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Chapter 1: Alfonse Devereaux
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Of all the rooms in my home, only one displays a human skeleton. It hangs in my study. 

I positioned it in the corner between the fireplace and the floor-to-ceiling bookshelves that cover one long wall. Right there where I can see him anytime I look up from my desk. He serves as a reminder of how fortunate I am to have discovered my true calling early in life.

The guy’s name was Alfonse Devereaux. 

I found Alfonse—not the skeleton, the whole guy—around 11 p.m. one night in a stick-built, run-down, two-story house on Morgan Avenue in Detroit. 

At first I only parked along the rounded curb on the left side of the street and eyeballed the place. I’d visited twice before to recon the place, but I wanted to be sure nothing had changed.

The only difference was from the heavy rain last night.

Even with the dim moonlight and me still in my car, it was obvious most of the white paint had peeled off the overlapping wood slats of the house long ago. The bare wood showed through, thanks to the rain, in a milky, brownish tan. 

The four support posts on the porch were all but peeled bare too. And the thin, shaker wood tiles on the roof were curled into weird, almost otherworldly shapes from exposure to the rain and sun for too many years. 

To the right of the porch, one double-hung window was only dimly lighted. The water droplets still on it glimmered like diamonds. The ragged remains of a thin curtain hung in one corner. 

As I stepped out of my car, the sky was still partly overcast, the clouds admitting the moon only occasionally. The air was heavy and damp, the temperature probably in the 70s. 

I stuffed the silenced .22 caliber revolver into the waistband at the back of my jeans and stepped gingerly across the buckled sidewalk. Then I started along the cracked, broken walkway toward the chipped concrete porch steps. The whole place was falling apart.

To the left a rusted screen door lay in the yard with a thistle and a few other weeds growing through it. Dew glistened on the dark leaves. To the right, a broad stump protruded from the yard. The lighter, raised areas and shadowed fissures of the bark looked as if it had been an elm. Another dark, framed square—the screen from the window—lay next to the house. There were no other differences from my previous visit.
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As I said, Alfonse was very much alive at the time, but he was also my target. What happened next told me he had probably been expecting me.

When I stepped up on the porch and knocked on the door, he yelled “Un moment.” 

Ah. So he’s actually French. 

But less than un moment later the deadbolt clicked. Sharply. 

Smart guy, but the deadbolt had little effect. I’m 6’4” and around 230 pounds.

I still remember the look on his face as I took down the front door. And I don’t mean I said pretty please or picked the lock and shoved it open. 

I mean the door tore away from the hasp and the hinges and slammed flat to the floor. Well, it was leaning up on the doorknob, but still. A thin cloud of dust shot up from the hardwood floor around both sides of the door and the top. 

The top of the door only narrowly missed scraping Alfonse himself as he jumped back. 

In my first glimpse of him through the dust-filled air, he was crouching slightly, his eyes wide, his mouth gaping. Over those wide eyes and under a full head of stringy black hair, his forehead was furrowed and his thick black eyebrows were arched. His arms were outstretched in front of him, his palms vertical.

But he didn’t have a weapon in either hand. So maybe he wasn’t expecting me after all.

He cast two shadows through the dusty air. 

One was shorter. It stretched a little way toward me across the door. That came from a bare lightbulb up the stairs behind him, probably on the first landing. The other shadow stretched up the wall to his right. That one was dimmer, more vague. It came from a lamp or something in a room to his left. Probably the same lamp that lit up the front window.

In the next second, he shifted his focus from the door to me and everything changed. 

He blinked. His arched eyebrows fell and curled into a frown. He straightened, and his hands dropped to grip his hips the way the French do. Then he straightened from his crouch, pointed at me, and laughed. “Mon dieu! You are old!”

He rolled his head on his neck, then sneered and raised his left hand toward me. He curled his fingers in a taunting invitation. 

It reminded me of Bruce Lee showing off in one of those films, and I almost laughed.

But instead, in an effort to convey a friendly goodbye, I smiled. 

And time slowed down as he made it easy for me.

He could’ve turned and raced up the stairs. Or he could’ve ducked into the room on his right. I thought that was probably the kitchen.  

But he didn’t. He just stood there, making that ridiculous come-hither gesture.

I watched for another second. 

Then, the sneer still on his face, his left hand still extended and the fingers still curling, his eyelids started to close into another blink. 

I reached back for the revolver, brought it around, leveled it, and cocked it.

His mouth started to drop open, probably at what he’d seen through the slit of his eyelids. 

And just like that, it was too late to run. 

His upper eyelids touched the bottom to finish the blink, and—

I shot him six times in the left eye.

He dropped like a rag. The crack of his head on the bottom stair sounded like a starter pistol.

I glanced to my right. The source of the light was a dim lamp across the living room on a low table. To the left of the table, a mattress lay on the floor. No other furniture. A tangled blanket and a smack cooking kit lay on top of the mattress.

I knew going in the guy was a drug dealer. I didn’t know he was a junkie too.
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Alphonse was obviously dead, but I stepped up on the door anyway. I walked across it and stepped down, then straddled him.

His mouth was gaping again, but it was slack. No tension. His right eye was staring through the dust at the ceiling.

His left eye and eyelid weren’t there. They were muddled in his brain somewhere.

But one bullet had left an angry red groove just below his left eyebrow. Probably as he dropped.

So my speed on the trigger isn’t what it used to be. I’ll have to work on that.

Still, I grinned down at him. I like to talk trash when I have the right. “Yeah, I’m an old dude, Alfonse. And you’re a dead dude. See the difference?”

Never bring karate to a gunfight, folks. And never underestimate an old guy. He will f— you up.

*
[image: ]


Oh. That was also my first hit, so I decided to take a trophy. Hence the skeleton.
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Chapter 2: Mr. Blackwell
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I understand several of TJ Blackwell’s other operatives have told you their stories. This will be another one of those, but this story will be a little different. But then, I’m different, at least from what I suspect is the typical operative TJ Blackwell puts on the payroll.

One day, I was browsing an issue of Soldier of Fortune magazine when a brief, inconspicuous classified ad caught my attention:


Do you crave excitement?

Do you have special abilities?

Want to put them to use?

Give us a call.

Blackwell Ops

[toll-free number]



The first line was probably intended as an emotional appeal to people who are much younger than I am. I shook my head and almost skipped the rest of the ad. Like I said, I’m different.  

For one thing, I turned 62 a few months before I saw the ad, so I’d long-since used up my allotment of responding to emotional pleas. And that was six years ago. 

But yeah, I have special abilities. And I’m not an apprentice at my craft. I’m an experienced old hand. 

Since I was 18 years old, I’ve spent most of my life up to my ears in one conflict or another. And I was only in the military for the first two conflicts. Both of those took place in a jungle. 

It was generally the same jungle and the conflicts were at least first cousins, but on the map the actual countries were different: Cambodia and Laos. Officially we were supposed to be only in what was then called South Vietnam, but some of us lucked out and got to “travel more widely in the world,” as the sergeant major would say while grinning and popping sunflower seeds. 

During my first tour, as a lance corporal, I became an unofficial squad leader. A bush squad leader. We had a sergeant and a couple of corporals in the squad, but when they got in-country I had more time in the bush than all three of them combined. 

So whenever we were in camp and any officers were around, the sergeant was in charge. But when we were in the bush I was it. The other guys in the squad liked the arrangement too. They knew I’d take the point or the drag or drop into a spider hole just as quickly as I would ask any of them to do it.

Toward the end of my involvement, about halfway through my second 13-month tour, I was made part of a sniper team. Johnny “Reb” Snyder and I swapped off. One time out I was the sniper and the next time out I was the spotter, and vice versa. So that was a learning experience.

My tour of duty was possibly the longest four years of my life. Primarily because of what’s called the “rules of engagement.” Those mostly say you have to sit and wait for something bad to happen to you before you’re allow to shoot your gun. They were obviously written by some moron who lives on the east coast and labors under the false assumption that any engagement can be “fair” or subject to anyone’s rules. Knives, bullets, grenades, teeth, and the will to survive—to name just a few tactical weapons—know no rules.

Or the way the sergeant major put it, “When you’re up to your ass in alligators, the rules for how to drain a swamp don’t matter so much.” 

Anyway, I got out after that four year hitch, and for three or four months I worked at flipping burgers or hanging sheetrock or whatever else I could find. But all of it was boring. I didn’t want to go back into the Suck or become a cop—too many stupid rules—so I started poking around for jobs more suited to my talents. And I found them.

Talk about traveling more widely in the world: Over the next three-plus decades I saw places most people will never dream of. Well, or have nightmares about, depending on their personal taste. I spent time in several different countries in Africa, a few in South America, two on the Indian subcontinent, and several in Western and Eastern Europe. Plus I spent a little time in Russia. That one was short-lived though. Those guys are way too uptight for me. 

So like I said, I’m experienced. So the second and third lines of the ad nailed me, and I skipped straight down to the toll-free number. After the call, I printed out the first six pages of my resumé and flew to Golden Colorado to meet TJ Blackwell. 
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I think I’ll never forget that meeting. After I used the control number they’d given me and a harsh glance to get past the half-mountain of bald muscle at the front door, I rode the elevator up, knocked lightly on TJ’s door, and walked in.

Behind a mahogany desk that resembled the top of an aircraft carrier sat a tiny, twisted, shriveled human I was certain I could fold once and slip into my pocket.

He looked up, then stood and hitched his way around his desk, eyeing me the whole time. He offered his hand. As we shook hands he said, “Aren’t you just a bit long in the tooth?”

I smiled, but I never took my gaze off his. I assess people pretty quickly, and by the time he reached me I had developed an itchy feeling that glancing away wouldn’t be a good idea. I said, “Well, I thought so a moment ago, but you’re what, a hundred and twelve?”

He burst out laughing. He pumped my hand another time or two, then turned away coughing and trying to catch his breath. As he made his way back around his desk, he said, “Have a seat, Mr. Gentry. I have a feeling you’ll do.”  

I flopped my resumé on his desk, and once he was seated again—his executive chair almost swallowed him and the back extended a good foot above his head—he glanced over the first page. Then he scanned the second page and looked for a second or two at the third. He didn’t bother with the other three pages but looked up at me. “I have a pistol range downstairs.” He wagged a gnarled hand over the papers. “I suppose you can prove all of this?”

I only said, “Yes sir.”

He nodded, then rocked back in his chair and looked at me for a moment, his left index finger playing across his chin. “I have a couple of psychological tests in a couple of other rooms down there too.”

“That’s fine, sir.” 

“Hmm. But maybe I don’t need those either.” He paused. “Tell me, Mr. Gentry, what really frightens you?” 

“What frightens me?”

He nodded. “Tell me your worst nightmare. The one that might make you break into a cold sweat and jerk upright in bed, screaming.”

“Living too long.”

He frowned. “Excuse me?”

I gestured toward my resumé. “All of that’s real, sir. I honestly believe I’ve seen literally everything. And I’d be happy to give you examples.” I shrugged. “The only thing I haven’t done—yet—is live too long. I’ll know when that’s happened.”

“Mmm. You mean when you suddenly stop?”

“Well, I hope I’ll recognize it in the split-instant before that, but yes sir, that’s the gist.”

He rocked forward again, pulling open the lap drawer on his desk as he did so. “Very well. As I said, you’ll do.” He took a slip of paper from his drawer and slid it across the desk. “That’s the name and account number of our Swiss bank. The number below that is what will appear in your account every month on this date.” He paused. “If you agree, of course.” 

I picked up the slip of paper and read it. I’m proud of my poker face, but I actually felt my own eyes bulge. 

When I nodded, unable to speak, he said, “Good. Welcome aboard.” He talked for a few minutes about what he expected of his operatives. Then he took a small box from the same lap drawer and slid it across the desk. He pointed at it. “We’ll contact you with assignments via that device.” He held up one finger. “Be sure to memorize every word of the message before you press the Accept button. The communication is one-way, and the message is irretrievable. You are not allowed to contact us by any means.” He spread his hands slightly. “Security.”

“Yes sir. Anything else?”

As he stood from his chair again, he said, “I don’t think so. Thank you for coming in, Mr. Gentry.” 

I stood too. “Yes sir.” 

He leaned both hands on his desk. “Take care of yourself, son. I wish we’d met forty years ago.”

I grinned. “Now I suspect that would’ve been a party.” 

As he chuckled, I turned away. I slipped the paper into my left front pocket and dropped the box into my shirt pocket. By then I was in the hallway and the door closed behind me.

*
[image: ]


As I crossed the lobby from the elevator a scant fifteen minutes after I’d arrived, the hulk at the front door opened it for me and grinned. “Most applicants last a lot longer. What scared you away, tough guy?”

I smiled as I brushed past him. “Mr. Blackwell.” 
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Chapter 3: Thunder Bay and Regina Forbes
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The assignment for Alfonse came in two weeks to the day after I walked out of TJ’s office in Golden. You know how that one went.

I don’t mean for this to be a chronological accounting, but my second assignment was pretty special too. It was my first time working with a contact, a person whose entire existence temporarily revolves around providing what I need for a particular job. 

When the message came in, it intrigued me:


RTO Thunder Bay, Canada 

TWP Harper D Lane

Yacht Death Always Wins on the Bay

Enjoys jet ski

C Regina Forbes

[date range]



Okay, first, Jet Ski is a registered trademark of Yamaha. I suspect TJ was using the term in a generic sense, indicating any Jet Ski type machine no matter the brand. So that’s how I’m using it in this account too.

I took a moment to memorize the information and pressed the Accept button.

The date range was a little disturbing. The opening date was only two days away and only three days long. But then, maybe the guy would be on his yacht for only a brief holiday or something. Not my concern. The name of the town and that line about him enjoying riding a jet ski are what intrigued me. 

Thunder Bay sounded like a title for a Bond film or a Jack Higgins novel. And why did TJ include the stuff about the guy’s hobby? Is that a suggestion for the hit or only additional information?

On my laptop, I found a map of Thunder Bay and studied the city and the triangle-shaped bay. 

Then I opened a new window and looked up Harper D. Lane. The D was for Daniel, and he was the 47 year old son of Harper M. Lane, the president and CEO of Lane Shipping and Industries. According to various articles, Harper D didn’t much care to enter the family business, but apparently he didn’t mind enjoying the lifestyle his father’s billion dollar company afforded him.  

A few of the more recent articles outlined a major father-son rift. The writers speculated it was the result of Harper D’s all-play-no-work policy.

As a result, in what was apparently earth-shaking news to some, Harper M. had recently announced that his married daughter, Melanie Stamper, would be the sole beneficiary of his will, with the condition that the company retain the Lane name.

Interesting. Maybe the old man paid Blackwell Ops to have Harper D removed permanently. Or maybe Melanie paid as a way to preempt any arguments over her inheritance.

But again, that wasn’t my concern. 

I booked a seat for my flight and made a reservation at a good hotel in Thunder Bay, then packed a bag and sacked out a little early. My flight would leave shortly after 6 a.m.  
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After a two-hour layover at a major airport in Canada, the plane landed in mid-afternoon. I rented a car and drove to the hotel and checked in. Once I set my bag down at the foot of the bed, I looked up the phone number for Regina Forbes and dialed it. Might as well get that out of the way right up front. 

She sounded amenable enough on the phone. But she probably hoped I was a customer.

“Forbes Firearms, this is Gina. How may I help you?”

“Is Regina Forbes around?”

“Oh, sorry. That’s me.” It sounded like she was smiling. “I go by Gina. How may I help you?”

“Okay. I need to deliver a real-time solution to—”

“Ah. To a real-time problem, right?” She spoke more quietly, and the smile had disappeared. “Hold on one minute, please.” In the background, she said, “Josh, register please? I need to take this in the office, so....”

Farther in the background, Josh said, “Yes ma’am,” and footfalls approached the phone. 

In the background again, “Hang this up when you hear me pick up, okay?”

And Josh, “Yes ma’am.”

A long moment later, she said, “Okay, I’m back.” There was a light click on the line. “So how can I help?”

Of course, that little click proved nothing. The guy still might be listening-in. 

“If you know my name or location, please don’t say them aloud. Glock 17, suppressed, two mags.”

She hesitated. “I can do that. Timeframe?”

“Today or tonight if possible.”

“I’ll see you at 7 p.m.” She hung up.

Did she sound a little annoyed? 
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