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Chapter 1: Me, and an Assignment
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I’m a next-level guy. 

Sometimes the mind plays tricks on me when I sleep. When I opened my eyes, for a long second I moved nothing but my eyelids. To locate myself, I looked at the ceiling—dimly illuminated in the leftover glow of the porchlight through my bedroom window from the stranger’s house across the street—and listened. 

Yep. Same paint color, same little moonscape ridgeline running slightly southwest to northeast, the same fan blades in the same blurred position. Good. I’m home.

The only close sound was the fan running and the almost silent hum of the exhaust fan above the west window. In the distance, the third neighbor down and across the street started his pickup to go to work. He does that at 5:30 every morning, six days a week, rain or shine. He runs a lawncare business. I only know that much because his company logo’s stenciled on the side of his truck, a beat-up old blue 80’s something Ford. 

I reached lazily with my right hand and grabbed the pack of Marlboros in front of the clock radio on the nightstand. I shook one out, then held it close to my eyes to be sure I had the filtered end, then put the stick between my lips and picked up my lighter. 

I looked straight up again, lit the stick, and took the first drag of lovely, healing fumes, then exhaled a long, thin stream of smoke. It formed an undulating silver trail in the neighbor’s porch light on its way toward the ceiling. It’s my morning ritual. Like the first almost anything, the first drag of the first smoke in the morning’s the absolute best. 

But that’s why I had the exhaust fan installed. I smoke, but I don’t like the stench it leaves behind. 

As I set the lighter down, I rolled my head over and glanced at the clock radio: 5:30:21. I grinned at the red seemingly disembodied numbers floating in the near dark. No matter what time I sack out the night before, I always wake up at 5:30. The result of years of training my body clock. One more reason I’m a next-level guy.

As I forked the cigarette with the index and middle finger of my right hand and pulled on the second drag, my cell phone jangled on the pillow to my left across the bed. That’s where it sleeps. Best company a man in my line of work can have.

I closed my eyes and savored the feeling of the smoke lubricating my soul, then opened my eyes and audibly exhaled. As I watched the stream rise to be whipped into nothing by the fan blades and then invisibly sucked out of the room, I let my left arm flop to that side. I picked up the phone and pressed the On button. 

I didn’t bother looking to see who it was. I already knew. Not because I’m a next-level guy, but because only one man alive would know I just woke up. 

Must be special assignment time. I brought the cell phone to my left ear. “Mmm. Striker.”

“Hey Jack.” 

Yep. TJ Blackwell. The nasally lilt of his voice reminds me of Truman Capote combined with an ancient, whiskey-soaked barfly: whiny, but with the sound of heavy iron chains being dragged over gravel. “What’s up, TJ?”

Dryly he said, “The sky.” That’s what passes for wit in his mind. “Come see me.” He hung up.

I smiled. The guy needs to relax a little. 

I pressed the On button again to close the call and switch off the display, then lowered the phone to my side on the bed. 

I rubbed my eyes with the heels of my hands, then rolled onto my right elbow and pinched the cigarette into a groove on the ashtray on top of the clock. Finally I swung my legs off the bed and sat up. I retrieved the cigarette and took one more drag, then smashed the ember in the bottom of the ashtray, got up, and padded into the bathroom.
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I’m John Emanuel “Jack” Striker, and I’m TJ Blackwell’s personal fix-it man. As such, I live in a modest brown-brick house in the ultimate northwest corner of Aurora, Colorado. Unlike TJ’s other operatives, all of whom I know by name and reputation because I’m his fix-it man, I’m not allowed to relocate. I’m kind of permanently on call for special projects. Sometimes he calls me on the phone for those and has me come in. Like this morning.

Between special assignments, I also handle regular assignments. For those, he contacts me in the usual way, via VaporStream.

From my house, I can be seated in TJ’s office in the Blackwell Ops headquarters inside of an hour. Likewise, because I carry a special card that allows me to bypass the security queue at any airport, I can be at the departure gates to anywhere in the world at Denver International within a half-hour. 

On those occasions when TJ provides transportation on a Blackwell Ops jet—a sleek, black, Cessna Citation CJ3+ twin engine beauty—I can be wheels-up inside of ten or fifteen minutes. My arrival time depends only on traffic, and when I have to fly out via the Citation, traffic’s usually light. 

Of course, those flight are only for special occasional. When there’s a commercial flight available, TJ gets stingy with the jet fuel.
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Chapter 2: In the Principal’s Office
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When I pulled up in front of the headquarters, James Buchanan Blackwell, TJ’s younger brother and security guy, was standing out front, watching. He knows my slate-grey Tacoma, but he watches all arrivals anyway. Just in case. I guess anything can happen. 

As I turned off my pickup, the clock in the dash read 6:17. 

James—never Jim—is massive with broad shoulders and a barrel chest. He’s a little shorter than me at around six feet and he’s probably 250 pounds of what looks like solid muscle. He has close-cropped white hair and overly bushy eyebrows over harsh blue eyes that I suspect have seen hell first hand. It wouldn’t surprise me to learn it was his personal domain. 

As I stepped out of my truck, James’ eyebrows twitched with anticipation, elevating the blotchy, puffy, squarish pink scar above his left eye. 

But before I’d taken a full step, one corner of his mouth turned up too. His face relaxed and the right side of his unbuttoned blue sports jacket opened a little farther as he reached to open the door for me. Below his white button-down shirt, his jeans were supported by a smooth brown belt, and he wore brown, short-heeled round-toed western boots. Almost imperceptibly, he nodded. “Striker.”

“James.” 

He didn’t bother saying TJ was waiting for me in his office. TJ’s always waiting in his office.

I crossed the marble tile floor, stepped into the elevator, and pressed the button labeled C. Below that, the buttons were labeled B, A, Lobby and U-1 through U-7 for the underground levels. Level U-8 isn’t marked on the keypad. To reach that level, you have to press U-7 and U-1 at the same time. To my knowledge, only TJ and I have ever been to U-8. 

When the elevator door opened a moment later, I stepped out, rapped on TJ’s door with my knuckles, then opened it and went in. I lightly slung the door closed behind me.

As I crossed the room, TJ leaned forward in his desk chair and frowned at me over a pair of thick-rimmed black glasses. The top of his mahogany desk resembles the flight deck of an aircraft carrier minus the conning tower. “What took you so long?” He gestured toward one of the guest chairs in front of his desk. “Sit.”

I ignored the question and sat. “So what’s going on?”

Unlike James, Thomas Jefferson Blackwell is around 5’6” or so, twisted, and thin. Bony, unmuscled arms and hands protrude from an unremarkable short-sleeved white dress shirt. The high-backed desk chair rose a good four or five inches above his head. 

His elbows resting on his desk, he adjusted his glasses on his nose. “Well, I have a situation.”

“I figured.” TJ always has a situation. If he didn’t, I wouldn’t be here. 

I grinned at a flash memory. 


When he called me in to give me my first special assignment a few years ago, TJ had said, “We have a situation.” 

I’d laughed. “No sir. You have a situation. I only have a job.” 

He’d nodded. “Point taken.”

Ever since then, after the niceties, he started our conversations with, “I have a situation.” 



“What situation? And why’d you call me in instead of just shooting me a message?”

We typically receive assignments via a message on our VaporStream device, a secure method of one-way communication in which the message evaporates after being viewed. The device resembles a small cell phone with a two-inch wide by three-inch tall screen and only three buttons. Those are along one side: On, Accept, and Reject. To ensure a quick response, the device emits an annoying screech until the recipient, always an operative, presses the On button.

“Special considerations. It’s a personal but high-profile task that will require the utmost in discretion on your part.”

I frowned. I’m not a big fan of discretion. I’m more of a ‘let’s do this and go home’ kind of guy. But I nodded and remained focused on his eyes. “Personal... so in English, some guy’s wife paid for the hit and she wants to watch. But I’m not allowed to pop her too for being there, right?”

“Correct.”

“That sucks, TJ. I mean, if one spouse wants the other removed, I have no problem with that. But wanting to watch the hit go down is a whole other ball game. It’s a whole other level of ballgame, nuzzling up against batshit crazy. Not to mention I’ll leave a potential witness behind. You’ve got nobody else for this?” 

“What I have is my business. But I agree. None the less, those are the conditions of the contract. You are not to ‘pop’ her, as you so succinctly put it.” He paused and touched his fingertips together in front of his chin. “Actually, in this case you are not to pop them.”

I felt myself frown. “Them? As in more than one?”

He nodded and the slightest hint of a smile curled one corner of his lips. “Possibly. Call it dysfunctional family entertainment.” 

I released a breath and shook my head slightly. “Okay. Whatever. So where and when? And who? And how do I get there? Drive or commercial or—”

He put up one gnarled hand. “The when is tomorrow afternoon. Because of the where, you’ll fly commercial. As for the rest, I’ll send details via VaporStream.” He only looked at me for a moment, then leaned back in his chair. That’s his usual signal that the chat is over. “Any other questions?”

“Yes. How many will be in the audience? Possibly, I mean?”

“I’m not sure. Anything else?”

I grinned. “Would asking anything else do me any good?”

“Probably not.” He didn’t so much as crack a smile, then gestured toward the door.

As I got up and headed toward the door, he said, “Using a balaclava might be in order.”

I grasped the doorknob and glanced back. “Duh.” Then I let myself out, crossed to the elevator, and descended to the lobby.
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Chapter 3: VaporStream, and the Assignment
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James opened the door for me again as I exited the building. “Have a good one, Mr. Striker.”

I only nodded, crossed to my pickup, and got in. When I started the engine, the clock read 6:49. An hour of driving for a half-hour meeting. That’s bad math. But whatever.

On the way home I stopped at a small grocery and bought a few food items to restock the fridge. At least I know I don’t have to fly out until tomorrow, so no reason to rush home.
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When I finally pulled into my driveway, wrestled the bags through the door and set them on the counter, the clock on the wall in the kitchen read 8:20. 

I set about putting everything away, then rolled up all the plastic bags and stuffed them into another plastic bag that hung from a hook inside a cabinet door. I’m not sure why I save them. Maybe one day I’ll get a cat and need them to collect litter? I dunno. 

As the cabinet door slapped shut, my VaporStream device emitted that awful screech. It lasts for ten seconds or until you push the On button, which ever comes first. If you don’t push the On button, it repeats the alarm every fifteen seconds for three minutes. If you haven’t pressed the On button by then, and if the message isn’t marked ‘eyes only’, the message goes on to another operative. But if the message is marked ‘eyes only’—and mine always are—TJ has the option of switch you from the Operatives list to the Targets list.

As the device went off, I frowned. I know TJ has eyes and ears people, but seriously, how in the hell does he know when I’ve just gotten home? 

I turned and trotted into the bedroom, pulled open the drawer of my nightstand, and pressed the On button as I picked up the device. Then I sat on the edge of the bed to read the message:


RTO DC soonest or early morning

TWP Erasmus Akeem 1 to 4 pm

Personal

12946 Maple Ave 

Georgetown

Res Glover Park x 2

C Mark Z Ridgely



Ah. So I’m not flying out tomorrow. I’m flying out ‘soonest’. 

And Erasmus Akeem? Special considerations indeed. Erasmus Akeem is an up and comer in Washington politics. For that matter, Miriam Akeem is a big deal in her own right. She regularly flies to New York to address the United Nations, most often on women’s rights. By invitation.

And of course Erasmus is more of an old-school guy, culturally and in every other way. So that explains the contract.

Still, I was surprised she wanted to actually see the thing go down. Smart of her to let TJ know that in advance. Otherwise....

I committed the contact name and the target name and address to memory, then pressed Accept and watched as the message went to vapor.

That Res Glover Park x 2 was welcome. TJ had reserved me a room or a suite for two nights in the Glover Park hotel. Probably he knows something I don’t. Like he’s at least certain the room isn’t bugged. 

To me, all rooms are bugged. Another reason I’m a next-level guy.

So all that was left for me was to book my seat on a flight, then reserve a rental car at Ronald Reagan National Airport. It’s closer than Dulles for quick trips to Georgetown. And for this one I had the added luxury of knowing the time of the hit, so I could book a flight for the return trip too.

I slipped the device back into the drawer of my nightstand, then got up and went to the small table in the living room that served as my desk. I sat down and opened my laptop.

The time in the bottom right corner of the screen read 9:08. Good enough.

Of course I was familiar with Erasmus Akeem, so I didn’t need to do any research on him. I know the guy’s face from several angles. Knowing his political and cultural leanings, I even understood his wife’s desire to have him removed from her misery, but I still wasn’t wild about having an audience at the hit.

The flight would last almost three and a half hours. I booked a seat on a flight that would leave Denver at 11 a.m. and—due to the magic of time zones
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