered in my rental car, hard enough to make my night-vision binoculars move around. 

Damn it. Frustrating. 

Even without the binocs I could just make out the beat-up white van. It was parked in a vacant lot, facing the street several yards beyond a building about a block and a half away. 

The faded glow from the street light across the street reflected off of a blue oval on the grill. So it was the same Ford van parked in the same place. It hadn’t moved since I drove past earlier in the day as part of my final prep for the assignment. 

I lowered the stupid binoculars and shivered hard in a frustrated attempt to get it all out, just as if that would work. Then strictly out of curiosity I glanced at my Timex. Same one I was issued back in the day in Marine Corps boot camp. Green nylon web strap, green plastic case. The marks on the dial and the minute and hour hands were green too, lit-up with bits of something radioactive. I forget what the substance is, if they ever told us. 

Anyway, it was 2:12 a.m. I felt myself frown. 

C’mon guys. I’ve been putting up with this frigid crap for over two hours. Back home in Texas I would don a jacket when the temp dropped below about seventy degrees for the first time.

It was partly my fault I’d been in the cold so long. So as not to draw any unnecessary attention, I had arrived almost a full hour before the targets were due to show up. But then they were almost a half-hour late. 

After the first ten minutes of waiting, I wondered whether the move had been canceled. After twenty minutes I thought maybe I’d screwed up. Maybe there was another, identical van in an identical empty lot on the next street over or something. 

Then about twenty-five minutes ago, they had finally shown up.

A black, late-model Caddy pulled up along the left curb and parked around fifty feet short of the van. As the trunk lid popped open a bit, six dark figures got out of the car. Three on the driver’s side and three on the passenger side. 

The driver, a skinny guy about 5’9” or so dressed in a ball cap and a black t-shirt of all things—no coat—remained behind his open car door, shivering as he barked orders. So despite his obvious lack of common sense, apparently he was in charge. That would make him Hector Orosco, the primary target.

The other guys were all over six feet and bulky, or made to look bulky by their heavy winter coats. 

As Orosco directed his crew, he pointed at one man, then another and another. In between, he gestured repeatedly in the direction of the van. The whole time, he was also gesturing with his head and either pointing or raising his arms to his side and dropping them, like he was flustered and telling them to hurry up.

I couldn’t hear what Orosco was saying, but the first guy he had pointed to ran to the back of the car and raised the trunk lid fully. He picked up a box and started toward the van. From the way he was struggling, the box must’ve been full. According to the assignment I’d received a week earlier on my VaporStream device, the cargo was uncut heroin.

By the time the first guy started toward the van, the other men had lined up at the trunk. One at a time they took a box from the back and stumbled toward the van. 

Just as the last man struggled away from the trunk with his box, the first man returned. He leaned-in a little farther and brought out another box. Four more men of the men did the same. The fifth was on his way back to the trunk when Orosco said something. His mouth opened wide in the view through the binoculars, and he stiffly pointed twice back toward the van as if emphasizing his order. 

The guy pivoted as quick as a politician changing his mind. He raced past the passenger side of the car, into the empty lot and rounded the front of the van. Then he opened the door and climbed into the driver’s seat. 

I adjusted the binocs and focused past the Caddy at the space behind the back passenger-side tire of the van. I was looking for white exhaust from the tail pipe. I thought he’d start the engine, at least to get the heater going. 

Nope. Apparently he was awaiting further orders. Poor sap probably never had an original thought in his life. But that miserable time period was about to end. 

I shifted a little in my seat. They were taking forever to transfer the boxes to the van.

Are these guys just slow, or what? Just sayin’, if I was doing what they’re doing, especially on an icy-assed night like this—and even more especially since they would be in full view of any cop who might happen by—I might have put a little gitty-up into the guys loading the stupid van.

But even before that I would have pulled the Caddy into the empty lot and backed it up to the back of the van. Orosco probably didn’t want to get the tires dirty or something. You know, like the folks who buy a Land Cruiser or something similar and then are careful to drive only on pavement and concrete.

I sighed. At least they were almost finished. Or they appeared to be.

I stretched my shoulders and then my eyelids to reset myself, then raised the binoculars again.

But I immediately lowered them, this time to wipe the breath-fog off the driver’s-side window with the left sleeve of my jacket. That was the third time since the targets had arrived. 

Naturally, wiping the window made my jacket sleeve a little wetter than it was before. In a few seconds, the moisture would seep through the material to the sleeve of my shirt and the skin of my forearm, and I’d get even colder. I shivered again at the thought.

I wish I didn’t need the stupid binoculars.

I glanced through the freshly wiped window without them. 

But from a block and a half away, all I could make out were shadows. And on a black night like this, all you can tell about a shadow is that it moved, and you can only tell that after the fact. In my line of work, that isn’t good enough.

I wiped the window again, maybe unnecessarily, but I hoped it would be the last time. Then I raised the binocs again.

Orosco was still standing behind the door of the caddy. The five bulky men were gathered alongside the left front fender, all shivering even in their heavy coats, apparently receiving final instructions.

But I’d seen enough. The boxes had been transferred to the van, though the trunk lid was still standing about half-open. It was over.

Well, that isn’t exactly accurate. It wasn’t quite over. 

But it would be in another thirty seconds or so.
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Chapter 2: The Hit
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I reached over to the passenger side of the seat and picked up the Tavor 7, a bullpup rifle chambered for 7.62 millimeter with a sixteen-inch barrel from Israeli Weapons Industries. 

It wasn’t mine, of course—I’d flown into town and I would fly out—though I’d like to own one. My contact had delivered it along with two loaded, twenty-round magazines, and what we used to call a “Willy Peter” M34 white phosphorous grenade to my hotel room last night. The Tavor packs a wallop. And when it’s set to full auto, it delivers it like it’s late getting to a hot date. 

One magazine would probably be more than enough, but I picked up the second one anyway and slipped it into my right jacket pocket.

I brought the binoculars up and looked through the driver’s-side window again. 

They were all still chatting, probably about the way they thought the situation would turn out.

I shook my head and shivered at the thought of stepping out of the car into the icy wind. 

I probably shouldn’t have accepted this stupid assignment. Chicago is too damn cold, and I knew that going in. 

But an assignment is an assignment, and I had passed nine weeks without getting one. The time off was nice, of course. At least at first. 

But the last few weeks of that time, I started to sweat. I thought maybe TJ had struck me from the rolls. That would mean he’d shifted me to the other side of the chess board and I was a target now. Usually we get no longer than six weeks between assignments, and often the interim is only three or four weeks.

I sighed again and mentally pulled up my big boy pants. The fact was, I had accepted the assignment. Besides, I was already frozen half-stiff, so it made even more sense to carry on. And there was no reason for further delay.

Just get it over with and get warm. 

For the second or third time, I checked to make sure the dome light would remain off. Then I tugged on the door handle, let the door jerk away in the wind, and stepped out.

As I expected, even the five men facing in my direction didn’t notice me. They were all focused on their genius leader.

I eased the door shut, depressing the thumb knob so it wouldn’t click, then settled the stock of the Tavor against the crook of my right elbow and started toward them.

I was over halfway to the Caddy before I brought the rifle to my shoulder. I kept walking as I squeezed off a round. The bullet knows where to go.

It took Orosco in the head and he dropped.

One guy beyond him grabbed at his throat with both hands, and then he went down too.

Huh. A two-fer.

My ears rang with that weird, humming tone. 

Damn it. Left my hearing protection in the car. I knew I should have put it in the front seat with the rifle.

Incredibly, the other four just stood there staring, some at the skinny guy on the ground. 

But one gaped at me and raised one hand to point as he tugged at the zipper of his coat with his other hand. “Hey!”

Then my bullet took him in the forehead and he dropped too.

The others all ducked and started scrambling and jerking each other out of the way, trying to get into the Caddy. Nobody had returned fire. But in their defense, their weapons, if they had any, were probably buried inside those bulky coats.

I crouched next to the left rear wheel well of the car, took careful aim, and fired three quick rounds through the windshield of the van. Each bullet was spaced a few inches apart. The first and nearest impact was maybe an inch the other side of the center of the windshield.

The van rocked slightly, but otherwise it didn’t move.

I straightened, stepped up onto the sidewalk, and turned around.

The car windows were dark tinted. 

Now that’s just not fair.

I sprayed a short burst through the driver’s-side back window, then the driver’s side front window, then the driver’s-side back window again.

I dropped the magazine just in case—I wasn’t counting—and inserted the second one from my jacket pocket, then brought the rifled up to my shoulder again and peered over the barrel into the interior of the car.

Nothing moving. Still, better safe than sorry.

But I’d hit that second guy in the throat. I wasn’t sure where. 

I took a step to my left, located him in front of the car, and put a round into his head. Then I swung the barrel back to face the car.

Still no movement.

I took the Willie Peter grenade from my left jacket pocket, stepped to my right and pulled the pin, then tossed the grenade into the trunk.

Then I turned and walked toward the van. A second or two later, a muted pop behind me told me the Willie Peter was burning its way toward the gas tank of the Caddy.

I should have about a half-minute. 

I continued toward the van. Of course, most of the windshield was blown out. And there was no movement, no sounds, no anything. 

I walked around the back of the van. The back doors were closed. 

Good. 

I continued cautiously along the driver’s side.

That window was blown out too. The left shoulder of the guy’s coat protruded over the bottom of that space, his head lolling to the left. His tongue was lolling too, from the left corner of his mouth. 

It reminded me of the first and only deer I’d bagged in the Sacramento Mountains above Mayhill, New Mexico back when I was young and stupid. He was a magnificent buck muley, and killing him was one of my very few regrets in life. He looked a lot better carrying that rack through the Ponderosa pines, stopping now and then to graze. Like I said, he was nothing short of magnificent. But I was only 17 then, and being urged-on by my father. I hadn’t yet realized that only humans deserve to be hunted and killed.

Not that the guy hanging in the window of the van was magnificent in any way. Like the others, he was a complete waste of flesh and bone. I’d done him a favor.

More quickly, I walked back to the Caddy and tossed the Tavor and both magazines through the front driver’s side window. Like I said, they weren’t mine. They had been provided only for this assignment. Then I hastened back to the van. 

I depressed the button on the door handle and jerked the door wide.

The man fell out. He landed on his head, and his torso and legs flopped into the glow of the streetlight some fifty-plus feet away. 

I looked in past the steering wheel. 

He’d left the keys in the ignition. Good man.

I climbed into the van, started it, and pulled out onto the street just as the gas tank on the Caddy exploded into a ball of flame. 

Well, there y’go. With any luck, the fire would give skinny man and his buddy outside the car and advance taste of Hell too.

* * *
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A few miles and several minutes later, I pulled the van up in a no-parking zone in front of a police station—again, per instructions. I flipped the ignition key under the front seat, closed the door, then walked across the street to a waiting taxi and slipped into the back seat.

Neither I nor the driver spoke.

Several minutes after that, he dropped me at my rental car.

The Caddy was still burning. Several blocks away up the street, the headlights of a fire engine. It was racing through its own red-blue-red lights.

I started the car, turned the heater up to the max, and checked the clock in the dashboard. My flight to Dallas would leave in four hours. I’d spend a few days there, then catch a flight to Phoenix and drive home. 

I drove to the next corner and turned right. Half a block farther along, I switched on my headlights and drove to my hotel to shower, change and pack. 
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Chapter 3: The Egress, and a New Assignment
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Not that it really matters unless maybe you read about it later in the Sun-Times or the Tribune—well, or online—but Hector Orosco was only a minor player in the major drug world. The transfer I’d spoiled was to be his debut as a major player. But until I received the assignment, I’d never heard of the guy. And I never did know the names of the others. They were only the et al in the message that conveyed the assignment.

I still don’t know whether the city council or the cops or one of the rival drug lords made the call to TJ. It might’ve even been someone else. None of my business. Either way, I guess whatever shift of cops would go on duty after I dropped off the van would be in for a happy surprise. 

I was just glad it was over and I could be warm again for awhile. 

Except for the occasional ice storms and the wind that races almost constantly across the plains, Dallas was almost always warmer than Chicago. Maybe even during the ice storms. I was pretty sure the word Chicago would cause me to stop reading any future assignments and press the Reject button on my VaporStream device. At least in the late fall, winter, or early spring.

Oh, the VaporStream device. I received the new one via special delivery awhile back. The old one was fine, but I could tell at a glance the new one was better. The delivery guy asked for the old one back, and I was more than happy to trade.

In appearance if not in function, the VaporStream device is like a small cell phone. The screen is two inches wide by three inches tall, but that’s where the similarity ends. 

It has three buttons: a small button marked On, another small one marked only with an uppercase R for Reject, and a larger Accept button marked only with an uppercase A. 

If you hear the tone the device emits—and it’s advisable to do so—you have to press the On button within three minutes. Then TJ knows you’re on your toes and you can read the assignment. To give you an honest chance to catch the message—say if you’re in the shower or something—the tone repeats at intervals of fifteen seconds throughout that first three minutes. 

But if you don’t press it within that time—and if it’s a general assignment, meaning it isn’t meant specifically for you—the message disappears and goes on to the next operative. 

The message presents in no more than seven or eight short lines in light-green text on a dark background. Really low-tech stuff. From the time you press the On button, you have one minute to either reject or accept the assignment. When you do, the message disappears. No metadata to track and no trail. It disappears like vapor. So VaporStream.

But a minute is a long time. I always read the message. And unless I want to reject it, I read it a second and third time to commit it to memory. Then I press Accept.

* * *
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The plane was wheels-up at Chicago O’Hare at 6:15 a.m. and landed at Dallas/Fort Worth International a little before 9. By ten I was walking through the door of my furnished apartment. Before I even set my bag down, I jacked up the thermostat.

Perfect. The first day of a brand-new vacation. That’s the great part about working for TJ Blackwell. The same significant paycheck hits your Swiss bank account every month, and the paid vacations are usually two to six weeks long. It ain’t a bad gig. 

You know. If you can forget the faces. 

But so far, I haven’t had a problem with that. Whenever possible, like the hit in Chicago, I don’t even see their faces. Well, except for the guy in the van. I saw his plainly, but it reminded me of that mule deer, and the face of that deer is the one I won’t ever forget. 

* * *
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After I showered and shaved, I sat down to read for awhile, the latest book in Robert J. Sadler’s Michael Grant series of Black Book Investigations. Grant is quite a character. According to the storylines, he had served in the National Guard, then worked for awhile as a cop before he was tagged to do some things for the CIA. Hence Black Book Investigations. Later he took out a license as a private investigator, and he had a great team around him.

Thing is, Grant isn’t only a character in Sadler’s books. He’s a real guy. He and I met several years ago, probably at the SHOT Show. I forget. As we chatted, we found we had some things in common, especially our interest in new weapons technology. Not so much bombs and missiles and other heavy stuff, but advances in pistols and rifles. We had gotten together for a meal or drinks from time to time, usually at Desperados Mexican Restaurant here in Dallas.

After I’d read a little while, I realized I was more tired than a thought. I put the book down and went into the bedroom. I was asleep about the time my head hit the pillow. 

The next afternoon, I called Michael Grant at his office to see whether he’d like to meet me for supper. I’d never fired a Tavor 7 before the thing in Chicago, and I hoped to get his thoughts on the weapon. Especially whether he thought it might be worth the two grand it would cost me to invest in one. He could also advise me on the legal issues involved with owning one in Texas.

His secretary put the call right through, and he seemed glad to hear from me. It had been months since the last time we’d spoken to each other, and longer since we’d gotten together. We arranged to meet at Desperados at 8  p.m. that evening.

But not quite an hour after I hung up the phone, my VaporStream device sounded.

I caught it on the first tone and fished it out of my shirt pocket. The message was succinct, but longer than most I’d received. The first line was the extra:


Eyes only





Aw crap. That meant this one was only for me. So refusal was not an option. You know, unless I had a death in the family. And the death happened to be mine.




Proceed by air tonight Barbados

One-way ticket DFW

TWP Jackson Tingley

C Sam Smalley



The TWP in the fourth line meant Terminate With Prejudice. 

That always makes me smile. I mean, is there any other way to terminate someone?

The next line was my contact. He would provide anything I needed.

The sixth line, which I have not shown here, was the range of dates during which the hit had to be completed. Usually the range is anywhere from five to ten days. But this time the opening date was only two days away. I guess that’s why he wanted me to leave tonight. 

And the closing date in the range was the next day. So only two active days to make the hit. It was the tightest timeline TJ had ever assigned, at least to me. 

I’d better have my ducks lined up. No room for error in this one. Or much time for research and preparation.

The last two lines were recommended locations for the hit, primary and secondary.


Staying Sandy Lane Hotel w/female

Payne’s Bay Beach early evening



I saw why he made Sandy Lane the primary site. I could catch the guy in his room, hopefully without the “female” present, off him and leave. On Payne’s Bay Beach, especially in Barbados, the woman was likely to tag alone. Not to mention there would be other people around.

I read the message a couple more times, then pressed Accept. 
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