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Prologue: The Beginning

A great deal happened to me before I was assigned to hunt down Charlie Task and eliminate him. That assignment came over half a decade after I met TJ Blackwell and signed-on with Blackwell Ops. 

And of course the assignment worked out, but not the way either señor Blackwell or I had originally intended. All of that is in the book called Blackwell Ops 16: Tarea-Garcia.

But many people, it seems, wanted to know more about me for some reason. I do not know why, and when I think of it I can only shrug. But of course I am happy to oblige. 

What follows is the story of my beginnings as an operative with Blackwell Ops. Afterward, if people want to know still more, perhaps I will whisper again into the ear of my writer friend.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1: My First Hit: Las Culpas NM 
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The sun went down about a half-hour ago. When it did, a light flickered on in the round aluminum shade mounted above the light-grey door that is my focus across the alley. 

I am standing some thirty feet away, hidden only by the shadow of the corner of the red-brick building behind me and a steel dumpster with chipped and peeling green paint. I arrived here a few minutes after sunset and crouched, initially, between the dumpster and the wall. 

An employee lifted the lid of the dumpster. Judging from his voice when he responded, “In a minute!” to a shouted request from someone at the light-grey door, he is a young male. 

He dropped the bag inside with a shush, then let the lid drop. That made a sound that left my ears ringing for a few seconds.

His shoes scuffed on the dirt of the alley. So he had turned around. 

I peeked around the corner. 

Thin as a wisp, that one. Black hair beneath a black ball cap, a white short-sleeved shirt, black trousers and shoes. The thin strap of a long white apron—it reached almost to his knees—lay across his neck in the back. He crossed to the door, opened it, and went in.

The door remained slightly ajar against the door frame, but a moment later someone inside pulled it the rest of the way to make the latch click. 

The sky was finally growing darker. I straightened and stepped into the moon shadow cast by the corner of the building behind me. 
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The alley runs behind Garza Pollo, a baked and fried chicken place. Judging from the cars parked out front when I drove past an hour ago and then again a half-hour after that, it is a popular place. Especially in the late afternoon and early evening, when those in the neighborhood decide to order pick-up instead of cooking at home. 

I only had to wait, and I can do that. Patience is part of my job. 

But I would not have to wait long.

According to my necessarily hurried research, the owner, Jesús Reynoldo Garza, comes in at 7 every morning to begin preparing for lunch. The employees arrive between 10 and 10:30, when he opens the front doors to customers. He stays through lunch and then through the supper rush, which typically dwindles at around a half-hour after sundown. So around 7 p.m. at this time of year. 

Then he leaves. 

That is the important part. He always leaves through the bland, light-grey door that opens onto the alley. He probably walks left to the end of the alley, then another two and a half blocks to his home, where he does whatever he does. Then he sleeps so he can be back at work the next morning at 7.

I checked my watch—it read 7:05—then returned my attention to the door.

A few minutes later, so right on time, the chrome door knob turned. Something made a muffled thump against the inside of the door, and it began to swing open. 

Inside, the business was still going full blast, as evidenced from the sounds that slipped out through the narrow opening. The clinking of pans, the creaking of a spring—probably an oven door as it was pulled open—the sizzling of something cold lowered into a vat of something hot, and the distant, muted orders yelled inside among the employees. 

The door opened wider and the sounds increased in volume. The faint scent of fried chicken wafted out.

Then a man stepped out. It was the first time I had seen him, but he matched the photo I had seen online perfectly.

He was shorter than I expected, though, at perhaps 5’6” or 5’7”. He was also slender, so also not what I expected. Especially of a man who owned a fried-and-baked chicken place. His black ball cap featured a stylized and embroidered smiling red chicken head on the front. His thick greying-black moustache, neatly trimmed above his lips in the center, drooped an inch or so past them at the corners. 

He wore a white, short-sleeved shirt with the same but smaller red chicken-head emblem embroidered above the left breast pocket, from which the top of a ballpoint pen protruded. And a red tie. A few discolorations had spattered the front of the shirt, just above the brown leather belt that held up his black uniform trousers. He also wore black shoes with thick, cushioned soles.

The only differences between the reality before me and the photo I had seen were the clean shirt and the broad smile in the photo.

I glanced both ways. 

There was nobody else in the alley.

He turned his back to close the door and I brought the weapon up. I steadied it with both hands. I was nervous, but I was not trembling. That surprised me a little.

While his left hand was still on the door knob, he tensed his shoulders and his back slightly beneath the shirt, then twisted his waist as he firmly swung the grey metal door closed. 

The edge of the door caught and complained for an instant against the door frame before the latch clicked into place.

The low front sight blade of the pistol was steady on my target. Not on the man but on the medulla oblongata, that small part of the man where the brain connects to the spinal cord. It is my favorite target.

I slipped my finger into the trigger well, took a breath and released half of it. I have done this many times before, but always while aiming at a paper target, either a bullseye or a silhouette.

Thoughts crowded into my mind.
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TJ was right. He said I would not really understand until toward the end of my first hit. 

In my case, the understanding began as I slipped my finger into the trigger well. That is when the realization of my intent came home full force. It was no longer fantasy. I was about to take the life of another human being. 

More understanding came as I started to take up the slack that was my skin and the thin bit of muscle between it and the bone. 

Am I actually doing this?

Of course I am. It is my job now.

Okay, then do it. 

I thought that was the end of the understanding. 

But still more came as I pressed through the miniscule bit of slack that was built into the trigger. 

I had experienced that understanding before. That bit of slack is why it is important to squeeze, not pull, the trigger. Pulling will adjust the aim high. Just as anticipating the explosion and pushing or “bucking” the weapon, inadvertently forcing the barrel forward, will adjust the aim lower. Either might easily result in a miss and a frantic, panicked target. 

Of course, paper targets do not panic. They only show embarrassing evidence that you pulled or bucked the weapon.

But this is not a paper target.

And of course, panic is a kind of pain in itself. 

I do not want that. I do not want to cause him any pain. 

But the only way to not do that is to either walk away or do my job. And I have agreed to do my job. 

TJ’s words came back to me. How you react is a direct reflection on the reputation of the organization.

That is true. And even if the bullet still manages to violate the target after you pull against the trigger or buck against the weapon, the bullet will inflict unnecessary pain and suffering on the target. 

Whereas steadily squeezing the trigger will result in simply putting him to sleep.

That is what I want. A gentle bullseye. 

Not to harm him. Only to do my job.

Only to put him to sleep.
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I completed the squeeze, and the gun bucked with the explosion, but not the bad way. Not forward. It bucked backward, up, and slightly to the left. 

Thanks to the sound suppressor, the piercing explosion was barely loud enough to ricochet off the back wall of Garza Pollo. It died before it could echo again off the wall across the alley.

The man only jerked as if stunned. 

For an instant I thought he was going to turn around. 

Then his forehead contacted the door. I did not hear the impact over the ringing in my ears, but in my mind BAM! appeared in white letters in a black, multi-pointed star. 

A sound effect from a cartoon? Is that appropriate?

I did hear a possibly lighter but much sharper thud on the door.

And his head slapped backward in an equal and opposite reaction to the impact of the bullet against and then into and then exiting from his skull. 

The man dropped straight down. 

For a moment I stared at the door. The oval imprint of his forehead was plain. It was pink on the door in the shape of one of those little plastic footballs. That imprint was centered in a larger rough circle of a million bright red dots. A larger, more solid, darker dot was centered in the oval and the circle. The sharper thud. The bullet. A bullseye. 

Suddenly I caught up with myself. I bent to pick up the spent casing, a result of all the hours I had spent firing weapons on ranges. 

Then I remembered to turn and walk away.
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Chapter 2: The Egress, and Nerves 
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As I moved through the narrow opening between two buildings across the alley from the chicken place, my hands trembled a bit. I racked the slide of my Kimber and locked it to the rear. My pulse was pounding in my ears. 

I unscrewed the sound suppressor and slipped it into my jeans pocket. Then I remembered again, this time to reach behind the left side of my black leather jacket with the barrel of the gun. I slipped the gun into the shoulder holster, then zipped-up the jacket and shoved my trembling hands into my jacket pockets.

Is this normal? Or usual?

As I neared the exit of the passage, I heard voices. But I was too keyed-up to be cautious. I kept walking.

As I stepped out of the passage, I glanced to the left.

A few houses away, two young children—a little boy and a little girl—were playing beyond a short wire fence on a swing set.

Only children. 

Relief washed over me. I angled to the right across a narrow strip of dirt and weeds with bits of paper caught in them and stepped on the cracked and bulging sidewalk, and— 

A woman’s voice called from behind me. “Hey!”

I caught my breath. 

I cannot unzip the jacket without being obvious. I cannot get to my pistol. 

My hands became fists in my jacket pockets and my shoulders hunched slightly against an expected impact. I almost stopped, crouched.

Then she said, “Didn’t I tell you to get in here! Don’t make me call you a second time!”

Again I was relieved. She was only talking to the children, although harshly, calling them inside. Maybe for their supper. 

I frowned. What do I care why she is calling them? 

I shook my head and kept walking, but I resisted the urge to run. Others might be peering through windows, or the woman herself might still be on the stoop. Like cats, people notice sudden movements more readily than steady movements. The screen door had not slapped the frame yet.

And then, just as I stepped off the curb and started past the back of my old, beat-up Toyota 4-Runner, it did. The sound was sharp, like the bullet hitting the grey-metal door. 

I walked past the left side of my little truck, then quickly opened the door and slipped in behind the wheel.

And I took a very long, deep breath.

From the street, a passing man smiled and raised one hand.

I waved back, then started the truck, jerked the shifter into gear, and drove away.

As I shifted the gears again and turned a corner, my hands had stopped trembling. 

Once I was on the highway and on my way home, random thoughts filtered through my mind. But they came calmly, as if keeping me company. Not harshly or frantically as they had an hour ago. 
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Only last night I was sleeping peacefully in my own bed. Granted, it was almost time for me to get up anyway, but I hate being awakened by anything other than my own alpha state. My sleep cycle is exactly three hours long, from dropping off into alpha, cycling down through theta and delta, then back up through theta and into alpha again. That is when most dreams occur, during the short time you are in alpha. That is why dreams so often wake you up. 

Anyway, this is no dream, so that does not really matter. 

My point is that I can get by on three hours of sleep if I have to. But for optimal performance I need two sleep cycles per night, so six hours. Despite common wisdom and what the so-called experts say, eight hours is too much, at least for me. Besides, at eight hours I would still be in the slower cycle of theta. If something wakes me while my brain is in either delta or theta, I am groggy and confused for at least a few minutes and usually an hour or longer. And I am not pleasant during that time.

It is much better to wake up while you are in alpha, just below the fully conscious beta stage when your brain is functioning normally. And three sleep cycles or nine hours is far too much. If I slept for nine hours every day, I would be sleeping away well over one- third of my life. That is too ridiculous to even consider. 

It is bad enough that I have to have six hours each night. Even that is a point of frustration for me. If I could function well on only three hours of sleep, or on none at all, I would be perfectly fine with that. When you are asleep, you are not really alive. You only exist. And what good is having a life if you cannot observe it and participate in it?

But I know people who would rather be asleep than be awake. Sleep is a small death. I do not understand that mindset at all.
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Anyway, as I said, only last night I was sleeping fine. And when the stupid VaporStream device went off and that small but piercing tone jerked me out of alpha, I was more than annoyed.

If I could ignore the tone for three minutes, the device would stop and whatever message was on it would disappear from my device and go on to someone else. But during that three minutes, the tone repeats every fifteen seconds. That is a lot to ignore. And for the record, folding your pillow over your head does not help. I tried it, but only one time. The next tone shot straight through the pillow and into my ear like a .45 caliber slug.

That is when I gave up. I muttered, “Damn it!” and in my mind I saw my mother’s disapproving face. But I threw back the covers and sat up, then swung my legs off the bed and stomped off to find the thing.

Fortunately, I did not have to go far, so my anger did not get a chance to build.

I snatched the device off my dresser and frowned as I flopped back onto the corner of my bed. I pressed the stupid On button. “This had better be good, TJ.”

It was. But I mean, it could not have been bad. 

I gaped at the screen. It was real. The message read as TJ said it would. Brief and to the point. 

It was my first assignment. The first I had received since I signed-on almost three months ago.

I took a breath and read the message.


Eyes only

TWP Jesús Reynoldo Garza

4722 South Cray

Garza Pollo, 4526 Madison Ave

Las Culpas NM

[Date Range]



He gave no reason for the hit. Nothing about what the man had done or even whether he deserved it. Still, after three months of accepting the money the company deposited in my account—the money served as a retainer—it was time to earn my new title. 

This is as real as it gets.

Well, until I get to Las Culpas. That will be as real as it gets. And from that point, there will be no turning back.

No, that is not accurate. I crossed that line when I said to TJ, “Please continue” instead of getting up, thanking him for his time, and walking out. But that choice and the other possible futures of that life are behind me now. I must focus.

But the date range. It was only two days, a Saturday and a Sunday. And Saturday is tomorrow.

I frowned at the device. “Jesus, TJ! You could not give me a little advance warning?”

I took a deep breath and read the message again.

Okay, the first line said the assignment would not be offered to anyone else. It was only for me. He told me there would be messages like that. But the first one? So the annoying tone might not have stopped until I pressed the button to view the message.

I looked into the mirror near my bed and spoke to the image there. “This is your true test.”

Then I frowned. My hair was all over the place, some of it even standing out or on end from the electricity in the air. The oversized lavender t-shirt I sleep in was pressed against one side of my neck and almost off my shoulder on the other side. But I was not trembling with either annoyance or fear. That was a good sign.

I looked at the message again.

The second line was only TWP—terminate with prejudice—and the name of the target. Okay. 

Then the target’s general location, Las Culpas NM, and two detailed locations. Those have to be his house and his business. Or the business where he works.

And then that ridiculously close date range.

No time for planning. I have to pack a bag and go.

I read over the message again to commit it to memory, then pressed Accept and got busy.

The message disappeared before I could even drop the device on the bed.

I pulled out my laptop first and went online. 

I looked up Garza Pollo, Las Culpas, and studied the photos and read about it. Then I looked for articles that mentioned Jesús Reynoldo Garza. As the name of the business indicated, he owned it. I also found two human-interest articles that told me everything I needed to know about the man and his schedule. And another article, concerned with the grand opening of his business a year before, displayed a clear photo of him.

I closed the laptop, packed a small bag with what I would need for an overnight stay—just in case—then checked my weapon and both magazines, and headed out.

But now I am back. Now it is all right. The first assignment is behind me, and I am all right.

I passed my test. 

d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
BLACKWELL OPS 14
SOLEADA GARCIA
e ORIGIN

[ o\ OTORY

HARVEY
STANBROUGH

award-winning author of the Wes Crowley saga





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





