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Chapter 1: A Worthwhile Assignment
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I had turned off the light only moments ago and gone to bed. 

Beneath the covers, I lay on my front, my right hand under my extra pillow for the comfort of it. The pillow slip was cool on the back of my hand and my wrist, and the pistol grip under my palm was reassuring. Though I am still getting used to it.

I most often used both hands with the .45 caliber Kimber Pro Ten II I had used before. So a month ago I upgraded to the Ultra Ten II. It has the extra capacity of a double-stack magazine. In my line of work, more is always better.

In that instant between wakefulness and sleep, a piercing tone exploded. 

Ay! 

I spun to the left out of the bed, pulling the Kimber with me. 

As I had practiced many times, I landed on my right shoulder, rolled onto my back, and came up kneeling. My arms were extended across the bed, the pistol cocked and trained at the door of my bedroom. My finger was tight across the trigger. My heart pounded in my chest, and my blood pulsed in my ears.

But the glow of the streetlight revealed only the white door and the wall next to it.

I listened for sounds beyond my own muted breathing. 

Nothing, other than the quiet sounds of cars on the highway a few blocks distant.

There was no intruder. 

And I remembered the VaporStream device. It was on the nightstand. 

That was the source of the tone.

As I straightened, still watching the door, I carefully lowered the hammer on my pistol and released a breath. 

I shook my head and made my way around the bed to the nightstand. 

As I picked up the device, I laid the Kimber on the nightstand. I pressed the On button and flopped back onto the bed, my head on the second pillow. As always, it had turned at an odd angle as I pulled the weapon from beneath it.

The message flicked onto the screen:


Eyes only, short notice



Well of course it is eyes only. Almost always it is eyes only. 

I laid the device face-down on the oversized t-shirt that covered my abdomen. I rubbed both eyes with my fingers. Then I ran both hands up over my face and picked up the device again.


Eyes only, short notice

TWP four men +/- one fem

Collecting captive children



I sat up and stared at that last line. 

It had been three months since the assignment in Abasolo. In that time, I had completed several other assignments, but none of them made a difference in the world. Do you know what I mean? 

Each assignment was without merit. All of the targets were insignificant little men, and I am not referring to their physical stature. I am referring to the impact, good or bad, they had made on the world.

Still, I had accepted each assignment and carried it out, although I did so almost mechanically. Mostly to keep my skills sharp. And because I was bored.

But this assignment is different.

I read the entire message:


Eyes only, short notice

TWP four men +/- one fem

Collecting captive children

El Quelito 3 - 4:30 a.m.

[street address]

Do not tarry

Cops raid at 5:30



It was marked eyes only, so it would go to no other operatives. No doubt because of the location. Or my location. El Quelito is less than one hour from my apartment. 

And I have to be on-site and in position by 3 a.m. 

I glanced at the clock next to the bed. It read 1:14. 

I can do that.

And the assignment is an easy one. The targets are not named, so there is no research to do on them. And the address is in the message. 

I smirked at the last line. The police would be there soon after I eliminated the danger, so freeing the children would not be my responsibility. I know nothing about children, except that I had hoped to have some of my own someday. But my work renders that impossible.

I committed the message to memory and pressed the Accept button.

But I would have to hurry. 

I laid the device on the nightstand again and got up to prepare. I dressed in black jeans and boots and a lightweight black turtleneck. I shrugged into my shoulder holster, then picked up the Kimber and secured it. Over all of that, I put on my thin black leather jacket.

Just in case I would need to conceal my face with my balaclava, fortunately I had already put my hair into a braid. But I thought I would not have to do that. 

Already a plan was forming in my mind. 
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I have been to El Quelito a few times, so I am vaguely familiar with it. There are many trees in the little town. And heavy woods all around the edges. Mostly those are a mixture of yellow pines, brush, and black walnut trees. And if I remember correctly, the address is at the northern edge of town. 

I went into the living room, opened my laptop, and opened the Google Maps page. I keyed-in the street address, and the page zoomed-in on its own. 

I zoomed it in even closer. 

As I thought, the address was at the northern edge of town. It was in the last row of houses. And as I had hoped, there were two heavily wooded areas adjacent to the address. One was on the west end of the block, but the other was directly across the narrow street that led past the house. 

And a few blocks to the east of the address, I noticed a narrow, squiggly line. It led into the woods.

I zoomed-in more. 

The squiggly line became a narrow, two-track dirt road.

Perfect.

I closed the laptop, then went back into the bedroom to retrieve my Tavor 7 carbine from the back corner of my closet. The sound suppressor was still attached. It is always better to quiet a long gun.

I released the magazine into my palm and checked it. 

It was full. I reinserted it into the weapon and seated it.

Finally I pulled from the closet an overcoat I had bought from a second-hand store and altered. When transporting a long gun through in an apartment building with many people around, you must be inventive. 

I laid the open overcoat on the bed and inserted the butt of the carbine into a pocket near the bottom seam that I had created for that purpose. I secured the action and the foregrip with hook and loop tape I had sewn to the lining, then closed the sides of the coat over the gun. Finally I picked up the coat by the collar, held it behind my back with the fingers of my left hand over my shoulder, and went down to my 4-Runner. 
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A little less than an hour later, I drove through El Quelito in a light rain. I found the squiggly dirt trail and followed it. The ends of tree limbs and brush dragged along the roof and sides of the 4-Runner, but soon I was parked in the woods. I estimated I was about thirty yards from the house. 

I found the balaclava, rolled the bottom up like a watch cap, and pulled it on. Then I unstrapped the Tavor from the overcoat and made my way through the woods.
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From my initial position, I identified the house. As I kept it in sight, I moved from one position to another and another, but soon I found the perfect place. 

And so I am in the woods in the darkness. I am on one knee behind the thick trunk of a black walnut tree. The sky is rumbling and the rain is light but steady. The tree allows very few drops to fall on me.

My carbine stands at my right side. The butt rests on fallen leaves on the ground, and my fingers are wrapped around the forestock. When the targets arrive, I will bring the weapon up, put the butt against my shoulder, and do my job.

The woods themselves, the sound suppressor, and the light but steady rain will mute the sound of the shots well enough. If Fate decides to time the occasional peal of thunder correctly, that will be nice too.

This is the kind of assignment that makes me glad I am an operative for Blackwell Ops.
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Chapter 2: A Little Time in the Woods, and the Hit
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After I was in position for some time, I yawned and glanced at my watch. 

The iridescent green dots on the hands showed it was only a few minutes past 3 a.m. 

The timeframe in the message had read 3­–4:30 a.m., so— 

My nerves leapt and I tensed as a white van came around the corner to my right. My grip tightened on the Tavor. 

The van slowed as it approached the target house, but then it moved on. Farther up the street it turned to the south again and disappeared from view.

I relaxed again and went back to waiting, alternating my focus between the house and the street corners to the right and left. 
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Being thorough, I arrived early in case they came early. I have been in position since a little before 2:30. 

I glanced at my watch again. It was 3:17.

I hope they will show up soon. Or at least not late. I will not be able to add much of a buffer to the end. The police are slated to arrive at 5:30. So about a half-hour before sunrise.

Interesting. Either la policia or the people who command them are probably the ones who contracted with señor Blackwell for this assignment. Whoever it was, bless them. People who collect children should not be alive and free to do as they please.

I waited and watched.

Probably that same van will return. I do not know what they thought would happen when they drove past before. Perhaps that I would stand up, step from behind my tree, and wave?

But even if they looked for me as they passed they would not see me. My tree is set well back into the woods from the street. I am in deep shadow. 

And soon—very soon, I hope—they will arrive so I can do my j—

A soft footfall crushed fallen leaves behind me to the left.

In one blurred motion, I straightened and pivoted to the left, bringing the carbine with me. With my right hand I shifted the forestock to my left hand and grasped the stock behind the action with my right. 

As the pivot continued, I brought the rifle up in a smooth arc, slashed through the rain-pattered silence, and connected solidly with a jaw and ear only three feet away and a few inches over five feet above the ground.

The jolt sent a sliver of pain up my right arm and into my neck.

As the man fell onto his back to his right, I discarded the carbine, completed the pivot, and stepped across him at mid-torso with my right foot. I placed my left foot hard on the inside of his right wrist, which lay palm-up on the ground next to him. By then my Kimber was in my right hand, which was moving toward my left.

In the darkness he stared up at me, his eyes wide and white, as if lighted from behind. Raindrops glistened on his face as he peered up at the barrel and then at my face above it. He said, “Hey, I—”

I whispered, “Hush!” and I cocked the Kimber for effect. Even in the pattering of the light rain on the leaves, the sound was distinctive. “Are you from the van?”

“Yes, but—”

I twisted on my left foot, brought my right foot around, and clipped him hard on the left jaw. 

His head snapped to the right and he went to sleep.

I bent to pick up my carbine and settled behind the tree again. I would have to listen for the man to move, but I could not be sure yet that he was one of my targets. Nor that those in the white van were targets.
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In another minute, maybe two, the van came around the west corner again. Again it slowed.

The driver, with the window down despite the light rain, peered toward the woods. His lips moved as he said something.

Faintly, from inside the van came, “What?”

The driver turned his head slightly and spoke loudly. “I said I do not see him.”

A third voice, also loudly and maybe frustrated, said, “Just pull in and let’s get this over with.”

The driver stopped the van, backed up, and turned into the driveway.

The brake lights shone and then the white lights beneath them flashed as he shifted the van into park.

Still listening for sounds from the sleeping man behind me, I brought the Tavor to my shoulder. 

Both side doors opened. 

The back door on the left popped and then opened too. A man crouched there like a monkey in a white shirt. He was a lighter form against the dark inside of the van. He peered intently toward the woods.

The driver stepped out of the van and closed the door.

The other front door closed too. 

As the driver turned toward the house, the man in the back of the van hopped out of the back. He left the door open. 

He interlaced his fingers and stretched his arms out in front of him, then high over his head. As he continued to peer into the woods, he twisted slightly at the waist, looking from his left to his right. He said, “Hey, Ray, come here a minute.” 

The driver stopped, turned around, and walked toward the back of the van. He walked as if he was annoyed. “What? What do you want?” He stopped and put his hand against the rear corner of the van.

The man at the back put his arms down, then gestured with both hands toward the woods. “I still don’t see Eleán anywhere.”

The driver said, “He will be back. Come on. Let’s get the brats and get out of here.” He turned away. 

But the man from the passenger side of the van had almost reached the house. He stopped just short of the front door and glanced around at the others. He laughed and wagged one hand. “You know how he is. Probably he got lost in there.” Still looking toward the woods himself, he reached behind him with his right hand for the doorknob.

I fired the Tavor.

The bullet sizzled from the woods, drilled a .45 caliber hole through his face, and slapped the brick wall behind him. His head slapped against the same wall, and he crumpled like a dropped towel. 

The driver yelled a curse word and leaned into the first step of his intended run to the van.

I shifted the carbine to the right and fired again.

As his right shoe touched the concrete, he pitched forward to the concrete.

The man behind the van only gaped in my direction, apparently frozen. Perhaps he had seen the flash of the second shot. His hands were spread to his sides, his palms showing and his fingers splayed as if about to grab air.

I shifted the carbine slightly again and fired.

The man’s head jerked straight up, his mouth gaping. He took one step backward, his already-dead body trying to back him away from trouble, and sagged against the edge of the floor of the van. Then he slumped forward and also landed face-down on the concrete.

The message had specified four men +/- one fem. The fourth man was asleep behind me. Good. When he dies, he will not know.

I thought about looking in the van for the woman, but I had neither seen nor heard a female either speaking or screaming. 

I collected my brass, straightened from my crouch, then turned and moved away. When I was far enough so no blood would follow the path of the bullet back to me, I brought the carbine to my shoulder again and put one bullet into the sleeping man’s left temple.

Other than his head jerking with the impact, he did not move.

I bent to find the last spent cartridge casing. It lay like a presentation piece, a darker form on a lighter, upturned, recently fallen leaf. I picked it up, then moved through the woods to my 4-Runner.

As I climbed into the truck, there was no need to check my watch again. It was only about 3:40. The police would arrive in a couple of hours to find that someone had done their job for them. The angle of the shots would direct them to the woods, so they should find all four men. They could free the children and, in time, reunite them with their families.

Not quite one hour later I walked through the front door of my apartment in Mazatlán.
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I was still too stoked to sleep. 

Already it had been a good morning, but I decided to reward myself with a full breakfast. I prepared the machine to brew a K-cup of coffee into a mug. While that was brewing I heated a pork tamale on a plate in the microwave and cracked two eggs into a skillet to scramble. 

When I had cut the tamale into four even pieces, I put the eggs on top and then covered the eggs with salsa. The breakfast would be perfect.

An excellent start to the day. 

And after my breakfast settled, I would go down to the pool to swim my laps.
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