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Introduction
Around 2006, before my first novel The Blade Itself had been published, I was talking to a friend of mine, the author J.A. Konrath. Joe mentioned he was editing a collection of short stories about hitmen entitled These Guns for Hire, and that it would include tales from legends like David Morrell, P.J. Parrish, Jeff Abbott, Ken Bruen, and Lawrence Block. In other words, a list of people I had no right to be among.
But I figured what the hell, and I asked if I could submit a story. His answer was classic Konrath: "If it's under 3,000 words and doesn't suck."
I threw myself into the work, and the result was the following. This was the first story where I played with a format that has become one of my standards for short stories: brief blocks of text that leap around in time and setting, each contributing to the larger tale.
It also afforded me the opportunity to write the line "Snap the blood off your hands, go finish your eggs Benedict, and wait for the screaming to start."
I love my job.
With forty stories of empty air swimming beneath your feet, the constellations are close and cold.
I had a steady grip and the wet sound of Sammy’s exhales in my ear. I had a ladybug crawling on my fingers and the taste of copper in my mouth.
A mile south, a radio tower rose from the Atlanta skyline. Its red beacon, dying and reborn in slow pulses, reminded me of Sherry, the easy rhythm of her breathing, breasts rising and falling in a beam of dusty sunlight. She’d slept against me as though the world was without fear, each inhale carrying the certainty of the next, and I’d stared with my neck craned sideways and never wanted to turn away.
The ladybug moved off my fingers onto the railing, and I looked at it, and at the balcony that only my heels touched.
“Go,” Sammy said, his voice through the earpiece thin and sharp as broken glass, and I stepped off the ledge into the stars.
#
We’d been shooting pool in a midtown dive on the second floor of a strip mall, afternoon heat warping the world outside the windows, Cuervo warping the one within. With his head for angles, Sammy should have been a good player, but wasn’t. I’d been in that automatic zone where I let my body do the work, nerves and reflexes functioning unencumbered, cue sliding smooth and sure, dropping ball after ball. Forty bucks a game and I was up two hundred, but Sammy never did know when to quit.
“I don’t like it,” I said, and kissed the two into the corner.
He held his tequila to the sunlight like he was checking purity.
“An apartment that swank, the guards will have experience. Could be ex-cops.” I lined up on the six. “Cameras. Keycards.”
Sammy shrugged in that way he does, and poured the drink back. “Why not meet with her anyway, see what she’s got to say?”
The trick was not to think. The cue moves, the ball drops. Natural as breathing. “Guy like Vincennes, he’ll have security of his own. Bodyguards inside, bodyguards in the hallway.”
“Nothing you can’t handle.” Sammy set his glass on the table upside-down.
“I don’t do that anymore.” I popped in the eight, and straightened.
“Right,” Sammy said. “I forgot.”
“Rack ‘em,” I said.
#
The rope was dark blue with green flecks. My gloves were black. Four hundred feet below, the highway was a river of light, the rush of steel a distant murmur.
My legs wrapped around the cord, but it was my arms that drove the descent. Slide, lower, slide. Slow and easy. The first apartments were dark, only my reflection staring back, a vague ghost.
On the thirty-seventh floor the ice-blue glow of a TV revealed a living room. Framed posters on primer-white walls. On the couch, a couple sat together. The man said something that made the woman laugh and fit herself more tightly under his arm.
I tried to remember the last time I’d laughed, but all I could think of was sticky sheets tangled around our calves and the hum of the air conditioner in the window.
#
If you were looking for specialized help and knew who to ask, they might tell you to talk to us. Sammy the planner, good with electronics, surveillance, computers. Dexter the point man, the finisher. Though word was old Dex had slipped lately. Gone soft, now making rent as a thief, cue the violins.
Sherry had known who to ask.
We’d arranged to meet her in the revolving bar on top of the Westin, anonymous amidst fat men auditioning trophy wives and tourists snapping pictures. The sunset skyline blazed like a funeral pyre.
I’d heard of Vincennes. Everyone had. Arms trader, drug dealer, middleman. Not the top dog, but certainly well up in the pack, and his teeth were supposed to be sharp. So his wife I’d imagined as a diamond: sparkle without softness, perfect and unreachable.
Instead I saw a frightened girl whose makeup didn’t quite cover thumb-width bruises on her neck.
“Cash,” she’d said. “A lot of it. It’s supposed to go out the next day.”
“Where?”
“I don’t know. El Salvador. Afghanistan.” She twisted her napkin. “I just pick up what I can. He doesn’t tell me anything.”
“Why?” I asked.
She looked surprised. “He doesn’t really see me.”
“No,” I said, “why do you want us to rip off your husband?”
She looked at her plate, brushed a lock of hair behind one perfect ear.
“Sherry?” I leaned forward on my elbows. “Why not just leave?”
“Where?” She barely whispered. She looked up, reached out to touch my forearm. “I never meant to be here. I just want…” She paused. “I want to start again.” Her gaze held mine, and in her eyes I saw myself reflected.
#
The thief thing was new, a way to buttress dwindling finances. We used to offer a much more specialized service.
Then I stopped killing.
In the movies, when the assassin quits, it’s always because of some dramatic fuckup. A child in the line of fire. A contract who turns out to be a friend.
The truth is simpler.
Sammy and I were the most sought-after hit team working the South. We’d done Big Oil V.P.s in Dallas and Cuban drug runners in Miami. While Sammy scrambled security cameras, I’d once scraped a straightened clothes hanger through the ear of a Nashville singer planning to move to a rival record label.
We made prestige kills, big scores, and lived like it. Flash pads, beautiful cars, fast women. Nothing meant anything. Put your thumbs through the eyes of an aspiring city councilman in the Ritz bathroom, snap the blood off your hands, go finish your eggs Benedict and wait for the screaming to start. Sammy once bet a homeless guy twenty grand that he couldn’t sprint across the highway and back with his eyes closed. Then shot him when he made it. Sammy never did know when to quit.
It all became routine.
Then one morning, a bright blue day like any other, I woke from a dream where I was holding a man’s head in a bathtub, crimson water splashing as he struggled to break the surface. My fingers dug into his pressure points, controlling his body, and all I could think about was how huge the score was going to be, how this was the one I’d been waiting for, the one I’d always wanted. Eventually he went limp, and I shouldered the body up and over to float in the tub, which was when I realized it was me staring back at me, and smiling.
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