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Chapter 1: Approaching Joaquin’s House
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Yeah, that’s right. Tailor. Mama wanted to give me a “normal” name. To her, that meant nothing that sounded too regional, so Hebert and Boudreaux and Thibodeaux were out. And nothing that sounded too ethnic, like Clive (thank God) or Pedro or Jamal. And nothing she considered flat and boring like John or Michael or Anthony. 

She also picked my name before I was born, and she wanted something that would work for either gender. So she called me Tailor. 

She was thinking of Taylor—she liked the sound of that—only Mama didn’t have a lot of what she calls “book learning,” so she took the spelling off the sign of the tailor shop in our small town in Louisiana. 

Anyway, spelling doesn’t really matter. Especially the spelling of a name. A name’s just the sound people make when they want to get your attention, and sounds are heard, not seen. So how the sound is spelled doesn’t really matter. 

Take Joaquin Garza, for example. That’s my target’s name, so after I knock on his door that’s what I’ll yell out. Well, Joaquin, not his full name. He goes only by his first name. He doesn’t know I have his last name. His house is just around the corner and just up the street. 

Hmm. Fourth house on the left, right?

I searched my memory, oriented myself in my head to the Google Maps Street View that I looked at for the third time earlier today. But I parked back here around the corner where I planned to park. The right street and the right direction and all that. So yeah, fourth house on the left.

The street view pictures were taken in the daylight, and it’s different after dark. But I’d studied it pretty well, so....

Besides, I don’t mind the dark. Unless a dog jumps out at me. Or a snake. Dogs are all right when you can see them coming or even if they make a warning sound. But I don’t like snakes at all. Even with a warning sound. Snakes are just nasty. They come at you like they’re hungry, and every one of them thinks he’s a bad ass. I’m pretty sure they’re all still mad about that no-legs thing.

But when there are no quiet dogs or snakes around I don’t mind the dark. If anything, it makes me more invisible than I usually am. I can blend in without even trying too hard.

Anyway, that name—Joaquin—it isn’t spelled like it sounds. After I knock, I won’t say joe-ah-keen or joe-a-cue-in or joe-a-coo-in like it looks when it’s all spelled out. I’ll say something that sounds like wah-keen. That’s how it’s supposed to sound. He’ll answer to that. 

Then I’ll get inside with him. I’ll speed-up his transformation to room temperature, and then I’ll go on about my business. Back to my normal life. Probably through the back door, though.

Not that I’ve got anything against the guy. He’s a Mex, I guess. Or he’s from somewhere down there. Columbia, maybe, or something like that. But we have no choice in that. We're all from somewhere and we all look a little different. I got nothing against anybody for stuff like that.

And as far as I know, he hasn’t done anything wrong either. Well, other than the selling-drugs thing. But doing what I do for a living, I can’t really fault him for that. We all have to make a living somehow. Anyway, what he does isn’t really my business, and it wouldn’t make a difference. 

But ironically, what he does for a living is how I was able to get so close to him so easily. I called him earlier today. Told him I was in town only for a little while and that I got his name from a friend of a friend. I made my voice sound a little more ethnic too, with some of that Ebonics stuff. I don’t consider that a new language or any of that crap. To me, it’s sheer laziness. But it comes in handy when I need it. I guess he figures he doesn’t have to vet guys of my particular racial persuasion. Hey, I’m good with that.

Anyway, like I said, what he does for a living is none of my business and I don’t really care. I only know he managed to get on somebody’s list to be removed. That’s all I know, and for me, that’s enough.

Otherwise whoever that somebody is wouldn’t have contacted my boss, Mr. TJ Blackwell, and paid him to have the guy removed. And then Mr. Blackwell wouldn’t have sent me that message and I wouldn’t be here right now.

But somebody had reached out to Mr. Blackwell, and I guess the check didn’t bounce.

So I’ll take him out.

Hey, Joaquin does his job and I do mine. Just two guys trying to make a living.
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When I turned the corner, everything looked right. The right vehicles in the right places like they were on Street View. Nothing out of place that I could see. No vans, and nothing that looked like it was maybe from local drug enforcement or vice squad. 

A few porch lights were on up the block, but no house lights were spilling onto lawns. It’s a quiet, mid-range residential neighborhood. The streetlights were in working order, but they’re only on the corners.  So the target house, the house on this side of it, and several houses beyond it were dark. Works for me.

There was even a light breeze in my face, so that was nice. Especially since the temps felt like the mid-80s. Even at almost 11 p.m. I’m one of those guys who sweat like a racehorse when the temps slip up to 78 or 80, so the breeze was a welcome surprise.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 2: Killing Joaquin
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For this hit I wore all black clothing, complete with a black balaclava, though it was rolled up on my head and tugged down to my ears like a stocking cap. My boots are regular combat boots. My pants are baggy and loose with big front pockets and a long crotch. They’re nylon I think. I have the hems bloused around the boots. That’s kind’a the style right now among guys like I’m supposed to be. Yo, just another brother from the hood. ‘Cept I’m upscale in the nylon. Jeans can chafe, and I don’t wanna wear my pants halfway down my butt.

My cotton t-shirt’s black and tucked in, and my hoodie’s black nylon, or maybe rayon or something. It’s a pullover and long-sleeved, but as I rounded the corner I pushed the sleeves halfway up my arms. It hides the tops of my front pants pockets. In the left one I have my keys and the cash for Joaquin. In the right one I have my business card: a silenced .22 caliber revolver with a full cylinder of six low-velocity rounds. 

That and the gun I was going to use were both last-minute buys right here in Santa Barbara a little over five hours ago. I was going to use a drop gun: a .22 caliber semiautomatic pistol with a full magazine of seven rounds of low-velocity ammo. After the hit, I planned to drop both it and the sound suppressor and just walk away.

But then I thought it might be better if the cops who investigate thought it was a drug deal gone wrong. Guys who rip off drug dealers don’t leave their weapons behind. So I went back to the same guy and tried to swap the semi-auto for a revolver.

Only he grinned and shook his head. “C’mon, bro, all sales are final. You gotta a know that, right?”

I smiled. “Right,” I said. “So lemme get a volvo anyway, a’right? Then I got options.” 

He flashed a mouthful of white teeth. “Hey, I hear you, m’man. A brother needs what a brother needs.” And he turned away and pulled a revolver from the trunk of his pristine, vintage, blue-and-white Ford Fairlane and handed it to me. “This’n’s only two small, an’ it’s loaded.”

The gun had no front sight and the end of the barrel was threaded. “Low-velocity rounds, right?”

He nodded. “Yeah, man.” 

I glanced at the gun again. “Looks like there ought’a be a silencer come with it.”

As he eyed me, he laughed quietly and nodded. “Okay, shooter.” He turned back to the trunk, searched through a small cardboard box of steel tubes, and pulled out a sound suppressor. As he passed it to me, he grinned. “We’ll call it two-fifty all-in. You good with that?”

I already had the semiauto, so I thought about shooting him and loading him into his own trunk. But like I said, a guy’s gotta make a living. Another time, perhaps. Instead I smiled again and handed him two hundreds and three twenties. “Keep the change, my man.” We fist-bumped and I left. 

Like I said, that was only five hours ago, and here I am, about to knock on Joaquin’s door.
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I put my left hand into my pocket and cupped the three fifties I was gonna give him in my palm. Then I leaned the left side of my head close to the door and rapped with the back of my knuckles, a little more quietly than I would have if I was here during the day. Visiting, maybe. Or on legitimate business. In a loud stage whisper, I said, “Hey, Joaquin! It’s Jones, man!”

“Who?”

“Jones, man. I called, ‘member? Jimmy Jones?”

“Oh yeah.”

There were two metallic clicks on the other side of the door, and the doorknob turned. The door opened an inch or two. Two chains spanned the distance, and his left eye and forehead appeared just below them. He must be about 5’6” or maybe 5’7”. He looked up at me. “You got the cash?”

“I’m here, ain’t I?” I glanced around as if nervous. “Hey, man, let me in. Spooky out here maybe, know’t I mean?”

He chuckled quietly and whispered in a thick accent, “No spooks out there man, or I wouldn’t have answered the door.” He paused. “But you got the money, right?”

I pulled my left hand out and let him peek at the end of the rolled-up bills. 

“A’right, man.” He took the two chains off the door and pulled it open.

I stepped through quickly, like I was legit scared, and backed into the corner behind the door.

I was right. He was about 5’6” and stocky with a broad face. We were in a small living room furnished with the usual: a couch, a recliner, tables. It was only dimly lighted by a florescent tube light over the stove in the kitchen. That was some twenty feet away.

He quickly closed, double-chained and double-deadbolted the door. Then he curled the fingers of his right hand at me. “Cash first, ese.”

“Sure, man, whatever.” I unrolled my left hand and he took the rolled-up bills. 

“Better be one-fifty.” 

“You can see the edges, man. Count it if you want. Just gimme the stuff.”

He turned away. “Wait here.” He started across the living room. As he turned into a hallway, I followed him. It’s better to not stay where they leave you.

He disappeared through a door at the end of the hallway and turned right, still walking full stride. So he’d cross the room. I had time.

I crept to the end of the hallway and waited just outside the door.

A drawer rattled a little, then scraped. He cursed quietly, and the drawer closed again.

When he came out he was looking down at a small plastic zip-top baggie in his left hand. My money was still in his right. 

I said, “Sorry, Joaquin.”

He stopped and looked up. “Huh?” 

I pressed the revolver hard up under his chin and pulled the trigger three times.

He dropped straight down and back.

I slipped the revolver back into my pocket, then knelt and took my cash from his relaxed right hand. I dropped it into my hoodie pocket with my fingertips, then picked up the baggie by one corner too. But I carried that into the bathroom. I closed the door quietly and locked it, then flushed the baggie.

At the sink, I opened the tap and let water run over my hands. I rubbed them lightly to be sure there was no blood, especially on the right one. Then I turned off the tap, opened the door, and made my way back through the living room and into the kitchen. 

The back door had one deadbolt and then only the door lock. I opened it, turned the door lock, stepped out, and pulled it shut. 

A long moment later I was over the back fence, down the alley, and in my truck, a black 2006 Toyota Tacoma with a shell on the back. 

Several minutes later I was merging with traffic on the 101 south to LA. Smooth and easy.
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Chapter 3: Moving, and My Start
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I lived in Los Angeles until about a week ago. I had just closed out the lease on my apartment a few hours before my VaporStream device lit up with the Joaquin Garza assignment. And it was marked eyes only, meaning I couldn’t rationally turn it down. 

So I went to Santa Barbara. I took a hotel room for a few days, did my online research, and delivered the goods. But the day before the hit, I called Golden. That’s where the headquarters of Blackwell Ops is located. I was prepared to leave a message for Mr. Blackwell, but the secretary put me through. I’m betting she got a pretty good dressing-down for that. Or worse.

I was nervous as hell when he answered—we aren’t supposed to contact him for any reason—but I managed to get through it. He said only eight words the whole time.

“Yes?”

“The job, sir, I’m on it. But I’m also in the middle of a move. If possible, I need a week or so to get settled in.”

“Where?” 

I shook my head. Like he wouldn’t know within hours of me turning off the truck at my destination. The guy has eyes and ears everywhere.

“The Phoenix area.”

“Okay.”

“So it’s all right then?”

“Yes. Please don’t call again.”

“Yes sir.”

Before “sir” was out of my mouth, he’d hung up.

Still, I was good to go. 

Only after the Garza hit, just as I got through LA and as I was getting on I-10, my VaporStream device went off again.

Fortunately, an exit was coming up, so I left the freeway and pulled into a gas station. I parked away from the pumps and the convenience store and picked up the device. “Dang, Mr. Blackwell. You said I’d have some time off.” But I pressed the On button.

The message was only two lines.


Two weeks 

Safe move



I laughed. The guy totally faked me out. 

I pressed the Accept button and laid the device in the seat next to me. A few minutes later I found another on-ramp and I was eastbound on I-10 again.
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Most people think I’m younger than I am. I was 26 on my last birthday, and I’ve been with Blackwell Ops for a little over a year.  

My first year out of high school, I backpacked across parts of France, Italy and Germany, and while I was over there I got involved in some shooting competitions. It was fun and it was cool. 

But shooting guns well is hardly something a guy can put on his resumé, especially these days. There isn’t a lot of call for sharpshooters in the civilian world.

I also didn’t want to join the military. I’m big on self-discipline, but I don’t care for other people telling me what to do. And I flat won’t be a cop. There’s too much corruption
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