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Аннотация
A Former Assassin: Leo Marston is done with long-distance murder and he'll do anything to keep it in his past even if he has to make one final kill shot.
A Dead Man: Nathan White seeks revenge from the grave — or so it seems when the computer program he wrote prior to his death begins a systemic killing of prominent government officials whom White has deemed enemies of the state.
A Woman in Trouble: Jackie Winn — White's co-worker and former lover — unknowingly activates the Kill Code program…and then becomes a target herself.
A Fight to the Death: Leo and Jackie form an uneasy alliance in a dangerous attempt to disable the Kill Code program and stop the Black Hand — a group of cunning, professional assassins following the program's directives — from murdering the government officials as dictated by White's crazed plan.
The very fabric of society as we know it hangs in the balance as Leo and Jackie discover what they are made of and risk their lives to defeat the the seemingly undefeatable…
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Epigraph

An ideal form of government is democracy tempered with assassination
— Voltaire





Chapter 1

Leo Marston hadn't killed anyone in ten years, but when the man stepped into his coin shop, and the hair on the back of his neck rose, he knew that could change today. He didn’t recognize the man, but he knew the look of a professional killer; he’d been that man not so many years ago.
He watched as the man took expressionless note of the dust motes dancing on the sunlight filtering through the blinds. Piles of coins on glass counters waited to be sorted. On the counter opposite Leo, a pile of foreign coins that his partner, Rob Gates, had purchased earlier in the week, would have to be sorted when Rob came in later.
It was a dusty, cluttered coin store, a little frayed at the edges, but Leo liked it just as he liked the location on the Northern edge of Albuquerque, New Mexico. North enough from the more prosperous, touristy part of town but close enough to the seedy edge that the store was able to purchase interesting things from people living on the downside of the economic edge.
The man appraised Leo, then turned, locked the door and flipped the sign over to “Closed.”
Leo gulped, trying to still his pounding heart while appearing nonchalant.
This man was unlike the 'coin dinks' that he was used to seeing. Men, primarily of low social standing and even worse bathing habits, often shuffled through his inventory looking for something that might have been misgraded that they could sell for more money. It paid to entertain them as their money was as good as anyone's. This man, however, was wearing a three piece pin-striped suit — that was the first thing that felt wrong about him. Who wore a suit in the middle of summer in infernally hot Albuquerque?
His brown, buzz-cut hair and muscular face complemented a build that filled the suit almost to the bursting point — which pretty much made it impossible for him to conceal the gun he was carrying beneath it. That was the second thing that raised the hair on the back of Leo's neck.
He gripped a yellow envelope in his beefy hand. Clue number three. In his experience, nothing good had ever arrived in a yellow envelope.
“Can I help you?” Leo asked.
“Max Jennings?”
Well fuck. Leo felt an arctic chill numb his body. Max Jennings, assassin, died a long time ago, at the promising age of twenty-one. Old enough to drink, old enough to die.
At least the organization he had worked for was supposed to think so after he’d barely escaped death from a car bomb in Bogota, Colombia, ten, almost eleven peaceful years ago.
How had they found him? You didn't retire from this business; you were killed at the end of your usefulness either by being sent on a suicide job or by becoming a training exercise for a future generation of assassins.
“Max Jennings?” Leo repeated conversationally. “Never heard of him. I'm afraid you have the wrong person.”
“No. I don't.” The man’s glacial blue eyes watched him with the stone cold look Leo knew was that of a professional killer.
The man set the envelope on the counter. Leo slipped a letter opener that he had been using to open coin flips into his hand and down below the counter.
“We have a job for you.”
“I’ve got a job. You lookin’ for a specific coin? I’m your man. Otherwise, like I said, you got the wrong guy.” The air conditioner kicked on, filling the room with an ominous hum.
“Let's not play games, Jennings. You know why I'm here. We have someone for you to take out and we need your specialty — the long kill.”
This man, whoever he was, knew way the hell too much for Leo's comfort.
“They are still talking about you taking out that Colombian at 1162 yards. Some sort of record or something….”
Yeah. It had been a record all right. That shot took out a Peruvian Interior Minister at 1272 yards, but Leo didn't correct the man. It had been a very difficult shot, in gusting winds, but he’d put the bullet exactly where he aimed — in the center of the chest. Of his eleven operational kills, all were at over six hundred yards. Yeah, he was an expert at the long kill.
“Let’s say I know how to find this guy — this Jennings, was it?” Leo said. “Who do I say is looking for him?”
“You know who’s looking for you,” the man said with a chill edge to his voice.
Yeah, he knew. At least he knew it was the same shadow organization that had doled out his assignments back in the day. He’d never known much about them — including the name. Travel itinerary and contact details had all been handled via the US mail. Payment was always via electronic bank transfers.
“Sorry,” Leo said again. “I can’t help you.”
“Look. I asked nice. I’m about through with nice.”
Leo smiled. “I can relate to that.” Then he lunged over the counter, grabbed the guy by his shirt front and stabbed him in the heart with the letter opener, twisting it as the man went down.
* * *
Jackie Winn stared at the glinting gold of the DVD in her hand in the dim light of the computer room, half listening to Patrick Lackey, the company accountant.
When Nathan was alive, he had mistreated Patrick, often yelled at him and insulted him. There was a history between them Jackie didn't understand and that neither Nathan nor Patrick would elaborate on.
As co-owner of the company with Nathan, she had always treated Patrick with respect and found that he was competent in his job, intelligent and always seemed eager to pitch in and help even beyond his areas of expertise. In a small, quickly growing company, everyone had to be prepared to cover every task from meeting customers, answering the phones and even janitorial services.
“Are you going to run that?” Patrick said, dragging her back to the present.
“Yes,” she said, swallowing back the lump in her throat.
Nathan had made her promise to run the DVD after he died. Nathan — blond, brilliant, almost as good a hacker as she was, now gone forever.
And she was still missing him. No, she was not going to cry any more. There had been a fountain of tears at the service and a numbness that left her feeling permanently out-of-body. All she could think about was the crater left in her heart. It wasn't like the love of her life had been perfect, nor his death unexpected, but that still didn't make his absence any easier.
“Do you have any idea what’s on it?”
Jackie said nothing.
Softly, he said, “I know how tough it was watching him die. But because of you, he lived a full life.”
And a miserable, drawn out death before the pancreatic cancer killed him, Jackie thought grimly, dropping her head to her hand.
Patrick reminded her, “He knew he wasn’t alone. Even at the end.”
The end. It didn’t get much more final than that, did it?
She stared at the DVD. A piece of polished metal and plastic was all she had left of him. They’d had so many hopes. So many dreams. One of those dreams had been this computer security business. They’d built it together from the ground up. And it had been so exciting to see the encryption algorithms they had developed now in use in banks and financial institutions all over the world. Even lowly credit card swipe machines contained their code. It had been Nathan's last project, begun just after he had been diagnosed with terminal cancer. Jackie had wondered why he had taken on such an ambitious project after his diagnosis — but he had, sometimes by sheer will alone, accomplished the project, on time and under budget.
“Why don't you take a few days to gather yourself?” Patrick asked.
Still trying to hold back tears, she said, “I’m sorry. I can’t. At least not right now. There’s so much work here.” That, at least, was true. With Nathan gone, she was running the business herself — which was why she was here late again tonight. “Maybe in a couple of weeks or so, after I get a handle on things, okay?”
“The place practically runs itself. You should take some time off.”
“Speaking of which, I need to do this. Alone.”
He briefly touched her shoulder. “I'm sorry to have intruded.”
Giving her one last hurt look, he left, closing the door behind him.
She didn't mean to lash out at Patrick, but she felt like someone had sandpapered her skin off, leaving raw nerves that screamed in agony even with a loving caress. Not that she could ever love again with this hole in her chest.
Staring at the closed door for a moment, she knew she couldn’t handle both Patrick's well-intended hovering and her own grief over losing Nate.
She looked back at the DVD. He’d spent hundreds of hours on it. Whatever it was. At least the project had taken Nathan's focus away from his anti-government rantings.
No, he hadn’t been perfect, but when you loved someone, sometimes you overlooked things. Jackie had learned early on not to discuss politics with Nathan. It invariably ended up being a shouting match he always managed to dominate. She didn't really want to deal with the distractions that resulted in fighting the system. Nathan seemed to thrive on it. He was a strict Constitutionalist and hated all forms of the current government ranging from the local building inspector, who had once denied the company's expansion plans, to the IRS and almost every member of Congress.
She remembered his words as he had given her the DVD. “This will fix the bastards.”
Those were the last words that he ever said to her, and she’d been so numb with the impending loss that she could only wonder fleetingly what the hell that meant.
“Guess it’s time to find out,” she said aloud to the empty room and, with equal measures of trepidation and excitement, loaded the DVD into the computer.
Whatever was on it, the program had been important to Nathan. So important, he’d been secretive to the point of being spooky. She wanted to work with him during his final months, to help him, but he wouldn't have it. Instead, he’d shut her out and she’d had to watch independent contractors come and go, leaving the computer lab at all hours of the day and night.
She hadn’t liked being out of the loop but she hadn’t fought him on it. He’d been so sick. And so determined to surprise her.
Her stomach felt a little jumpy as she waited until the auto-run icon popped up. On a deep breath, she clicked on it and watched the green light on the DVD drive start flashing.
It hadn’t been easy, but per his wishes, she hadn't looked at it before running it. As a hacker, she was intrigued; as his long time lover, she was positively trembling. Taking a close look at the DVD's contents was the closest thing to being with him.
“That’s odd,” she murmured when she saw the T-3 connection status lights were all red, signifying that the Internet connection was maxed out. It didn’t make any sense since her program was the only one running.
“Nate,” she said aloud again, her words drifting away into the empty room, “how big is this sucker?”
Big, she decided. Mega big. Considering that a T-3 line could dump almost forty-five megabits per second directly into the Internet, it was impressive.
She slumped back in her chair, squinted at the screen. What the hell is on this DVD?
She crossed her arms, eyes glued to the screen and waited to find out.
* * *
Leo had read somewhere that if you kill someone by stopping the heart, the bleeding would be minimized. The last thing he needed was a mess to deal with. It worked. The man gasped and dropped like he had been poleaxed. He twitched for a few moments, made a grab at the letter opener shoved in his chest, sighed and went still.
He fought back nausea. Leo had never seen death up close and personal like this. A splash of blood on a wall after a perfect sniper shot was completely different. But he'd been preparing for this possibility for the past ten years — his past coming to confront him violently.
Leo took a couple of shallow breaths, and then settled down to do what he needed to do — take care of this problem.
Rolling the man over on his back, Leo checked for a pulse and didn't find one. It was handy that he was still wearing the plastic gloves that he used to keep his hands clean while handling coins. He'd gotten damn lucky in hitting this guy exactly in the heart. The letter opener could have slipped off a rib only causing a superficial injury or the guy could have had something in his pocket that could have blocked the blow. In this case, luck was better than being good, but he couldn't always count on luck; he had to be a great deal better than anyone else he came up against.
He left the body and chanced a glance out the front window. There was a full-sized car parked out front, but the rest of the parking lot was empty.
Leo rolled the body up in the rug and dragged it around to the back where no one could see it from the front windows. He double checked the corpse, relieved when there was still no pulse. Methodical and deliberate movements were necessary for him to be a precision long distance shooter; he practiced both skills now. Searching for an ID, Leo found a new wallet and could practically smell the fresh ink on the man's driver's license. It didn't look fake, but Leo sensed that it was. The name on the driver's license, credit card and other wallet 'fluff' read “James Phillips.”
He found a cell phone that he wasn't familiar with, having a miniature keyboard and small screen. He took it, removed the battery from the back and slid it into his pocket. He knew that cell phones could be tracked even if you weren't using them and he didn't want to take any chances.
Another surprise was the suppressed .22 Beretta Model 70S. A favorite of the Mossad — Israel's secret intelligence agency. With the suppressor, the most sound you would hear would be the slide moving and the bullets slapping into their target.
Leo had kept up his college habits, studying up on assassinations, and was somewhat of an expert on the history, techniques and particular styles favored by various people and organizations. It was an interesting hobby, but he had been forced into it, and with the exception of that brief period of time that he deeply regretted, didn't consider himself a killer — today being the exception.
The .22 pistol confirmed that Phillips was a professional killer. It also meant that he was a close-in specialist, you had to be two feet away from the person you were killing as you fired bullets into their head. Killing people was still murder no matter if it was at over six hundred yards or at one foot. And in this particular murder game, he knew that if he had declined the job, he would have been quietly eliminated. As loathe as he was to kill Phillips, he had no doubt he’d be the one dead by now if he hadn’t. Still, self-defense or not, he’d just been forced back into a game he’d never intended to play again.
Face grim, Leo wrapped the carpet-encased body in some plastic tarps that he kept in the back room. He took care to use only those fresh from the packaging. They were doing amazing things with forensics today and Leo didn’t want to take any chances. He also wanted to be far away when the authorities started investigating what, if taken at face value, screamed homicide. If they ever discovered the body.
Still wearing his gloves, he went outside, looked around and didn't see anyone. It didn't mean that there wasn't anybody watching, only that Leo couldn't see them. When Leo had worked, there was always a back up team ready to extract him if something went wrong. He also had a spotter helping identify the target, doping the wind, checking the range and more.
Using Phillips’ keys, he got in the car and checked the glove box which revealed nothing except a car rental agreement. Hopefully, Phillips had sprung for the extra insurance as this car was going to soon be burnt and twisted metal.
Leo pulled the car around back and opened up the trunk. Empty. Opening the back door of the store, Leo dragged out the body and hefted it into the trunk. He closed it, stepped back inside the store and opened his personal safe tucked by the door. He dug around and found a couple of cardboard boxes. The chemicals inside had been premixed and were ready to go. It was surprising what you can buy on eBay, and for about forty dollars and some research on the Internet, he had one hell of a good recipe for thermite.
While he’d hoped it would never come to this, Leo had been preparing for this day for the past ten years — when his past would catch up to him. Besides, even paranoid people had enemies.
The forty-five hundred degree Fahrenheit liquid produced by the burning thermite would hopefully destroy enough evidence and give him the time he would need to put some distance between here and whoever would soon be looking for him.
He dug out a timer, glad he’d done his research. Thermite was somewhat difficult to ignite, and even harder to fire electrically, but Leo had figured out a way. He had a lot of free time on his hands, no romantic commitments, and no other life except for precision rifle shooting and the coin store.
Damn, he was going to miss out trying the new load he had worked up for his thousand-yard rifle.
Working fast, Leo popped open the trunk and set up his thermite. The first charge, a baggie full of powder with an attached firing system went into Phillips’ mouth to obliterate anything that could be matched to dental records. The second one was set on his chest. Leo taped the man's hands over the charge with the goal of erasing any fingerprints and placed them over the letter opener. He set the timer for an hour, tossed his gloves on the body, closed the trunk, locked the store and then drove for five minutes to an industrial park that was conveniently vacant thanks to the commercial real estate bust.
He walked back to the store without looking back. When the thermite ignited, it would burn through the body, destroying the letter opener and the bottom of the trunk, and into the gas tank, causing a massive fire that would further hinder any investigation.
He pulled his truck, a six-year-old GMC pickup complete with topper, to the back and loaded up some other items from the safe, including his target rifle, a stash of gold coins and bundles of cash he had set aside. He locked his truck and entered the store. He stopped at the counter and stared at the plain vanilla envelope.
Leo retrieved another letter opener and carefully slit the envelope open from the bottom. He slid the contents out onto the counter and studied each document. It was the standard targeting profile — name, pictures and various biographical details. On the last page were the specifics of the proposed hit. Leo was supposed to undertake this particular assassination solo with no spotter or backup team. There was also no site set up for him to shoot from. In all of his previous jobs, all Leo had to do was show up to find his rifle set up and the spotter waiting. When the target showed up, Leo took the shot and walked away. That was interesting in itself. There were no further details except that he was to receive thirty thousand dollars for this job. The payment was on the very low side for someone with Leo's expertise. His last job had paid ten times as much and that was over ten years ago. Another piece to add to the puzzle.
Leo punched in his partner’s number. “Rob. Hey. It’s me. Yeah, look. Something’s come up — no. No I’m fine. Family thing. Sister’s kid got in a little trouble.
“Yeah,” he grunted out a laugh at Rob’s reference to teenagers. Of course, Leo didn’t have a divorced sister with a teenager, but as far as Rob was concerned he did and she lived in Toledo. When he’d taken on his new identity, he’d contrived a background to go with it then made damn sure he’d planted his ‘family’ plenty of miles away.
“Anyway, Barb thinks the kid needs a male hand, so you know where this is headed, right? I need you to cover at the shop for a few days.
“Great, thanks man. I owe you. And look, if business is as slow as it’s been the last couple of weeks, just shut the place down for a day or so if you have to.”
He waited while Rob told him to take his time. “Thanks again. I’ll be in touch.”
Leo hung up, and then studied the picture of the target. Short black hair, round face, intelligent eyes. The name underneath it read “Jackie Winn.” A pretty girl who didn't need makeup to look nice even in the photo, apparently taken from a distance.
Leo slid the paperwork back into the envelope and folded it into his sport coat pocket. On his way out of the door, he picked up Phillips' pistol and added that to the pocket containing the envelope.
“So. Jackie Winn,” he muttered aloud as he settled behind the steering wheel. “Who the hell are you and why does someone want you dead?”
More to the point, who in the business knew he was alive and why had they dragged him back into it?
If he wanted answers to those questions, he needed a plan. While he had realized that the day he would have to pay for his past sins would be coming, he had always held on to the hope that he could keep his comfortable, reasonably safe life. Hell, he was in his early thirties and had lived way beyond his expected life expectancy as an assassin.
Someone had taken a great deal of effort to track him down. Who? Leo had only done political assassinations outside the United States, not generic murder for hire. Was this attempt to recruit him for something bigger? And if so, why?
He knew that Phillips was a dead end. The only thread that he could follow was his expected target, Jackie Winn, to see if he could figure out how she was involved. His best bet was to track her down, see why she was a target and then follow the trail back to who had wanted her killed. Then, if he had to, he’d take out whoever got in his way until he found someone he could convince to leave him the hell alone. Forever.
Like it or not, it was time to go hunting.
* * *
The DVD tray sliding out of the drive broke Jackie from her thoughts. That was strange — the DVD drive should only kick out the disk when it was done writing, not reading.
Something wasn't right. She couldn't explain it, but she knew. Good programmers and even hackers just didn't grind out code, they sensed what was working right and what wasn't, coding by feel. It wasn't something that was taught, or even could be quantified, but it was what set her apart from thousands of other code jockeys. And there was something going on here that she felt was wrong. It was just a twinge, but it was enough.
She looked at the disk. Nothing appeared defective with it so she decided to try a different machine. She stepped over to her laptop and powered it up. Since it was a Linux box, the software wouldn't run on or cause any problems with her computer. She waited for the disk to spin up and then looked at it with sector dump. It was all zeroes. Picking another section of the disk, she looked at it and, again, found only zeroes. Was the whole thing blank?
“What the hell is going on?” she muttered.
Minimizing the window, she brought up her C programming environment and wrote a quick section of code to scan the entire disk. She was a programmer to heart, where she even thought in code — specifically C. With that language, you could write code that talked with the individual chips on the motherboard or write an entire operating system. Jackie had done both.
The program had a couple of bugs that she quickly fixed, recompiled and started it to run. With 4.7 gigabytes of data to sort through, it was going to take a while. She stopped the program and told it to take samples all throughout the disk instead. Ten minutes later, she had her answer — the entire disk was blank. Amazing. And completely illogical. She could think of a couple of ways of formatting a disk with software, but only with specific drives and media.
Then it hit her. Her grief had clouded her judgment. Before running this software, she should have pulled it apart despite Nathan's final request.
Nathan had configured the software to load into another computer or computers and then delete from the disk. Whatever she had just inadvertently loaded was now out there somewhere, getting ready to do something that she didn't know and couldn't control.
“Oh, God, Nathan. What did you do?”
She brought trembling fingers to her lips as she realized that it had been Nathan’s plan all along for her to set loose whatever it was she’d just unleashed on an unsuspecting world.
“What did I just do?”



Chapter 2

In the Pacific Northwest, a computer server farm powered up. Located where power was cheap, that particular area of the country was popular for similar such farms containing hundreds, if not thousands, of computers, each containing multiple processors and a huge amount of storage. Tied directly into a T-3 line, it had direct and very high-speed access to an Internet backbone.
As the computers came online, each performed a complete system check. The automatic cooling system ramped up to keep the farm cool, which was another justification for having cheap power as the air conditioning units were not particularly efficient.
When the entire farm was powered up, Nathan White’s “Program,” code named Tyrannicide, that Jackie Winn had just inadvertently released, spread its far reaching tentacles into the World Wide Web, gathering data, distributing data, analyzing data. Tyrannicide, named for the killing of tyrants or those who have committed tyrannical acts, also sent out a very specifically written coded packet that would switch on software in predetermined credit card machines all over the globe. Designed to take advantage of round-off errors that happened during every transaction, Tyrannicide would add up these accumulated tenths and hundredths of cents and deposit them into a designated account where it would accumulate cent upon cent, dollar upon dollar and eventually finance the task it was written to perform.
For now, it would only gather money, data and wait until the time was right to strike.
* * *
Leo drove for ten hours straight until he found an out of the way camp ground. The advantage of camping rather than checking into a hotel room was that there wasn't any paper trail and it was cheaper. The sleeping bag and packed food and water in the back of his pickup were just fine with Leo.
He selected a camping site away from a group of RVs next to a cluster of fragrant pine trees. He admired the majestic rise of mountains and inhaled the brisk air while he ate a quick meal of MREs that he purchased from a military surplus store.
In the fading light, he sat in the driver’s seat with the door open and reviewed the information on Jackie Winn. Pretty innocuous stuff. The same questions kept rolling around in his head. Why would anyone want to kill her? And why did they come to him to do it? And the bigger question, the one that plagued him the most, was how did they even know he was still alive?
Except for today, Leo had only ever killed outside the United States and only for political ends — high-ranking government officials and others in that general field. It just didn't make sense — Jackie wasn't even a registered voter, just some computer guru dealing with “Systems Security,” whatever in the hell that was. Computers were a tool for Leo, they either worked or they didn't and he didn't want to waste the time spent playing with them like his partner, who was addicted to Internet poker.
Leo looked up, startled, when a burly, yet elderly park ranger stopped at Leo's truck.
“Evenin’, son. Nice night tonight.”
“That it is,” Leo agreed and told himself to remain calm. There wasn’t a reason in the world for this park ranger to question his presence here — or to initiate a search and find the Beretta locked in his glove box. “First time in this park. Real nice place.”
“Can’t argue with you there. ‘Spose you already figured out that I'm collecting camping fees.”
“Figured someone would be around. How much do I owe you?” Leo asked, reaching into his pocket for his wallet.
“That'll be ten dollars.”
Leo pulled out two fives and handed them to the man. “Cheap at twice the price.”
The ranger gave Leo a tight smile and then a long look and Leo could see that he was wondering where Leo’s tent was.
“I sleep in the back of the truck,” he said, preempting the ranger’s question. “Much less chance of getting rained on.”
“Now that’s a fact,” the Ranger said with a chuckle. “How long are you going to be around?”
“Just tonight. Heading out East to visit family. Ten bucks is a lot cheaper than a hotel room, and with the economy, I have to watch my money. You know how it goes.”
“I do. You have a good night now.” The ranger tipped a finger to his hat brim, seemed satisfied and continued his circuit of the camp ground.
Leo watched for a few minutes to make sure the guy was really going away and didn't copy down his license plate or anything. Even if he had, the truck was registered to the store, but it was still a link back to him. Finally, he settled back into his thoughts.
He wondered how his partner would react to his sudden disappearance. Rob had been in the coin business for thirty years and was grateful when Leo bought into the store after Rob’s previous partner died. That Leo brought a bit of expertise and had purchased a number of valuable coins over the years was also a bonus.
He reached in his pocket and pulled out the first very good coin that he had ever purchased, an 1857 S Quarter Eagle two-and — a-half dollar Liberty gold piece. It had cost him almost everything else in his collection to buy it, but it had been a turning point in his life — with this purchase, he became a serious collector. This coin had touched him deeper than anything before and almost anything since. Running his fingers along the edge of the plastic case, the ache caused by the hole in his life echoed through him.
Leo had been collecting coins since he was a child. It provided a refuge from a chaotic home and a physically abusive alcoholic father and a mother whose behavior was only marginally better. Coins had allowed Leo to escape to other worlds and ages and fueled his imagination about the people who once used them. They provided a glimpse into their dreams, aspirations and lives. Though these people were long dust, Leo escaped each time he held the cold metal in his hands.
He used the money he earned from various jobs to fund his growing collection. Though he had made costly mistakes, he continued to learn, study and wonder. Over the years, he’d made some good investments and when Leo had faked his death and walked away from the assassin life, he had enough collateral to set himself up with a new life. His ‘new life’ that no one from his past was supposed to have been able to uncover.
Before turning in for the night, he set up an ultrasonic perimeter alarm. Any movement larger than a raccoon within twenty feet of his truck would initiate a vibrating buzzer that he fastened to his belt. Once again, a simple setup courtesy of eBay. Ensuring there was a round in the chamber of his recently acquired Beretta, he positioned it where he could find it and crawled into the truck bed.
As he listened to the rustling of trees and the distant, eerie hooting of an owl, he wondered what the future held and whether or not he would survive it.
* * *
Tyrannicide noted a problem. One of the events on its initial list of tasks had been overlooked. Tyrannicide knew this by the lack of an obituary and death notices in the newspapers of targeted areas. The fact that many newspapers used the same death notice software for their web-based editions made it easier to keep track of the recently deceased. One specific death notice was noticeably missing. That Jackie Winn’s death had not made the paper was of a low probability.
Tyrannicide adjusted the plan accordingly. It sent an e-mail to an asset with instructions to deal with this issue and also added another name from its list with some special instructions. The company controlling the asset had been paid a retainer for just such a problem. Tyrannicide needed to build up enough capital to implement its master plan; thus, it paid to be frugal.
As this was going on, hard drives continued filling with data gathered from online newspapers, blogs, news sites and anything connected to the Internet. Persons of interest were rated based on political importance and influence. Profiles of these persons of interest were built which included credit histories, bank transactions, voting records, online purchases and even books checked out of libraries. When enough information and money was gathered, a complex rating system would determine which of among them were going to die.
* * *
Leo made it into Denver in the early afternoon, right about rush hour. The traffic was thick and crept disdainfully around Leo’s truck as he cruised along at exactly two miles per hour over the speed limit so as not to attract any attention. The last thing he needed was to be pulled over by a cop.
Search and surveillance placed him way out of his comfort zone. As a long-distance killer, all he’d had to do was show up and take a shot. The work hadn’t been physically demanding and there had always been a team ready to extract him from the scene and hustle him out of the country. Any idiot could pull the trigger on a rifle and may even get lucky enough to hit what he was aiming at. But there were maybe fifteen shooters in the world who could shoot as well as Leo and maybe three or four who could do what Leo had specialized in — looking a stranger in the eyes at long range and caressing the trigger.
He pulled off the road and checked his paper maps that he kept in his glove box. It wasn't too hard to find the business where Jackie Winn worked. It was five minutes from highways I-70 and I-270. Handy if Leo had to escape quickly.
The business, White Hat Enterprises, Inc., was located in an industrial park. It was an obvious spec building, built of cheap concrete and metal, designed to fit almost any business application. It was a single story, had a simple glass door, moldering door frame and a peeling, painted wooden sign over the door. As he cruised down the street, he noticed that the surrounding businesses seemed to be tech oriented — a computer recycling company, a graphics firm and a software development company. Leo could almost see through the glass door into the reception. Overall, it was a fairly nondescript sort of looking business.
The parking lot was about half full and Leo was able to back his truck into a spot where he could keep an eye on the door of White Hat Enterprises. What kind of name was that for a company? It was probably some inside computer joke.
He slid across to the passenger seat — he’d read somewhere that people were less suspicious of someone sitting in the passenger seat than the driver's seat — and settled in to wait. “What the hell am I doing?” he muttered to himself. All that Leo knew about surveillance was what he had read in books.
One thing he was used to was waiting. He had once holed up in place for two days waiting for the target to come strolling past. Forty-eight hours is a very long time to wait. The undisciplined mind wore out long before the body. Leo had always been disciplined; his spotter, however, had gone quietly nuts.
Eyes on White Hat Enterprises, he settled in to wait and watch for a target.



Chapter 3

“Hey, Jackie. Got a minute?”
“I’ve got hours if you can just get me away from this paperwork,” she said, smiling and glancing over her shoulder to see Patrick Lackey standing in her office doorway. She felt bad about giving Patrick the cold shoulder last night and wanted him to know she was sorry. She’d been working on the company ownership papers for what seemed like forever. She hated paperwork. Just give her a coding problem — then she was happy.
Though, in the back of her head, she was still wondering and worried about the software Nathan had her run. Stepping away from it a bit always gave her new ideas, but dealing with corporate ownership paperwork didn't seem to help very much. Nathan had left the whole thing a tangled mess and her head hurt from reading convoluted legalese.
“So are you here to save me?”
Patrick was dressed in his usual impeccable charcoal gray three-piece suit including a watch fob draped across his age-broadening abdomen. In a company where the normal dress was a semi-clean t-shirt and tattered blue jeans, he stood out. Like Nathan once said, “Like the Pope at a whorehouse.”
Patrick also insisted on keeping paper accounting records as a backup to his computer records. He explained this by saying, “I like suspenders and a belt, just to be sure.”
He shuffled into the room clutching a stack of papers in his hands. “We need to talk,” he said without preamble.
“Uh-oh. This sounds serious. What’s up?” She motioned to a chair in front of her desk.
Setting the papers down on her cluttered desk, he sat down with a heavy sigh.
“So … what can I do for you, Patrick?”
Patrick seemed to gather himself before saying, “The company is out of money.”
She blinked. Then blinked again. Settling back in her chair, she said, “What? How can that be? We’ve got half a dozen products on the market producing regular streams of income both from royalties and actual software sales.
“White Hat is as close to a money printing machine as anyone could get,” she went on, near panic now when Patrick’s expression turned even more grave.
“Oh, come on, Pat. We’ve only got a three full-time employees and you’re one of them. We’ve got the best rates possible for our off-site contractors.”
“It’s not an issue of overhead costs bleeding you dry. The money has simply disappeared.”
She sank back in her chair. “Disappeared? How could it just disappear?”
Patrick shook his head. “I'm not sure. There were only three people authorized to sign on the checking account: Nathan, me and you. There were no checks written that I haven't accounted for, but money has disappeared from our operating accounts.”
“Some sort of unauthorized transfer then?” God. Wouldn’t that be the ultimate irony: a master hacker getting hacked.
“Maybe. I've accessed the accounts via the Internet, and nothing shows. One day the money was there, the next it wasn't. No transactions or anything. But it was software that we wrote for the banks. Someone who worked on the software at this company who knew what they were doing could tap into the funding without a trace.”
Someone who worked on the software at this company who knew what they were doing could tap into the funding without a trace. Patrick’s words buzzed through her head.
Oh, God. Was that someone Nathan? Did this have something to do with what the mysterious software he’d had her run?
She considered the implications of Patrick's statement — banks thrived on being able to show their accounting three different ways and a fourth as a backup. That money could simply float out of an account without any transaction data and put at least one, if not three or four, of their product lines in jeopardy.
It was she and Nathan who had built the banking software and, while it was reasonably clean code, there was probably a big hole in it somewhere that they both missed — or that Nathan had intentionally corrupted.
She tried to hold back the waves of nausea; tried to deny the horrible things she was thinking. But the only other person capable of pulling off such a feat was Nathan. It was too horrifying to contemplate — yet she knew that Nathan was more than able to screw with their finances and probably did.
But why? What was his motive? And what other secrets had Nathan White taken to his grave?
* * *
Using his Steiner binoculars, the Nighthunter XP model, a brand that he always trusted, Leo looked around the area where his truck was parked.
Where, as a sniper, would he set up to take a shot? He needed to figure it out because there was a real good chance that whoever had wanted to hire him to kill Jackie Winn would send a back-up assassin when they finally figured out their first choice wasn’t about to deliver on the hit.
There were several good possibilities, including a couple of buildings across the street with windows. The range was a bit on the long side, maybe seven hundred yards, but it was doable. Watching a flag blowing, he calculated the wind. Without a spotter to ID the target and call corrections, it would be a bitch of a shot. With a decent spotter, it still would be difficult, but Leo had shot hundreds of rounds at much longer distances under worse conditions.
Climbing out of his truck, he walked around the parking lot. It seemed to service a number of businesses in the same complex, so he wasn't worried about wandering around.
He spotted a jet black Mercedes SLK and recognized it from the photo he’d found in the manila envelope. It was Jackie Winn’s car.
It was parked off on an edge of the lot, sheltered from car dings by taking up two spaces. It gleamed in the early afternoon sun. The question that Leo wanted answered was how a computer programmer and recently former student would even know about such a car much less buy one? The college student who helped Leo with the computer network at the coin store drove a Honda Civic that could best be described as a pile of rust generally moving in the same direction.
Without using his binoculars, Leo looked around trying to appear as casual as he could.
Another possible sniper site presented itself — a building under construction several blocks away. It most likely offered the best view of the parking lot, but the range was on the extreme side — probably close to eight hundred yards. It would also be at an extreme downward angle — not anything difficult to deal with if you knew what you were doing, but it would be a factor.
Taking a long look at the building, he knew that would be where he would set up.
From the outside, he knew what to look for, but there were always things that one could see only from the sniper's hide that could result in a change of plans. One time he had shown up to take a shot at a foreign minister who had the hobby of torturing political dissidents and realized there was no way to get the proper angle to the target. He could have chanced a shot at the head, but it would have been moving. Instead, Leo moved to another room and completed the job without a problem.
There were no other places that would be good sniper hides, though there were several not very good possibilities. Leo recalled the time when his sniper hide was in the back of a van. That sucked. He had to take into account the bullet going through the window of the van and then making it to the target after traveling six hundred fifty yards. Leo hit the window square on and let the gods of ballistics take it from there. They were smiling down on him as the 190 grain Sierra boat tailed hollow point hit the target between the second and third shirt buttons.
He had been forced out of college due to the lack of money to pay for tuition, boarding and books after the suspicious death of his father and the scandal that surrounded it. Not that the bastard hadn't deserved it. Despite hours of interrogations by the police, Leo was determined to have no connection with the fucker burning to death in his Cadillac.
How and why someone had killed his father had never been determined and it still bothered Leo just a bit considering what he knew about the assassination business. His father's death had been a professional hit. Leo had read about similar assassinations over the years but the killer was as elusive as a puff of smoke.
He had been looking for work when he had been approached by a corporate headhunter looking to fill a slot in a company that built sniper rifles for the police and military. They needed someone to test fire their new creations under real world situations and write a report on the accuracy and functioning of the rifles. As a now ex-star of a college rifle team, Leo was the perfect candidate.
Leo had never fired a gun in his entire life before being goaded into trying out for the rifle team by some acquaintances after they had all gone out shooting one Saturday. From the first time Leo picked up a rifle, he couldn't miss. A walk-on to the team, he found that he the knack and mindset required for precision shooting.
It wasn’t until he was immersed in training that he realized he had been raised into this life by his father — forced into being a loner by constant moves, held to an exacting perfection in all tasks, no matter how small, able to adapt and blend into almost any social circumstance, able to think on his feet and an eye for detail. The punishments for even minor deviations of the expected norm were extreme, but probably not as bad as getting tortured or killed while on a mission.
That his dad was an assassin was so obvious after he had been in the business a while — the absences, lack of a visible job, able to buy whatever he wanted with pocket cash, the drinking and so much more — but for Leo growing up, it added to his hellish childhood. His mother was no help and merely another tool for manipulation by his father. That she died of a massive stroke shortly after his father's death wasn't unexpected.
Leo had been specially recruited by an unknown organization into becoming a sniper assassin. Everyone should be good at something and Leo was the best in the world at killing people at long distances.
The turning point was an assassination that, while it wasn't technically difficult at seven hundred twenty-six yards, it was world changing in his mind. As he brought the rifle scope back down onto the target, he saw the target's children, who had been standing next to him, coated with sprayed blood from the head shot, their faces etched in horror, their screams silent in the magnification of his rifle scope.
Then it struck him: he hadn't been putting holes in targets for the technical challenge but had been killing people.
That had been his second to his last job. He knew that the end was coming soon when he started asking about how to get out of the business. It was almost a relief when the car bomb had nearly killed him, but he knew that there was nothing he could do to atone for his sins.
He regretted the killing and had worked fucking hard to put that behind him, building his life as far away from his past as he could get. Now, he would do whatever he needed to get his life back. Including saving the life of complete stranger.
And now he was back in the game, from the other end — as a target. He hoped that he would survive.



Chapter 4

Unlocking Nathan's office door, Jackie's heart formed a lump in her throat. She stared at the government surplus desk expecting to see him perched behind it. She hadn't opened this door since they'd buried him. Nathan had two offices, one for meeting clients that was all oak and spotless. Then there was this working office which was piled high with computer printouts, notes and a high-end computer system with three monitors. Metal shelves, some bent and twisted with the weight of software manuals and obsolete computer hardware, ran along one side of the wall. Behind Nathan's desk was a work bench with his oscilloscope, meters and his well-used soldering station. This was the office where she and Nathan had spent countless hours fighting for their company's survival, coming up with wild-ass ideas — some of which worked, some that didn't.
They'd had some serious shouting sessions in this office — the result of two creative people hashing out ideas and plans. But it had all worked out.
She walked around the end of the desk, but couldn't find it in herself to sit in Nathan's battered rolling chair. Instead, moving his chair out from behind it, Jackie pushed her old chair behind it.
Settling in behind his desk, she realized she didn't know where to start. Nathan obviously didn't believe in a neat and tidy work area, yet the man could have laid his hand on any particular item without searching. But move a computer printout one inch to the left and he would have to spend days searching for it.
“It's my system and I know where everything is. Besides, a neat and tidy workplace is the sure sign of a disorganized mind,” Nathan would say. God she missed him so.
Just for a point to start, she began opening desk drawers. The center one was full of pens and electronic junk. The rightmost drawers contained files on past projects and proposals.
The left bottom drawer was locked. This was strange — Nathan never locked anything. She had locked Nathan's office after his death and the key had barely worked, probably from disuse.
She'd save the locked drawer for later. She spent the next three hours searching the office and found nothing of interest. Piles of stuff that should be thrown out, but nothing much that could answer any of her questions.
It would all have to be dealt with, but Jackie couldn't find it in herself to deal with it right now.
The computer revealed nothing. All of Nathan's working files were stored on the central server and the computer hard drive had been wiped just like the DVD had been.
“Nathan, what are you hiding?” she asked the empty air.
She returned her attention to the locked drawer, which she knew she could open, but the challenge was what she liked — the hacker ethos — if it was locked, unlock it, be it software, an electronic device or even a locked drawer.
She went back to her office and got her lock pick set. She made her first set at the tender age of fourteen, but this one was top of the line with the particular tools she favored, each in several sizes. Most women bought themselves jewelry, a fashionable purse, shoes or a new outfit when they came into money. Jackie had bought herself a customized set of lock picks with pink mother of pearl handles.
Moving Nathan's work table lamp around so she could see, she got down on her knees and started working. It was a lock type that she hadn't seen before and she couldn't crack the damn thing — the pick kept slipping off the pins. Several attempts only lead to more frustration.
Settling back, she said, “What was so important for you to lock up, Nathan?”
Taking a deep breath, letting part of it out, she tried again and finally the last tumbler clicked into place. She pushed on the tension bar and the lock popped open. Pulling the drawer open, she couldn't believe what she saw.
* * *
Matthew Tudor specialized in killing with fire. He'd been doing it for twenty-plus years and was very good at making flames do his bidding. Gasoline and other such petroleum-based accelerants were for amateurs. Matthew had developed virtually undetectable methods of starting fires that also made them appear to be caused by something else entirely. It helped that he had a PhD in chemistry. Neither industry nor academia paid what he earned in doing one or two 'jobs' a year, and it gave him time to play with his love and fascination, chemistry. He owned quite a chunk of property in middle Texas and had a lab rivaling that of any university.
Matthew was also a member of The Black Hand, an organization of killers which specialized in a particular method of murder. After his twentieth job, he had been invited to join the group, which included a variety of specialists in poisons, explosives, faking accidents and a sniper. Originally, there had been ten members, now there were five — the nature of the business taking a heavy toll on the members.
He'd been busy at work in his lab on the secrets of a new untraceable, alcohol-based accelerant when his Blackberry buzzed, signaling a new message. The company he worked for had given him the Blackberry, and he had been instructed to only use it for dealings with them and no one else.
Setting down a bubbling beaker, he checked the message and saw he had a burn job in Denver. It even specified how it was to be done — automobile immolation — his specialty.
* * *
The happiest Leo felt was with his cheek against a rifle stock, a paper target off in the distance. This was when he transcended the science of rifle shooting and could take it into the realm of art. So many factors were behind each shot: wind, temperature, humidity, range and even the spin of the earth. Even if you used the best equipment and the finest components for building ammunition constructed to inhuman tolerances, and your rifle and scope were as perfect as anything constructed by man, firing the rifle still required luck to hit the target where you aimed.
He always tried for the perfect shot every time, knowing he would never attain it. He didn't know if he could do this sitting around waiting for someone else to kill another person.
His last perfect shot was at well over twelve hundred yards. Peru. He could still taste the gusty breeze, the heaviness of the humidity. He could barely pick out the target in the scope for the mirage, but his spotter, a pudgy former Marine who really needed to learn to shut the fuck up about all the girls he'd had sex with, called the scope settings out in a calm, cool voice.
The cross hairs danced around the target to the beat of his pulse. Leo took a deep breath, let half of it out. He went to that deep inside place where nothing else mattered except the feel of the rifle embraced by his body, the scope, the target and the trigger. The sight settled onto the target.
As he took the slack off the trigger, Leo was surprised when the rifle fired.
His spotter said, “Hit.”
He knew it was the best shot he had ever taken. Since then, he had tried, but never succeeded, in finding that same feeling. Maybe it would come, but he wasn't sure.
A movement by Jackie's car snapped him from his daydreaming. It was a man opening the trunk. He put something inside and quickly closed it. What the hell was going on?
* * *
Jim Fox walked quickly away from where he had placed the car bomb. As a specialist in explosives and a member of the Black Hand, he knew that the Explosively Formed Penetrator (EFP) he had placed in the target's car was more than enough of a device to do the job. First developed in World War II, and most recently used in Iraq for particularly devastating IEDs, it had the ability to take out an Abrams main battle tank from thirty yards away. Instead of being close to the subject like a conventional shaped charge, the target could be some distance from the charge itself. He'd read somewhere that an EFP eight inches in diameter threw a seven pound copper slug at two thousand meters a second. Bypassing the Mercedes' security system to place it had been simple. He used a device he had bought from an Israeli company. It sniffed the remote codes when the target had driven up in the morning using the remote to lock the car.
He armed the device remotely with a remote key fob. The next major movement of the vehicle, say, a car door slamming, would set the device off and send a jet of white-hot plasma through the back seat, through the driver’s seat and out the front window.
It was a relatively easy job and would pay decently. He was on his way out of town as he did not want to be in the area when this much explosive went off. He knew, from twenty years in the murder business, that it would do the job. He'd only missed his target once before, and that was one hell of a long time ago. It had been in Columbia. It was only bad luck and timing that the car had been stolen before the target had gotten in it. Those days, he used explosives tied directly into the starter system. Four pounds of Semtex had practically blown the car thief into low orbit. Once he missed, it wasn't his problem anymore. He had wired the car — that it had taken out the wrong person was beyond his control or caring.
He walked around the block to where his rental car was parked, got in it and drove off into the early afternoon sun. He still had one more device to set before he left town.
* * *
Jackie found a gun in Nathan's drawer. It was shiny blue and big. She didn't know a damn thing about guns, having no interest in them one way or the other, but she knew a gun when she saw one. While Nathan had been a strict Constitutionalist, he never talked about the Second Amendment, and had expressed disdain at what he called “NRA nitwits” whenever the subject had come up in casual conversation.
He never mentioned any interest in guns at all. In fact, he had shown complete aversion to them when the subject had come up at a party several years ago.
She carefully pulled the gun out and set it on the desk. There was a piece of paper in the bottom of the drawer.
In Nathan's distinctive scrawl, it simply said, “Jackie, if you find this, I'm dead and you may need it. Love, Nathan.”
A cold chill coursed through her body. Why the hell would she need it?
She found a computer printout and wrapped the gun in it, picked up her lock picks and returned to her office, her thoughts and feelings completely chaotic.
* * *
Leo started his truck and tried to follow the man who had put something into Jackie's car. The man ducked around the corner and was gone before he could see if he got into a vehicle. There was something familiar about the man — as though he had seen him many years ago but he couldn't place him.
* * *
Allan Wells was having problems with a tracking servo. The thing kept moving just six micrometers out of time as it cycled. To most people who used servos — robotics hobbyists — that distance wouldn't matter in the grand scheme of things. For especially precise applications such as remote surgery, it might make a difference, but Allan's need for it transcended even that — as a remotely controlled sniper rifle.
He'd started out adapting the military remote gun platforms but discovered that they were built to very loose tolerances. Unacceptable for him, which was understandable as they were designed to hold machine guns and grenade launchers. These platforms were also built for battlefield conditions and needed to work while in snow, mud, fog and rain and survive ham-fisted maintenance personnel.
The device sitting in front of him had multiple targeting lasers, a high-speed data link, GPS and could be tied into remote humidity and wind sensors. All Allen needed to do, if he could get this damn servo working right, was to sit back, miles from his target if necessary, and wait for the victim to walk into the cross hairs and it would all be over.
Settling back, he recalled the first time that he looked at his creation, brightly polished aircraft-grade aluminum carved by a CNC machine to his exact specifications. It was a meter square, a box frame that would support a single shot precision rifle, the servos for aiming and room for a sophisticated compact computer with a sensor array.
Allan had been a competitive-level rifle shooter up until a little over nine years ago when he had been recruited by a shadowy company to snipe people who needed it. The job wasn't hard and paid very well, so he had been able to complete his degree in Mechanical and Electrical Engineering.
Though he wasn't formally a competitive-level shooter any more, he still did bench rest shooting to keep his skills up. At a match, he saw an Unlimited Class rail gun rifle that was simply a heavy metal plate, a rifle action with a scope and a trigger. It almost completely removed human involvement from the equation of shooting as all the shooter had to do was set up the shot on the target and caress the trigger.
It was perfect. Add some servos, electronics, a remote camera and now there was a simple way to kill people from long distance and not even be in the same zip code. Naturally, there were developmental issues, but Allan threw his entire intellect into the project, and with some unconventional uses of various electronics, was able to persevere.
The device had debuted seven years ago to a resounding success hitting a target at two hundred fifty yards right under the eyes of a close protection team. They had been looking for human threats, not a cleverly built robot rifle concealed in a fake air conditioner.
The newest version could hit a target consistently out to six hundred yards. And if he could get the damn servos to track better, he would be able to push that out much further.
The problem with range came from blending sensor readings, like humidity, temperature, wind speed and direction, with ballistic tables. The software program was complex and initially had a lot of bugs — tying analog sensors to a digital computer was a royal pain as they didn't ever want to play nice with each other.
Then there was the remote video setup. The bandwidth required to be able to transmit high enough resolution with a decent refresh rate was enormous. People would notice if they couldn't watch their professional wrestling because of a powerful radio transmitter sitting twenty feet from their house.
The advent of wireless Internet had helped ease this problem somewhat along with high-speed video compression, although it took a more powerful computer system to rewrite large sections of code.
Allan settled back in his chair and wondered how to deal with his servo problem. Maybe he should check into the servos used for robotic surgery but they were expensive as hell.
His Blackberry buzzed. He glanced at it. A job. That was a problem in being a member of the Black Hand, the necessity to work. But the job should pay for the new servos. Having a six-hundred-yard range was going to have to do.



Chapter 5

Jackie went back to her office. Despite all that was going on, she had an appointment to get her car looked at. The Mercedes SLK was a gift from Nathan after a particularly profitable sales quarter. She would have never bought herself such an extravagant vehicle and had been happy with her 1985 VW Rabbit. But recently, the SLK had been running very rough. Research on the Internet turned up that it might be a bad wiring harness. Since obtaining an appointment at the rather exclusive Mercedes dealership was about as difficult as winning the lottery two drawings in a row, there wasn't any point in trying to reschedule.
She packed up her laptop, thinking she might as well get some work done — she'd already hacked the dealership's wireless network but had to be careful about what she accessed as she didn't want their firewall shutting her down.
Not knowing what to do about the handgun, she stuffed it into her laptop case and zipped closed the compartment. She had no experience with them at all and knew she didn't know enough to use it. She noted down the model number — someone would have posted information on how to use it on the Internet so she could at least unload it.
One thing that seemed to make the car run better is if it was warmed up. Finding her keys, she pressed the remote start. An explosion rocked the building.
* * *
Leo had lost his prime parking to a battered Ford LTD. In fact, there were no spaces left in the parking lot where Leo had been hanging out. So he was reduced to checking for an empty slot at the building where Jackie had her business.
He glanced over at her car and saw a white hot flash as the explosion rocked his truck causing him to bang his head on the b-pillar.
Shit. Had he missed her getting into her car?
He pulled up, slammed the transmission into park and jumped out. The car was on fire. The windshield was completely gone, flames greedily licked the interior. Fuck. There was no way anyone could survive such a blast.
Leo had a déjà vu sensation. The car bombing that had nearly killed him looked almost exactly like this one. The area where the driver sat was destroyed, probably done with a sophisticated directed shaped charge. He'd have been dead except for the dumb punk that had tried to steal his car and ended up having his head blown completely apart and immolating any fingerprints, making identification of the body impossible. Running DNA might have narrowed it down, but it had happened in Bogota, Columbia, and the police had too many car bombings and murders to care about one more. Max Jennings, the name that Leo had worked under, had died that day for all who cared to know. That's when Leo tried to start a new life. It worked for a while, and now that it looked like Jackie was dead, he didn't have much of a chance of getting it back.
A crowd was gathering. It wouldn't be good to have to talk to the cops. He walked back to his truck. If anyone asked where he was going, he would tell them that he was moving his vehicle so that the fire trucks could get in and then drive on.
At the edge of the crowd stood a woman who looked familiar, black hair pulled into a pony tail, round face, intelligent eyes. Then it hit him — Jackie Winn.
Slamming the truck into gear, Leo rolled up next to her, popping the passenger side door open sharply, he said, “Jackie, get in, now.”
While she seemed to debate it, Leo scanned for potential snipers. The .300 Win Mag sniper round had twice the energy at five hundred yards than the heaviest loading of a .44 magnum at the muzzle and would punch through his windshield like it wasn't even there. They would be dead meat if she didn't get into the truck and both of them get the hell out of there.
Making up her mind, Jackie climbed into the truck. Not even waiting for her to close the door completely, he stomped on the gas, leaving a trail of smoking rubber.
He pulled out into traffic, seeing from the corner of his eye Jackie struggling to put the seat belt on.
“What happened?” her voice wavering.
“Someone tried to kill you. Car bomb. Why didn't it get you?”
“I used the remote start. The car has been running rough but worked better when it was warmed up.”
“The bomber was expecting a car door slam or something similar to set it off. You're alive because your car was running rough. If you had gotten into it and shut the door, it would have blown you through the windshield.”
“How do you know all this?”
“Because someone tried to kill me the exact same way.”
* * *
Jackie glanced at her rescuer. Probably in his thirties, completely nondescript. He was dressed in jeans and a worn flannel shirt. Soft features, high cheek bones and brush cut black hair starting to gray at the temples.
“Who are you?” Her pulse pounded in her head and her voice sounded on the edge of hysteria. “And how do you know my name? How did you come to be here, just when my car blows up?”
“Leo Marston. Just call me Leo. Someone gave me your name and address.” His tone was calm, but then again, he hadn't had his car blown up in front of him. Though irritated, she sensed that nothing would faze him.
She looked around the cab of the truck. A couple of maps were stuffed over the visor, a plastic bottle of water was perched precariously in a dashboard cup holder. The rest of the truck was immaculate. Her car, no, her ex-car, had the back seat almost filled with discarded fast-food wrappers, diet soda cans and bottles and other trash. Every couple of months, she had gotten disgusted and cleaned it out, but it quickly filled up again. When you ran a business, you ate when and where you could and for Jackie, it was often her car.
“You said that someone tried to kill you the same way, with a car bomb. Is there any connection?”
“I don't know. The person who tried to kill me used a charge under the front seat. It looked like they used a different kind of charge, maybe a more up-to-date designed shape charge, possibly something else, to try and kill you.”
“How did you get away?”
He turned his head, catching her eyes with his startling blue eyes and said, “Someone tried to steal the car and set it off.”
“Why is someone trying to kill me, and how do I know you won't try and kill me?”
Turning his attention back, “I have no idea, and was hoping you could tell me.”
That's when the rush of memories and feelings hit her like a bus causing her eyes to water and her body to sag into the truck's bench seat. Did this have something to do with Nathan's mysterious software and the strange doings at the company? Or was it something else completely? She didn't know and, more importantly, she didn't want to speculate with this complete stranger.
Then something else occurred to her.
“Have you been watching me?”
“Just got into town today and I was looking for an excuse to talk with you.”
He pulled off the road into a convenience store parking lot and looked at one of his maps.
“Where are we going?”
Not answering for a moment, Jackie watched Leo tracing his finger along the map.
“I'm trying to find a shooting range.”
“What the hell for?” She'd had her car blown up, almost killing her, and this guy wanted to go shooting? What kind of nut job was he?
“I need to dirty up a rifle.”
“That still doesn't answer my question.”
“Sorry. Things are going to get much nastier before it's all over. I know my rifle is clean, which means that I won't be able to predict exactly where the shot will go. It may be good enough for what I have to do, but it might not, and I don't want to take any chances.”
“What do you mean that this is 'going to get nasty'?”
He gave her a long look and she was chilled by the way he held her eyes.
“The people who are trying to kill you have enough money and resources to pay for some of the world's best assassins to come after you. Statistically, you have already beat the odds but that won't last. They will send someone else after you and unless I'm in the top of my game, with my equipment all ready to go, they are going to get us both.”
The enormity of what he said hit her. Someone was trying to kill her and had almost succeeded.
“How do you know all of this?”
He reached up above the visor and handed her a manila envelope.
“Because I was one of the people sent to kill you.”
* * *
Tyrannicide, if a piece of software could be annoyed, was starting to get irritated. According to the news wires, all pulled off the Internet and analyzed in real time, one of the targets had not been taken care of. A stranger had rescued the target and taken off for parts unknown.
Not really a problem as the rest of the schedule appeared to be on track. It issued several new messages with instructions to its operatives.
Checking its bank balance as it did every one hundred thousand cycles, it noted the slowly growing funding. For certain credit card machines, during a random number of transactions, a couple of cents were added to the charge and that was deposited into an account for the Program to use. As more machines were updated and then executed that part of their programming, the inflow of money should increase. But, with the change in the situation, some events, as determined by the Program, may have to be pushed back.
Tyrannicide was a weighted neural net design with integrated artificial constructs that could adapt to changing conditions constrained only by its primary mission — the assassination of government and political figures based on their actions as measured by the Constitution.
Was Tyrannicide a tool of terrorism? That was something only history would be able to tell.



Chapter 6

Leo found the range he was looking for. Located about forty miles outside of Denver, it had a six-hundred-yard range and a thousand-yard range. Since it was the middle of the week, he didn't expect it to be crowded. And, considering that there weren't that many thousand-yard shooters in the world, crowded meant only that there might only be two or three others.
He pulled up to the gate and looked in his address book. There weren't many private ranges with a thousand yards and Leo was a member at all of them in a six state area. He could afford it and it helped to support the sport by being a member.
Leo found the combination to the gate in his address book. Climbing out of the truck to open the gate, he said to Jackie, who had been silent for the drive to the range, “You are ten miles from nowhere so there isn't any place to run. Stay with me and we may both get out of this alive.”
She didn't look up from the targeting package.
Finally, she said, “You were hired to kill me?”
Leo was anxious to get to shooting. The center of his back was itching like someone was sighting in on it.
“Yes. But I didn't take the gig. It was either take it or be killed. So, I found a third option and here I am.”
“What was the third option?”
“I killed the messenger and burnt his body in his car trunk. It'll be a couple of days yet for them to sort it out. I was hoping to be a little further along in figuring out who wanted you dead.”
“Why?”
“What do you mean?”
“Why do you even care?”
He shrugged. “I don't know you from Adam, but I want my life back. I was happy. Then one day, someone walked into my store and pretty much said that if I didn't kill you, I'd be killed.”
“Store?”
“Yeah. I was co-owner of a coin store. I was forced to stab the person that gave me that,” gesturing at the papers in her hands, “with a letter opener over a pile of Wheat Pennies that I'd just bought.”
When she didn't say anything, he added, “It was the first person that I ever killed who wasn't over six hundred yards away. Messy. I don't want to have to do it again.”
She looked up at him and he realized how vulnerable she looked.
“Why do you want to help me?”
“I'm not helping you, I just want my life back.”
When she didn't say anything, he really didn't know what he could add. His last date had been in college and that had been a disaster — despite being a rifle team stud, able to make a target rifle sit up and beg, he found himself awkward around other members of the human race. He didn't really miss it that much. It may have seemed sad to others, but something he'd never had, he never missed. So, why was he thinking about it when they were being hunted?
Leo drove past the gate and then carefully relocked it. He wondered how the difference in elevation and humidity would affect his rifle and load. He generally knew what would happen, but was curious as to the specifics. He'd shot at this range before, but it had been years ago — more than several rifles and hundreds of loads and bullets ago. His shooting logs should have been able to point him in the right direction, but he'd left everything except for his current rifle's log at the house that he rented. He'd probably never see them again, along with the things he'd built in the last ten years, half a dozen rifles and the rest of his coin collection, some of them from his childhood.
He drove to the empty range and started unloading all of his gear. Damn, he had a lot of things. He'd have to pare down his gear if he was going to be able to shoot and scoot. Though a lot of this stuff was for ammunition development — he'd have to make a list of what he would need when it came time to hunt.
Both the six-hundred- and thousand-yard ranges were laid out in front of him. To his left was a hundred-yard range. He would start there. His ballistic table, taped to the stock of his rifle, would enable him to go from one hundred yards to six hundred, and finally a thousand by adjusting the settings on his scope.
Leo puttered around, setting up his gear. His loading press was situated between the three ranges. He had enough materials to make a hundred rounds so he would have to make each shot count. His cased rifle he set on the concrete bench at the hundred-yard range. He dug out his log book and Kestrel wind, humidity and temperature gauge. Finally, he uncased his rifle. It was the best rifle that he had ever owned or shot. Built on a receiver he built himself, with a Hart barrel in a shortened .338 Lapua chamber. The trick was that it was a .30 caliber barrel. His favorite load pushed a bullet of that size and a decent velocity and Leo was sure that he hadn't rung out all the potential accuracy of the rifle.
Finally, roughly set up, he tapped on the truck window. When he did get to shooting, he didn't want to frighten Jackie.
She looked up.
“You gonna help or are you gonna stay there?”
Jackie rolled down the window and pointed a gun at him.
* * *
She didn't know what to think. Why was this man helping her? Did he mean to kill her here and leave her body? Jackie needed more answers than Leo had provided. Yet she didn't know how to get those answers. Was she in fear for her life? Hell yes. What would she do to find out what she needed to put her life together? Almost anything. But how? That still didn't leave her very many options.
Jackie had watched as Leo unloaded all of his crap. Her mind was in turmoil. How was this tied into Nathan? Or was it? Did the gun that Nathan left specifically for her have something to do with it?
She reached into her satchel and felt the cold and strangely comforting feel of the pistol. “Are you gonna help or are you gonna stay there?” Startled, Jackie instinctively had pulled it out and pointed it at him. She was more than shocked when he merely smiled.
“What are you gonna do with that?” he asked. You would think that he was used to having guns pointed at him.
“I don't know,” was all that she could say.
He motioned at it and said, “Do you mind?”
“What?”
Deftly, he pulled it from her grip. He pushed a button on the grip and a piece of metal came from the bottom. She could see a gleaming bullet in the metal. He slapped it back into the pistol, pulled the metal piece on the top, then pushed a button on the side. Handing it back to her, he said, “Beretta 92SF, same pistol issued to the US military. It comes with a loaded chamber indicator. Yours wasn't loaded. Now it is.”
Why had he done that?
“So, I could shoot you now, if I wanted?”
His face cracked a smile. “Take the safety off first if you plan on doing that. In the meantime, I need some help.”
Curious, and stunned at the same time, she stuffed the pistol back into her computer case and climbed from the truck.
Following him, she watched as he set up a bunch of stuff that she didn't understand. He seemed so preoccupied that she didn't want to interrupt him.
Jackie just tried to stay out his way. Finally, he strolled out onto the range, set up something on a tripod, and then put a target up. She figured it was only at a hundred yards — she could see two other places to put targets up and they both seemed really far out there.
Leo tossed her a set of ear muffs and then put on a set of his own.
“You're gonna want to wear those until I'm done.”
Leo picked up a rifle. It had a heavy-looking barrel, dull finish and had a huge scope on it. Leo carefully placed it on a stand on the bench. Reaching inside a case, he pulled out an electronic device and held it up in the wind. He noted down some numbers.
“What's that?” she asked.
“A Kestrel weather meter. A lot of factors affect the trajectory of a bullet and this takes some of the guess work out it by providing elevation, humidity, temperature and wind speed.” She realized that she was speaking normally and could hear just fine. Probably some sound-blocking mechanism in the ear muffs.
He pulled out a pocket calculator and did some quick figuring. Consulting a table that was taped to the side of the stock, he twisted the knob on the scope. Then he took a bullet and slid it into the rifle.
Settling down behind the rifle, he carefully peered through the scope. She could see him relax, slowly caress the trigger and then the rifle went off. It slammed into Leo's shoulder. Working the handle, he extracted the spent brass.
“Right on the numbers, but a bit high. Probably the elevation difference from where I usually shoot.” Leo wasn't speaking to anyone in particular, just muttering to himself.
He went out and checked the piece of equipment he had put on the tripod. “A little on the warm side.”
“What's that thing?” she asked.
“A chronograph. Measures the speed of the bullet. The round I loaded is moving a bit faster than it should. I'll tone down the powder just a hair and see what that does.”
He made some quick calculations and then went back to the other bench and made up another bullet.
Leo went through the same process again with shooting and noted down some more numbers. She looked over his shoulder and saw the scribbles on the paper. “Why don't you get a computer to handle all that?”
He wagged the calculator at her and said, “A computer can break, be lost, have dead batteries. This calculator runs on solar power and all I need is that, a piece of paper and a pencil to figure out everything else. If needed, I can do it without the calculator, but it gets to be a pain when you have a lot of shooting to do.”
“What exactly are we doing and why do you need my help?”
“I'm a precision rifle shooter. I need to get this rifle dialed in so I can defend against whoever is coming after you and probably me.”
“Who is coming after me? And why?”
“I don't know. That's something we'll have to figure out.”
He grabbed a couple of targets and a stapler, handed them to her and said, “Take the truck out and put out those targets, one at six hundred yards and another at a thousand.”
“Why?”
He gave her a long look and said, “That's your favorite question, isn't it? Just because I might have a general idea as to what this rifle will do at a hundred yards, I still need to make sure that my calculations are right. It won't take long.”
She did as he asked, noting that the targets were out there quite a distance away.
In the back of her head, she wondered if Leo was sighting in on her as she stapled the targets onto the wooden target stand. Dismissing it as illogical; for one thing, he would have to get rid of her body besides fetching his truck. But there was someone out there after her.
Leo had been busy in the meantime making up bullets.
The next several hours were about as boring as could be. Leo would shoot a bullet, peer through what he called a “spotting scope” at the target, fiddle with the scope, shoot another bullet. Then, every five bullets, he would clean his rifle — laboriously scrubbing the barrel with a long metal rod that had what looked like a little piece of rag. The cleaning solvent was acidic smelling.
Jackie wondered why she was here and what she could do to speed up the process. Finally, she asked, “What can I do?”
Leo looked up from his calculations, appearing startled.
“Nothing, right now. It shouldn't be much longer.”
“So, what am I supposed to do for now?”
“Sit down, think of who might want you dead.”
She didn't know how to do this, so she went back to the truck and fired up her laptop. Naturally, she couldn't find any WiFi access points. She had modified the WiFi card to reveal even hidden networks. From there, it wouldn't be much of a problem to gain access to it even if it was encrypted.
Seeing how out in the sticks they probably still used dial-up for Internet access, she dug around in her bag until she found her air-card.
Hopefully there was cellular access out here, and she was surprised when she was able to get a strong signal and on to the Internet. The first thing she did was log into the company intranet. It took some time, because she had made sure it wasn't something easy to access. She was an ex-hacker after all, and had made it as difficult as humanly possible to access. Every once in a while, for fun, she'd post a challenge on one of the hacker web boards offering a reward to anyone able to crack her security. So far, she'd never been beat.
From there, she checked her e-mail. As she scrolled through it, she realized that after all that had happened today, how inconsequential the concerns of running a business were.
She almost missed it, an e-mail from Patrick Lackey, her accountant. Jackie skipped through the accounting speak wondering why he was pestering her. Then she saw he'd found a trail as to where all the money from the company went. She went to the top of the e-mail and forced herself to read every word. Why the man couldn't write a sentence less with than forty words was beyond her.
The e-mail didn't give her many more details than she already knew from her quick scan. The final word was that Patrick had stashed copies of his findings on his computer. Of course, it was the only computer in the entire company that she couldn't access remotely. Sometimes, the best security was isolation. If no one could gain access without violating physical locks, and the computer wasn't connected to the Internet or the Internet connected company network, you could probably assure the computer was reasonably secure. But it did mean that she would have to go back to the office to find the information. Why couldn't Patrick have just attached it to the e-mail?
Of course, she knew that he didn't realize his attempt at security, or lack of technological know-how, might get her killed.



Chapter 7

Tyrannicide completed its daily analysis of obituaries and death notices. So far, none of the expected targets appeared. Unexpected. Though an unidentified body had appeared in the area of a coin store of one of the subjects. Was this the body of the messenger or of the subject? It sent another message to the messenger's Blackberry asking for an immediate response.
Hard coded within itself, there was a list of targets. Tyrannicide was to expend all available resources until those targets had been assassinated, taking out others, meeting its criteria as it could.
Checking its operational funds, it selected the next target and sent a text message. The Black Hand being interconnected via the Internet made everything so much easier — to kill.
* * *
Matthew Tudor easily cracked the security on the Cadillac, gaining entry and popping open the driver's side door. The computer systems on modern cars made his job that much easier. He accessed the OBD-II connector underneath the steering wheel, connecting it to his Blackberry. The software hadn't been that difficult to write, but the damn connector had set him back a couple of hundred dollars. He always found it annoying that auto companies couldn't use an industry standard connector that was cheap, easy to find and wired up in a way that anyone could access.
Ironically, reprogramming the car's computer was a breeze, made easier due to the industry's standardized format. First the locks would seal the car, and then a short circuit would start the car on fire. Getting a car to do this wasn't easy, but his talent hadn't come cheap. Making sure he had the right target would be verified by the personalized key fob that the target used. If someone else got into the car, it would revert to its original programming and he'd have to do this all again. Yes, it was risky, but for the extra money due to be wired into his account when this was all over, it was worth it.
He verified the program had been installed correctly and removed the connector. Putting the cover back on the connector, he carefully closed the car door. His flesh colored latex gloves precluded leaving any fingerprints, but he still made sure that no trace of his presence would be found.
There was a small smear on the chrome trim. He wiped it away with a cloth he'd brought for that purpose. Yes, it was a hot looking car. If everything worked the way he had planned, it would be even hotter.
* * *
Leo had fired thirty-seven rounds. His shoulder was sore from the recoil and his vision was starting to fade in the late afternoon sun. While his rifle and load weren't perfect, he would have to settle for the sub-three-inch groups that he had been able to shoot at a thousand yards. He could have pared that down a bit, but didn't want to waste his CNC manufactured bullets — once they were gone, he had no easy way to replace them. He had twenty-six rounds of premium loaded ammunition, better than match quality that was ready to shoot. He still had some extra bullets and brass and enough powder left to load them in case something changed and he needed to come up with another load.
He pulled the bolt out of the rifle and slid it into his pocket. Walking back to where he had set up his cleaning supplies, he started cleaning the barrel, comforted by the long familiar smell of Shooter's Choice bore cleaner. When the patches started coming out clean, he ran one more patch down the barrel and then followed it up with a patch soaked in Kroil oil.
All that was left was a fouling shot. The rifle would shoot clean and to the point of aim, but would shoot better when slightly dirty. It almost hurt, leaving a rifle dirty, but Leo knew it was the best way to get the most accurate first shot out of his rifle.
Sighing, he dug a loaded round out of his case, and stepped up to the firing line. One more shot and then he could take a break. Even when shooting a match, it had been a while since he'd shot for this length of time. Usually at a match, he'd fire five or six rounds at a target, then step back to let the next set of shooters onto the line. There was a lot more standing around talking rifles, loads and shooting, than actual time behind the rifle.
Another difference between matches and now was that he hadn't put out wind flags. Today, he'd done it the old fashioned way, judging by the way the grass moved and the mirage in the scope. The old skill of doping the wind without flags had come back and he felt a small sense of pride in it.
Sliding the bolt into the rifle, he sat down at the bench, his head and face automatically coming into perfect alignment. The scope showed the target that, even at thirty-two power, appeared tiny, wavering in the wind and humidity generated mirage.
He slipped the loaded round into the steel embrace of the chamber, slowly sliding the bolt closed. A mere six ounces of trigger pressure would send his custom designed, Very Low Drag bullet at three thousand feet per second down range slamming into the target a second later.
Taking a deep breath, he settled the scope onto the target. It was rock steady. He let out half a breath and gently started squeezing the trigger. The rifle smashed into his shoulder, the recoil and noise surprising him. It had been a perfect shot. Leaning over, he checked his shot in the spotting scope — it had pierced the X-ring.
Looking up, he noticed Jackie standing next to him. He hadn't noticed her approach — not something that he should make a habit of if he wanted to survive for very long.
“Are you about done?”
He pulled the bolt open to let the rifle cool. Taking off his muffs and ear plugs, he hoped that she wasn't planning on pointing a gun at him again. He wondered where she had got it and why she was carrying it. He didn't have much use for pistols — not that he couldn't use them, but why have to be within ten yards when you can be a thousand yards away and accomplish the same thing?
“Yes, about done. Why?”
“I found something that might help me figure out who is trying to kill me.”
* * *
While she had been waiting for Leo to get done puttering around with his rifle, she had tried to call Patrick to find out the complete details on what he had found out. But, for some reason, he didn't answer and his voicemail box was full. Damn Luddites she thought — he had probably forgotten his cell phone at the office again. There was no reason not to be constantly connected to the rest of the world. Patrick was of the old school of accounting and running a business, still using green accounting paper to help run the business. While computers did occasionally fail, with a good back up, you wouldn't lose any work.
So she was going to have to physically access the data rather than remotely. She wondered how this was going to fit into the grand scheme of things.
Her allergies were starting to kick in with all the grass and trees around here and she could feel the pangs of hunger starting to gnaw at her stomach.
Maybe Leo was almost done.
She watched him fire again, the rifle slamming into his shoulder. That had to hurt. He was a spooky character and she wondered why the heck he was helping her, if that's what he was doing.
When he looked up at her, she felt his sky-blue eyes pierce right into her soul, taking her measure — for what, she wasn't sure, but it still was unsettling.
With her rather inexpert help, she helped Leo repack and load all of his equipment back into the truck. Everything had a specific place it needed to be put in and in a certain order. She figured that she was slowing Leo down more than she was helping.
When the loading was almost done, he asked, “Can I see your pistol?”
Wondering what he was doing, she retrieved it from her case. Carefully pointing it away from her, he dropped the metal thing out that held the bullets and pulled back the slide, kicking out a bullet. Using his thumb, he flipped the other bullets out of the clip and put them into a plastic bag. Then he put the pistol in a case.
“I'm going to teach you how to shoot. We need to get some more ammunition first. I think there is an indoor range in Denver we can go to for you to learn.”
“Why? I hate guns.”
“That may be the case, but I can't do this alone. And you need to be able to defend yourself.”
“What about you and your rifle?”
“That won't do us much good as it's a single shot target rifle. It's very specialized, heavy and difficult to conceal. Besides, point blank range on it is like three hundred yards — any closer and I won't be able to use the scope as the magnification is too great.”
“I'm hungry.” It came out like she was a pouting school girl, but it was true.
Leo nodded.
“Okay. But on the way back into town, you need to tell me what you found out about who is trying to kill you and why.”
* * *
Brian Case walked to out to his pride and joy, a 2004 Cadillac CTS-V. It's highly polished sheen reflected not only the vehicle, but the owner. In a complex world, all things can be simplified. This was also reflected in Case's job, a building inspector for the City of Denver. Despite the morass of rules and regulations, it was the gray areas that he did his best work in; the opaque, tangled and confusing building regulations and rules. Brian brought order to those rules, and he knew that his reputation was one of being a hard-ass. He didn't care. The citizens of Denver were much safer due to his efforts. He was senior enough in the Inspection's Division that he was untouchable. He felt it no matter the heartache he brought to his bosses and co-workers, including threats and lawsuits.
The car was as immaculate on the inside as it was out. The dash gleamed and the leather seats had been treated with softener to the point where they were more warm and comforting like that of a mother's embrace.
Looking down, he saw a spot of dirt on the mat. How did that get there? He never wore his work boots in the car and kept a change of clothing and shoes in his work locker so as to not to take a chance at messing up his car.
It wasn't a big problem — it had been three weeks since he had shampooed the carpets in the car anyway, so it was probably due for it again. He didn't have any plans for this evening, so that would work nicely.
He noted the click of the car locks as he put the key in the ignition. That was something different — it was only supposed to lock when he got the car up to twenty miles per hour. Something he'd have to call the dealership about tomorrow. Yes, he had his oil changed at the exact intervals, paid extra for synthetic and the tire pressure was always within two PSI of what the manufacturer recommended. The dealer hated to see him coming, but his money was good. And, after a particularly vehement argument about his last vehicle and some of its problems, threatening to have their facility shut down due to building code and fire violations, helped them see things his way. He had power and knew how to wield it with scalpel-like precision, or ax-like — whatever the situation called for.
He turned the key. There was a loud click and then the smell of something burning. What the hell? It seemed like it was coming from under the dash, on the passenger side.
Then he realized that the car was on fire. He yanked at the door handle. It didn't open. He pulled and pulled on it until it came free in his hand. The car filled with smoke and fire licked at his legs.
Pounding on the unyielding windows, they didn't give either. The smell of cooking meat and horrific pain threatened to overwhelm his senses. He screamed, his lungs searing from the choking smoke in the burning interior. Great pain. Then nothing but blackness.



Chapter 8

FBI Special Agent Jeff Silver looked into the open trunk. Whoever had cooked this victim had done a very good job. He could see there wasn't much left except for burnt meat with some white bones showing through. He'd been called in on his day off to deal with this crispy critter that the fire department had found.
The Albuquerque Police had pitched the case towards the FBI when they determined that the cause of the fire had probably been an incendiary device. In the days after 9/11, anything like someone cooked in their trunk with explosives or other restricted materials could be part of a larger terrorist plot.
Jeff figured that it was just an excuse to write the case off the police department books — it was going to be difficult to even determine an ID on the victim, much less track down who had done it and why.
In one sense, he could understand where they were coming from, Albuquerque was crime ridden enough to keep the police department more than busy, why add a who-done-it to the mix? The FBI had more resources and didn't have to answer to the taxpayers for unsolved cases.
On the other side, it was more crap duty for a junior agent. There were terrorists, home-grown and otherwise, everywhere if you read the daily briefs. Two years out of college with an accounting degree and a minor in Spanish — not that he had any interest in accounting. It was just something to do to get a degree since his old man — God rot his twisted soul — had paid for college, with the idea that he would take over the Mickey Mouse tax firm that had been in the family for years. Jeff hadn't minded being recruited by the FBI in his senior year. The recruiter had promised more excitement than doing tax returns for the rest of his life in Detroit. When the posting for New Mexico had been offered, he had jumped at it, looking to get away from the horrid winters.
It had been a major mistake. He got all the shit investigations not wanted by anyone else in the office and was lambasted by the higher ups when he couldn't produce the desired results. Hell, most of the cases were unsolvable — and this looked to be another one.
The smell was something he knew he'd never forget — sweet, burnt meat, nauseating and it made the hair on the back of his sweaty neck stand up on end. In the heat of the summer sun, it was enough to make a maggot gag, though there were flies buzzing around the body in the trunk.
It barely looked human. Leg bones looked to be sticking out of one end and what might be a charred skull at the other. And animals didn't wear shoes.
He glanced around where the car was parked, in a semi-abandoned industrial park. It had burnt itself out, without anyone noticing. A garbage truck driving by had noticed the burnt-out hulk and called the police. The patrolman who had pried the trunk open, against all crime scene procedures, would never make that mistake again. The smell of his vomit behind the car added a sour taste to the sense slamming odor.
The fire had been so intense that it melted the rear license plate into unrecognizable metal. But the front plate was intact and had come back registered to a rental car company. The company would be faxing over the information that they had on the renter.
He couldn't imagine what caused this amount of heat and fire. He could see that part of the frame under the trunk had melted and the tires were charred and flattened.
Stepping back, he motioned to the flat bed truck driver to do the best he could to roll the remains of the vehicle to the crime lab where they would attempt to remove the body and start trying to identify it.
That was going to be the tough part — what burned hot enough to destroy tooth enamel? The fingers had also received similar attention.
Jeff wondered if this was an isolated incident or was a sign of something much bigger and worse to come.
* * *
Leo wondered about the repercussions of the information that Jackie revealed. That they were going to have to make a trip back to her office was maybe something he could exploit. Could he use her as bait to lure the people trying to kill them?
As hard as Leo thought he could be, hell, he used to kill people for money, it wasn't something he felt that he could do. He liked her. There was a naivete about her, hardened by something that he couldn't place. Maybe it was the recent loss of her boyfriend? Or was it that she had almost been killed today? More things to think about when he should be figuring the angles on how to keep from getting killed.
Besides, she was cute. Not stunning, but she could be that way if she wore something besides her almost shapeless clothing and no makeup. Though he wasn't much better himself, pretty much having slept in his clothes last night, not shaving and spending several hours shooting. He agreed with Jackie about needing to get something to eat. His shooting session had taken a great deal out of him, besides the pounding he took from the brutal recoil. It took one hundred ten percent concentration to pull off the almost perfect shot and that translated into tiredness deep down into his soul — much more than physical and mental.
She broke into his thoughts by saying, “I still don't want to learn how to shoot.”
Leo, trying to maneuver through rush hour traffic, couldn't answer for a few minutes. Then he said, “You came very close to being killed today. It was the same for me two days ago. These people won't stop until they kill us both. But I suspect that our deaths are part of something a great deal larger.”
“Why?”
“If Nathan emptied out your accounts, that money went somewhere. And, while I have been out of the killing business for a while, the price of a hit probably hasn't grown that much in the intervening years. With the amounts you are talking about, you could pay to have a bunch of people killed.”
He found it easy to talk to her about what he had done. It wasn't something that he had ever done — with anyone, including himself. When he had walked away from assassination, he thought he had closed that door on his life forever. He would have been happy to live out his days dealing with coin dinks. His days spent on the range with a rifle and the targets dancing in the scope influenced by humidity and wind. Forever on the quest to find the perfect rifle, bullet and load.
All he wanted was to get back to that life. But now that he was involved in the hunt, the old, long forgotten thrill had come back. He knew it was intoxicating and could suck him back into the evilness. He would do only what was necessary to get his life back and nothing more. There had been too many bodies over the years and too many years filled with nightmares to get back into the killing game.
“Like how many?” she asked.
“They offered me a third of what I had been getting. Based on that and the money missing, whoever is pulling the strings could kill at least a hundred people.”
“Are we talking individual hits or like a mass murder?”
“I'm figuring singles. Multiple killings are another way of thinking and doing altogether.”
“How many hit men would it take to do this?”
He maneuvered around a car broken down on the side of the road. It was an early model Ford Escort, also known by people who had ever owned one as “Metal Roadkill.” The hood was up and no one was around.
Considering what she had asked, “I don't know. Any large organization would show up on someone's radar, somewhere. Heck, even getting into contact with the right people would be difficult.”
“How'd they get in touch with you?”
“Most recently, one on one. But that isn't practical for the numbers we are talking about. It might work if you are only dealing with a few extremely high-value, high-risk targets. But, with those kinds of targets, the best practice is to have as little contact with the assassin as possible. If something goes bad, the cops and feds will then be able to justify the lone-nut-job scenario.”
She seemed to consider this and then said, “You said most recently, how about when you did it however many years ago?”
“The US mail. When the job was completed, you received a wire transfer of funds to the bank account of your choice. It was done so anonymously that I'm not even sure of the name of the place I was working for. It might have been for the government as far as I know — and given my reading, it probably was. But, then again, they might have been subcontractors. Or another organization with a mandate to enact political change. Who the heck knows.”
Jackie was quiet for several minutes.
This was fine with Leo. He probably already said way too much. It was something completely outside his realm of experience to have someone to confide in. Even more unsettling was that the person he was talking to was female — and attractive.
The people that he dealt with on a regular basis were overwhelmingly male, and could only get a date if they paid good money for it. Yes, there were exceptions to the rule. Leo was probably worth almost a million dollars in hard, tangible assets — gold, silver, precious coins and outright cash. But he didn't care for a flashy lifestyle and lived as simply as he could. His true passion was shooting. Everything else in life was merely something to get him to that point. Yes, he did have an interest in coins, but how many 1912 S Mercury dimes in MS-65+ could anyone have? And who the hell would care, anyway? Yes, there were some coins that were worth hundreds of thousands of dollars and he had even owned some of them, but did it matter to the coin? The coins themselves had seen history, some since man had started forming precious metals into easily tradeable forms. But they didn't speak to Leo any more — their stories, past and future, no longer had much interest to him. They were reduced to simple commodities, not the treasures that had transported him to different times and places. As Rob Gates once said, “At some point, it's just stuff.”
This change in his life may have been sad, but he didn't have time to mourn that passing — he was in the fight for his life.
* * *
Patrick Lackey held the key to his car in his hand, juggling a bag of groceries in his other, loaded with comfort food — a thick and juicy Porterhouse steak, a decent Chianti, a pre-made salad and some red potatoes. It had been a long and difficult day. But he felt a great satisfaction like he hadn't in a while and felt he deserved his well-earned treats.
He had a good idea where the assets of the company disappeared to. It had been tricky and complex to figure it out, and in that, he felt akin to Sherlock Holmes, who said, “Once you eliminate the impossible, whatever remains, no matter how improbable, must be the truth.”
It had been like that. Not that Jackie would appreciate his efforts. Though she was a great deal better at acknowledging his skills than Nathan had ever been. That bastard's death hadn't been painful enough for him.
They had been roommates in college. He was an accounting geek and Nathan had been a computer geek. It would have been perfect except that Nathan had cut a wide swath through the female population of the small university, including a couple of his professors. He always had the gift of gab — being able to talk to almost anyone at any level, including women out of their panties.
He remembered numerous times when he had to sit in the hallway for hours, sometimes, waiting for Nathan to finish up 'entertaining' some coed or another. At least it was reasonably quiet; no one bothered him to help them with their homework — which is what would have happened if he had gone to the dormitory lounge.
They had gone their separate ways, thank God, after college. Nathan had gone off to start a computer software company and he had joined an accounting firm. It was decent work, but mind numbing — hundreds of hours for weeks on end. As the junior, he was expected to produce at inhuman levels. The money had also been pathetic — less than minimum wage at the number of hours expected. The only hope for salvation would be if one of the more senior partners croaked, and since they had all the time off they needed to work out in the gym, that wasn't very likely.
He was also expected to bring in new clients. Yes, the partners got all the money generated, but they promised that he would eventually have a chance to buy into the partnership — in say, ten or twenty years.
One night, he was trying to drown his sorrows at a neighborhood hangout. All he could afford, given his slave wage, student loans and the need to eat and put gas in his falling apart jalopy, was to dink cheap beer in this dive. He was approached by a stunning blonde, dressed in a low cut but classy dress. As Nathan would have commented, “She was stacked, racked and ready to go.”
She bought the next round of drinks and sat down to talk. Dorothy was her name and the smooth silkiness of her voice caused him to melt inside. He would have given everything to be able to pull a Nathan on her, but she didn't seem to be that sort of person.
The whole situation was refreshing. They got to talking and drinking, mostly he did the talking and drinking, while she nursed a glass of white wine.
As he finished talking about his mind-numbing job, she asked him if he wouldn't mind doing some work on the side for her boss. She added off the books and paid in cash. Not caring about the implications, at that point he would have sawed off his right arm with a rusty knife and eaten it in front of her if that's what it took, he agreed. She left with his phone number and other contact information. He about slid to the floor when she kissed him gently on the lips before making her exit.
Dorothy's boss turned out to be a minor mob boss who needed help in moving his assets around in ways that wouldn't show up on the tax rolls. The money was great — paid in cash as promised. He relished the challenge of outsmarting the IRS. He never did see Dorothy again, much to his disappointment.
Being a mob accountant worked quite well for a couple of years. Then the whole thing crashed in on him with the FBI showing up at the accounting firm's office asking some hard and difficult questions. He didn't receive any jail time because he cooperated, and had covered his own ass quite well, but it still was very close. The partners in the company were furious. He was allowed to quietly resign.
The good times over, he had to go, hat in hand, to beg his former roommate for a job. Nathan had agreed, but never, until his dying day, let him forget it.
Unlocking the car, a battered Buick, Patrick tossed his purchases on the front seat. He could almost taste the porterhouse cooked medium rare on his grill. Get home, crack open the Chianti to let it breathe, fire up the barbeque — no gas grill for him, charcoal was the only way to go for providing the best flavor. He'd toss some water soaked apple chips in the grill to add a bit more flavor.
He stuck the key in the ignition. There was a click and a roaring sound. He never finished hearing the explosion that blew his upper body from the waist up through the windshield.



Chapter 9

Jackie had a lot to think about. Had Nathan set her up to be killed? What had he unleashed?
She was surprised that Leo was willing to talk to about what he had been. He used to kill people for a living and, according to him, he was decent at it. She couldn't imagine what it would be like to kill someone, close, far or whatever, but it was still very far outside her scope of experience. Give her a security system to break into, an unlimited supply of Cherry Coke Zero, and she was happy.
The man sort of appeared enamored with her for some strange reason. She didn't have any feelings right now for Leo one way or the other. But he would probably clean up pretty well. And his loose clothing hid what she figured was a decent body underneath. The most important thing was that he talked to her face, not her chest, like most men did. His riveting eyes, when they looked at you, were unsettling and seemed to hide more than they revealed.
She didn't really want to learn how to shoot, but she was afraid that she would have to do so to survive. She had spent her whole life fighting, starting from being a female hacker, being taken seriously by customers, dealing with the directions in which Nathan wanted to take the company and much more. She was an attractive — according to Nathan — woman trying to make it in a man's world. While she couldn't piss her name in the snow like most guys, she could hold her own against most men.
For something to do, she fired up her laptop. Might as well see if she had made the news. As the page loaded, she saw that it was true; she had made it, but on page two. But there was breaking news: a Denver Building Inspector had burned to death in his car. Brian Case was his name. It was familiar. She dredged around in her head for the name. Then she recalled it with a shock of horror — it was the building inspector that Nathan had gone to war with over the construction of their current facility and had lost in a very bad way. They had to pay several large fines and had production seriously hampered on several big clients when the inspector had padlocked the door shut after having the police basically throw them out of the building. Nathan had vowed his revenge — was this it? Murder from beyond the grave?
Leo must have heard the sharp intake of breath because he asked, “What's wrong?”
She took a moment to gather her thoughts and then said, “It's the building inspector that Nathan fought against. He burned to death in his car this afternoon.”
“Do you think Nathan had something to do with it?”
She shook her head, and said, “I'm not sure. He could have. But I'm not sure as to how he would have done it.”
“What do you mean?”
She looked at him and said, “Do you think Nathan could have arranged it?”
“Heck yes. That settles it, you will learn how to shoot. There are probably some killers on our trail right now. In fact, turn off that computer, remove the battery and do the same thing with your cell phone.”
“They can track us with that?”
Leo shrugged. “I don't know. But it isn't worth the chance.”
She considered what he had said. There had been rumors in the computer security industry for a number of years about the possibilities of remote tracking with a cell phone, it didn't even have to be GPS enabled, but could find a pretty good location based on the nearest towers and their signal strength. There was even an oft whispered rumor that the feds could install software on your cell phone that would allow it to listen in on conversations around the cell phone and the phone didn't even need to be on for them to work.
Jackie did as she was asked, putting both devices in her duffel bag.
Leo pulled into the parking lot of a large brick building. The weathered sign said, “Jack's Sporting Goods and Gun Range.”
He turned to her and said, “Let me do the talking.”
All she could do was nod. It seemed like everything that she had worked so hard for had been yanked out from under her.
Leo climbed out of the truck. Numbly, she followed him.
He grabbed the bag that held Nathan's, no, her pistol and the ear muffs that they had used. He also grabbed two pairs of safety glasses.
She followed him into the store. It was wall to wall guns, rifles hanging on the walls, cases full of handguns and racks of ammunition. Holsters, slings and other gun related things occupied the aisles. The place was a gun-nut's dream.
Leo stepped up to the counter. A hawkish looking man with a thin black mustache and a shaved head nodded at Leo. “What can I do for you?”When she got close, she saw that he had a well-worn holster holding a shiny pistol on his right hip. On the other side of his body were pouches holding something like what Leo had pulled out of her pistol that held bullets.
“I need to rent some space at the range, a .22 pistol and a hundred rounds for it, and the same in 9mm.”
The guy looked her up and down like he was grading meat. She did her best not to sneer at him.
“Taking the girlfriend out shooting? Could find a cheaper place to have a date.”
Leo ignored the man. “A Browning Buckmark in .22, if you have it. If not, one of the new Ruger Mark III's will do just fine.”
The man said, “Sure. I've got a Ruger here that will do quite nicely.”
He then quoted a price that caused Jackie to start. The man was right, this wasn't a cheap date by any means.
Leo paid without comment out of a roll of bills that would choke a boa constrictor.
The clerk said, “When you get inside, I'll bring the ammo in. You have your own ear and eye protection?”
Leo nodded. They followed the man towards the back of the store. Through a thick plexiglass window, she could see that there were other people on the range — one was a woman shooting a small pistol. A couple of guys were at the other end, and she couldn't see what they were doing.
The clerk unlocked the door and motioned them inside. Leo said, “Put on your eye and hearing protection.” She did as he asked, still overwhelmed by what she had found herself doing. When she had gotten up this morning, she had no idea that her car would be blown up in front of her, that her dead boyfriend was probably killing people from beyond the grave and that she would be trusting her life to an ex-assassin.
Leo led her to a booth that was away from everyone. The room smelled of gun smoke. Selecting a circular target from a rack by the door, Leo put it on a clip that was connected to a wire that ran from the booth down to the end of the range.
“We won't be shooting any live ammunition for a bit so you can get used to the feel of a pistol. Then, when we do shoot, you'll start with the .22 and work your way up.”
She nodded. He opened up the case containing her gun on the bench and then pulled back the metal piece on top. He quickly named all the relevant pieces. Then he had her hold the pistol, pointing it at the target. He had her practice her aim, trigger pull and hold with the empty gun. Leo corrected her with gentle touches and a calm voice.
She hardly noticed that the clerk had bought them in a pistol and some ammunition.
When she felt comfortable with the pistol, a Beretta, they switched to the Ruger and started shooting. It was fun! There wasn't much recoil and the pistol seemed, after her training with Leo, to almost aim itself.
Then they switched to the Beretta and the man silhouette target. It kicked more, had two different trigger pulls, and when she didn't hold it right, it spit the empty shell into her face.
By the time she had shot up most of the ammunition, she was feeling much more confident and comfortable.
But she was starting to get tired. Leo seemed to sense this and said, “Why don't you step back and let me have a go at it?”
She was more than happy to do so. It was interesting to see the way he loaded the Beretta without even looking at it, settled down into a stable stance, picked up the pistol and carefully squeezed the trigger. There was a hole in the center of the head on the target. He looked at the target and then said, “Watch this.”
He started shooting so fast that it sounded like a machine gun. The head part of the silhouette was completely shredded. Glancing over her shoulder out the window, she saw the clerk had been watching them. His face was expressionless and she wondered what he was thinking.
Dropping the clip free from the Beretta, he said, “You feel comfortable?”
“Yes. But I'm really starting to get hungry.”
Leo gave her a satisfied look and said, “Me, also. But we need to get you a holster, some more ammo and magazines.”
“You said you'd teach me how to shoot; I didn't hear anything about you making me carry it. Besides, I don't have a license.”
He shrugged. “You are going to have to carry it in order to be able to use it, the laws be damned.” He flipped up the front of his untucked shirt and she saw the butt of a pistol tucked into the front of his waistband.
Her shocked expression must have surprised him because he added, “Someone who isn't armed is merely a victim waiting to happen. While I'm only carrying a .22 pistol, I can probably pick someone's eyes out with it across the room.”
His voice softened. “I like you too much to have you become a victim. These people after us will continue until we or they are dead.”
She nodded.
Packing up their things numbly, she followed Leo out to the front of the store. They turned in the pistol he had rented — there was no ammunition left. Leo had made sure to pick up the empty ejected shells from the Beretta and she wondered about why he had done that. He put them in a bag he took from his gun case.
The same sneering clerk helped them. Leo built a stack of supplies by the cash register including two boxes of 9mm hollow points, more .22 ammo, target loads, the box said, and four magazines for her Beretta. Leo spent quite a while searching through a box of mixed magazines before finding the one that he wanted. It was for a small pistol and she wondered if it was for the one that he was carrying.
Then it was time to pick out a holster setup. First was a thick belt. She picked out a black one as black can always go with anything. The store, surprisingly, had quite a selection of feminine oriented firearm supplies including purse holsters.
Then there was quite a discussion about a holster for her between Leo and the clerk. Finally, they both settled on a holster that rode high over her hip. It fit comfortably. A couple of extra magazine pouches on the other side helped balance out the unaccustomed weight.
With permission from the clerk, who patted his pistol as a reply, Leo loaded up her Beretta and the extra magazines. It was a strange feeling, being armed, and way the hell beyond what she felt was comfortable. Everything was easily concealed by pulling her shirt out. When she realized that it was one of Nathan's old shirts, there was a pang of pain that ran through her.
Leo paid for everything in cash. The clerk looked at her again, but it wasn't as a piece of meat any more, but more with respect.
After collecting his change, Leo said, “Ready to get something to eat?”
She caressed the pistol on her hip and nodded.
* * *
It took a great deal to impress Leo, but Jackie had managed to pull it off. She was a natural shot to the point that made him happy that she wasn't a rifle shooter as she'd probably out shoot him every damn day of the week.
And when he touched her, guiding her actions while shooting, he felt his pulse start to pound in his head and other places that hadn't seen blood in a while.
When they had gotten out to the truck, Leo said, “You have any questions about what you saw or did?”
“No.” She had probably been quite overwhelmed with all that happened today. From having her car blown up, barely missing her, to spending three-plus hours at a gun range watching him shoot and then learning how to shoot a handgun along with learning the need for carrying a concealed weapon. The hard part would be if she could really use the pistol, and the training he had given her when the time came.
“So, what would you like to eat?”
“Almost anything.”
Leo drove around for a while until they found an Italian restaurant. The place was overdone and included a fresco showing a country scene as they walked in and candles in straw wrapped Chianti bottles. But the smells emanating from the kitchen were enough to make his mouth water.
They settled down in the directed booth — Leo had made sure that they were seated where he could see the exits and the rest of the room. He was almost comfortable, sitting with his back to a wall.
He ordered the same thing that Jackie did, minus the wine. He had never developed a taste for alcohol, never drank anything with caffeine in it and had never touched tobacco products. The alcohol would degrade his health and shooting abilities over time. Caffeine and nicotine would raise his heart rate artificially — something that wouldn't work shooting at the distances that he did because the trigger squeeze needed to be done between heartbeats. He didn't run five hard miles six days a week to stay in shape just to have it blown by drinking a Coke. As a result, his resting pulse was in the high forties.
In the candle light, Jackie looked even better, though she kept reaching down and touching her holstered pistol.
“Don't do that. Cops call it a tell.”
“What do you mean?”
“By the someone acts and walks, you can tell if they are carrying a concealed weapon. Constantly touching it is one of the obvious ones. In a while, you'll get used to the weight and then it'll seem strange when you aren't carrying it.”
They quickly polished off their meal without talking much. When they were done, Jackie settled back with a satisfied sigh and said, “What's next?”
He thought about it for a little while. Up until this morning, he had been reacting, not being ahead of the game. Now it was time to make the bad guys start to react to his actions.
“We find some place to hang out tonight. Tomorrow, we see if we can get that information that your accountant has stashed away so we can start rolling up the organization that is doing this.”
“You think it's an organization?”
“Yes. There has to be some sort of support structure. The assassins may be working solo, but someone is sending them their assignments and paying them.”
Jackie didn't speak for several minutes. Then she said, “Is that something — the contacting and payment — isn't that something that could be done by computer?”
“How do you mean?”
“At the company I own, some of my contractors I've never met nor talked to on the phone. Everything is done via e-mail. And payment is also done online; most people don't want the hassle of waiting for a check to show up in the mail, depositing it and waiting for it to clear. Usually, it's done via PayPal or deposited in an online gold account. We don't care one way or the other, but it does simplify the paperwork.”
“What about taxes and such?”
“They are independent contractors, so we don't have to pay Social Security, unemployment insurance, etc. At the end of the year, if they've earned a certain amount, we issue a 1099.”
“Is this how you think that the company bank accounts were plundered?”
Taking a sip of wine, she swallowed and said, “It's a possibility. There were supposed to be tight controls on how the money was dispersed. In theory, two people had to sign off on any transaction. Patrick, Nathan and I were the only people authorized. Usually, it was Patrick and Nathan that did it. I'm a hell of a programmer, but didn't really have much sense as to how the business was run. As long as there was money to pay the bills, buy new equipment as needed and pay the contractors, I really didn't care much about the money. Heck, I haven't even looked at my own checking account in a couple of months — the money is deposited, and all my bills are paid automatically, rent, utilities, credit cards.”
Leo considered what she had to say. Personally, he only had a checking account that held a little money, no credit cards and preferred to do all of his transactions in cash money. The less of a trail he left, the better.
The IRS was always interested in anything involving large amounts of cash and he thought he was pretty skilled at moving things around in the coin store to at least present a facade of normalcy. He took most of his profit percentage from the store in cash and gold and silver bullion. Sure, he got a proper salary that was properly taxed and dutifully scrutinized by the IRS, but the vast majority of his assets were liquid and not easily tracked down.
He didn't know if this habit was from the mindset required to be an assassin, leaving as few tracks as possible that could lead back to you, or the paranoia that working in the coin business built — many of the transactions were in cash and he knew that some of his customers who looked and dressed like winos were worth millions.
There was one guy he knew who had built a fireplace mantle with hundred-ounce silver bars painted to look like bricks. There must have been a couple of hundred of them.
“So, in theory, you can do all the killing business via e-mail and electronic transfers. But there has to be some sort of an organization to recruit, train, vet and support these people. You just can't find the e-mail addresses of assassins on some web site, drop them a line telling them their targeting information.
“My training probably cost the company a couple of hundred thousand dollars. Even back when I was doing it, the support was a royal pain in the ass. I used a custom built rifle — which wasn't cheap by any means. It had to be smuggled into the country where I was working. The victim needed to be watched for a minimum of two weeks to establish patterns. I had a spotter who also needed to be brought into the country. Then there was always a team to extract me if something bad happened.”
“Did you ever need it?”
“No.”
“Then how sure were you that they were even there?”
He thought about it. “I wasn't. However, it was implied that they were there, ready to go. That may have been a lie, but for the amount of money they spent on training, equipping and moving me into place, it would have been stupid to leave me out there to be captured.”
“Are you so sure?”
He shrugged. “No. But that's getting us off the original question, there does need to be a support organization somewhere. If we can find that, we can find out who is pulling the strings and stop it.”
“Are you sure that we can stop them?”
“We will, or die trying.”
* * *
Allan Wells set up the remote rifle system. One of these days, he was going to have to program in some facial recognition software so he wouldn't have to spend so much time looking at a computer screen, searching for the target.
The system had been set up five hundred yards away from the target's work place — White Hat Enterprises, Inc. That it was set in an industrial park made it a lot easier to move around, lugging his equipment, which wasn't light by any stretch of imagination.
He tightened the last connection and powered up the device. It went through a self check. There was a problem, one of the servos was a little out of adjustment. Damn things.
Powering down the system, he jiggled the connection and saw that it was a bit too loose. Probably that was the problem. Using a pair of needle nose pliers, he re-crimped it and plugged it in again. It made it through the self check without a problem. Using his laptop, he tested all of the systems.
They all checked out without problem which was good news. He had enough parts to basically rebuild the whole thing, but really didn't want to have to do that.
It was too bad that he hadn't ever found an accurate enough semi-automatic rifle for this system as it was currently only a single shot rifle. Every time he tried, the problems were insurmountable. Gas operated firearms tended to spit out enough crap to screw up the sensor package. Recoil operated systems pounded the mechanisms to pieces. He'd experimented with a robotically-assisted short throw bolt action, but there were too many bugs to be worked out for it to be reliable. He was more worried about getting increased range and accuracy. Why worry about a second shot if the system is accurate enough to accomplish it with one shot?
The system checks were complete. He extracted a bullet from a case and carefully loaded the rifle. The .300 Winchester Mag, known as the '300 Win Mag' by those who had shot her, was a very accurate caliber in the right hands with the right rifle. It had been superseded by the .338 Lapua in military circles, but it was still very accurate up to ranges of a thousand yards.
He flipped the arming switches, checked to see that the rifle was looking in the right direction and he could see a clear picture of what it was seeing on his laptop. The night vision scope made everything look green. It was a pain to try and identify the target with it, but the hit package had specified that the target may be stopping by the building at any time, day or night.
After dawn broke, he would stop by, switch out the batteries, and remove the night vision scope. It was dangerous to be coming back and forth to where the remote rifle system was set up a couple of times a day, but for the amount of money he was being paid, and, more importantly, how much time and money he had invested in this system, it was well worth the risk.
Besides, he was going to be in the parking lot, not two hundred yards away, in a panel van that he had outfitted with almost all the comforts of home.
He killed the lights in the rented office and locked the door. The remote rifle system hummed as it searched for its target.



Chapter 10

Jackie was pleasantly buzzed by the wine she had drunk at dinner. It was only a couple of glasses, but it helped unwind some of the stresses and tensions of the day, allowing her to relax a bit. Today had been a nightmare, from the time she had crawled out her bed until… well it looked like it would be a long time before she could relax completely.
Leo paid the dinner check, leaving a generous tip. That was one thing that was different between him and Nathan. While co-owner of a multi-million dollar computer company, the guy was still a bit of a cheapskate — tipping at exactly fifteen percent right down to the cent.
Why was she comparing Leo to Nathan? They were completely different people. Damn it. Was she looking at Leo as a replacement for Nathan? The man was an admitted professional killer. He didn't try to hide it from her, but she did sense that he had never revealed this to anyone else. She wasn't sure as to how she felt about that. They were in this together.
Besides, it looked like Nathan might have even more blood on his hands that Leo did. The extent of his duplicity was yet to be fully revealed.
She found herself relishing the challenge of figuring out what Nathan had done, and why. Just present her with a puzzle, be it a secure computer system, a locked door or anything like that, she was like a terrier fighting a rat — not going to give up no matter what happened.
The unaccustomed weight on her hips of the Beretta and the magazines broke her reverie. She didn't expect to be a gun slinger today, but here she was, packing heat. She still wasn't sure if she could actually shoot someone with it if she had to. Leo seemed unconcerned about that fact when he had insisted that she carry a weapon. They would have to deal with that when it came down to it.
“Where are we going now?” she asked.
Leo was walking out towards the truck.
“I need to buy some things, and then we need to lay down a false trail or two.”
The first stop was a drug store where he picked up some incidentals, like a toothbrush, shaving tackle and shampoo.
The next place he took them to was a hardware store where he purchased a staple gun and bought out the store's entire stock of cheese cloth. What the hell was he up to?
They then went to a bookstore where he picked up half a dozen 'Word Finder' puzzle books. Now she was really confused.
Getting back into the truck, she said, “I don't have a clue as to what those last two purchases were all about. Want to confide in your partner in crime?”
“The cheese cloth is for a sniper hide. At the right angle, you can't see into where I'll be hiding. It works very well and I've used it several times. It looks like there's a curtain in front of the window, yet I can see and shoot out of it. The puzzle books are to help me pick out targets. You look for something out of place — be it a window open that shouldn't be, someone looking around too much, heck, a blade of grass out of place could be an important clue. I like to keep my mind active, stressing the skills I need to snipe.”
He put the car in gear.
She said, “You are like a hundred percent shooter, aren't you?”
He nodded. “Yep. Shooting is what I'm good at, damn good at, and be grateful that you are on my side of the rifle; otherwise, the story would be completely different.”
“Really?” she asked, trying to keep the indignity out of her voice. “You would have killed me?”
“If it had come down to doing it to protect my life and the way I want to live it, in a heartbeat. But I know that there is something bigger going on that I was going to get dragged in on and I hate not being in control of my own destiny.”
The drove to a chain motel. In the parking lot, Leo took out a floppy hat and put it on along with a pair of sunglasses even though it was dark outside.
“Make sure you stay out of the view of any of the cameras. And if you do, look down. We don't want your face on any more TV broadcasts than you need to be.
Clutching a small suitcase in which Leo had loaded all of his purchases except for the cheese cloth, he stalked to the desk and rented a room. Strangely, he used a credit card. The clerk ran it, and as he was handing over the key card, he said, “Have a nice evening, Mr. Phillips.”
There was a hidden innuendo in his voice that irritated her. It wasn't like the place was a hot sheet hotel, but when it looked like two strangers checked in to a hotel, one obviously disguised, the other hiding from any cameras, without much, if any, luggage, there was probably a logical conclusion that almost anyone could make without stretching too far.
Leo had insisted on a ground floor room behind the building, probably adding to the mystery. They unloaded a few other things from the truck. Leo reached up and tapped the camera at the door of the hotel out of the way so that it wasn't pointing at the door any more. The man was careful.
When they got to the room, Leo checked it quickly. Turning to her, he said, “Get cleaned up, take a shower, whatever. We won't be staying here tonight.”
“Why not? And who the hell is Phillips?”
“We are setting a false trail. And James Phillips is the guy I killed with a letter opener and then set the body on fire in the trunk of his rental car with some super thermite that I brewed up. At some point, the cops or the feds will figure out who it was that was cooked in the trunk of his car and wonder why the hell he's renting hotel rooms with pretty girls in Denver. Tomorrow, I'll make some calls using his cell phone to really screw with them. If the guys, good or bad, are looking for him, maybe they won't be looking for us.”
He had said it so matter of factly, like, “I stepped out to the corner and crossed the street.” This man could be cold. She made a note to herself not to ever get in the way of something that he really wanted. Was he much different than Nathan had been — possessing a drive and tenacity that bordered on inhuman?
She stepped towards the bathroom. “What about my gun?”
“It's a pistol. Correct terminology will lead to the right mindset. From there, you can do almost anything.
“Anyway, take it with you. The humidity won't hurt it. When we settle down for good tonight, I'll show you how to clean and oil it. Lock the door. If I knock three times, come out shooting. If you hear a struggle out here, same thing. We should be all right for a couple of hours, but it's best to play it conservative.”
She did as he asked, setting the pistol on the sink where she could grab it without reaching too far out of the shower.
First time that she ever took a shower with a pistol. Once she got the shower going, she luxuriated in the heat and steam, feeling it melt away some of the tensions of the day. She was still uncomfortable, in a hotel room with a strange man, doing things that were completely beyond her comfort zone, but at least she had been fed a decent meal and looked to be safe. For now.
When she got done, dressing in the same clothes she had worn all day, she pried the door open. Leo had taken off his shirt and was doing some sort of strange exercises — it started out like a pushup, but then went in different directions from there.
There was a weird looking pistol right by his hand; small but it had a cylinder at the end of the barrel. A silencer?
She marveled at Leo's physique — the man was ripped. Sure, he looked and sounded like a coin geek or a gun nut, but she knew she wouldn't have been able to put both her hands around his biceps, they were that big. It wasn't the kind of muscle built at a gym, lacking in some of the definition that she had seen in gym rats, but looked to be built the long and hard way. Wow, was the best thing she could say.
“You done looking?” Leo asked from the floor.
“Yes,” was all that she could bring herself to say. Leo grabbed his pistol and hopped to his feet. The view was even better. He had six-pack abs and a well-defined chest. Whereas Nathan had merely used his body as a vessel for his mind and it showed in some of his personal grooming habits, the way he dressed and the crap food he shoveled into his system, Leo's body was a temple and she found herself wistfully wondering what it would be like to worship at it.
On his shoulder was a strange hump. He must have seen where she was looking because he said, “Callus. From shooting.” He rubbed it and said, “No matter, it still is a little sore from all the shooting I did today.”
He said, “Watch the door. I have some other exercises that I need to do that are a bit difficult to get out of quickly if something happens.”
She nodded.
He went over to the other side of the bed and walking with his hands down the wall, he ended up with his head and feet supporting him. Then he did some pushup type exercises just using his neck. When he had done a hundred, which he counted out in a whisper, he slowly climbed to his feet and said, “I needed that. It isn't my usual routine, but it will have to do.”
“What was it that you were doing?”
“Body weight exercises. You should try them. Helps you shoot better if you have strength in the right places.”
“Sure.”
He grabbed a change of clothes from his luggage and said, “I'm going to take a quick shower.”
After he had shut the door, taking the pistol, she flipped on the news, looking for a local station so she could see what was going on in the world, though the events discussed were all local in nature, starting with the attempt on her life. The empty hairpiece reporter cryptically ended that report with the statement, “The police are currently looking for Jackie Winn. She isn't a suspect, but they do want to talk with her.”
Sure. She knew that if she talked to them, she'd probably disappear into the justice system. The cops always said that when they considered, who “they do want to talk with” as a suspect. No matter, she had no intention of gracing any police stations in the near future.
The next segment was on the car fire that had killed Denver Building Inspector Brian Case. The police were still investigating. It may or may not have been an accident. Jackie wondered if it was tied into what was happening all around her.
Then came the shocker; an unidentified man was found dead as the result of a car bomb, very much like the one that had nearly killed her.
Her shock turned to horror when she recognized the car — it looked like Patrick Lackey's. From the zoom lens of the TV camera, it was battered tan Buick, with a faded Colorado Technical University parking sticker on the rear window. CTU was the same place that Nathan had gone and they had been roommates. There was a past history there that neither of them would elaborate on.
There was a yellow sheet covering the front half of the car, and the area was lit by the strobes of emergency vehicles. Crime scene tape flapped around the scene. She wondered what the hell had happened.
She considered putting the battery for her cell phone back in and trying to call him. Deep down, she knew that, unless she had St. Peter on speed dial, Patrick would never answer.
Then she realized that Leo was back in the room with her. She hadn't heard the door open. The man was spooky.
“What's that?” he asked.
“I think someone killed Patrick.”
“Your accountant?”
“Yes.”
Leo studied the picture of the car displayed on the TV set.
“Probably some sort of Explosively Formed Projectile. Does the scene look familiar to you?”
She didn't know what the hell he was talking about, either the projectile thing or the scene.
“No. Neither.”
“It's the same type of device that someone tried to use on you.”
The damage did look like she had seen with her car.
She nodded. “But what's that explosively formed thing that you were talking about?”
“Projectile. It's a type of shaped charge. Conventional shaped charges are very good at penetrating armor. The problem is that they have to be in contact with it. Tank designers, knowing this, have come up with protection that will break apart the charge before it comes in contact with the armor itself — it's called reactive armor. The weapon's designers have come up with an alternative, by designing the charges so they can be at a distance from the target — where reactive armor won't work and what penetrates the armor is a projectile of the base metal used to construct the device — typically copper in cheap devices where size doesn't matter. It throws this plug out towards the target at about one kilometer a second.
“What this means is that a device that costs a couple of hundred bucks can destroy a $20 million dollar M-1 Abrams Main Battle Tank from across the road.”
Her head was swimming — how did all this matter?
“In your case,” gesturing towards the TV which now was displaying a commercial for feminine deodorant, “and that of your unfortunate accountant, the charge can be placed in the trunk of a vehicle and will blow out the front window and anyone unfortunate enough to set off the device.”
He looked into her eyes. “We need to get the information that Patrick had set aside for you. These people are very sophisticated, and very good at what they do. The sooner we find out who is pulling the strings, the quicker we can shut it down.”
“What do you want me to do?”
“I'm trying to figure that out. When I was in the assassination business, there was a secret organization called the 'Black Hand.' It was named after a group of assassins founded in Serbia in 1910. While spreading murder and mayhem throughout that part of the world, they were the people responsible for the assassination of Archduke Francis Ferdinand and, by the way, starting World War I.
“I had been approached about joining the new organization and instead picked retirement. There are five of them, each specializing in a certain way of killing.”
He held up his hand with one finger up. “We've probably seen the work of the fire guy in the death of the building inspector.”
Another finger went up. “The explosive guy almost got you and probably killed your accountant.”
Finger number three went up, “There is someone, probably a woman, who kills with poison.”
What the hell had she gotten into?
He must have seen her momentary distraction, because he put up a fourth finger and said, “Pay attention, please. The fourth person kills via accidents of various sorts, including faked muggings.”
“I don't see how this affects me…”
Putting his thumb up in the air, he said, “Because I want you to be bait for the fifth assassination, a sniper.”



Chapter 11

Jill Ringler, the Third Finger of the Black Hand, started reeling in her prey.
A Denver City Councilman, his health circumstances made completing her assignment that much more difficult — she had already poisoned the City Council coffee pot with thallium sulphate, but because of his health, he couldn't drink coffee. Some of his fellow council members may survive, but they would be bald and have the potential of major organ failure for the rest of their lives.
Phil Van Wyk, her target, was an insulin-dependent diabetic who needed to inject himself at least twice a day. His diabetes was probably a result of his obesity.
The poison she had selected was one of her favorites — death was instantaneous and undetectable — Saxitoxin.
Yes, it was a major pain in the ass to create, raising butter clams and culturing them with Alexandrium minutum, a dinoflagellate — a type of marine plankton. Then boiling the poison from the gastric tract of the butter clams and concentrating it to the level that she liked to work with. It had the advantage of being one hell of a great poison — she had read that one gram was enough to kill a million people. The bad news was that she couldn't just poke him in the arm with it in public as he would die within minutes — she wanted to be somewhere else when the body was found.
So she had passed him a note on his way to the current council meeting, held every Monday night at 5:30 p.m., unless it was a major holiday. She had expressed an interest in meeting with him to discuss something of major importance to him and his constituents. Of course, she was appropriately dressed for her flirtatious invitation — in a low cut dress that showed off her assets appropriately. A blonde wig and a smattering of makeup would help confuse any investigation into what would look like a death by natural causes.
She maintained eye contact with him during the meeting. It was ironic that he only drank bottled water while his fellow council members slurped poisoned coffee.
Thallium sulphate is soluble in water, colorless and virtually tasteless and odorless. It's mechanism of action was mainly from the fact that charged thallium atoms are almost exactly the same size as potassium ions, which are critical to many bodily functions. It essentially mimics the action of potassium, replacing working ions with inert ones that cripple the nervous system. One decent-sized dose was generally enough to kill someone if it wasn't caught in time.
Yes, there was a cure for it — potassium ferric ferrocyanide, a chemical better known as the dye Prussian blue. But the treatment had to be started very quickly otherwise a horrible death would result. There was an irony in her dosing of the coffee pot labeled “For use of the City Council ONLY!!!” Their snobbishness would lead to their death.
As the meeting was wrapping up, she retired to where she had set her trap — a nearby hotel bar. Van Wyk was single; divorced and, despite him being an obese slob in her eyes, had managed to do pretty well scoring young women — power was always a powerful aphrodisiac.
The implication was that if her proposed 'meeting' went well, they would retire to a room in the hotel for consummation of the deal.
She settled into a darkened corner booth, luxuriating in the feel of use softened leather on her legs. The air conditioning blew cool, tasteless air into her face. There were several other couples scattered throughout the place, all in similarly secluded tables and booths. A travel weary salesman, his ill-tailored suit revealing that he should have replaced it ten years or fifty pounds ago, hit on everything that walked by with a vagina. He had given her lecherous stare as she had passed by and she had ignored him, hopefully letting him know that she was completely outside his class. It didn't stop him from completely undressing her with his eyes, and it almost made her wish that she wasn't on a job, otherwise she'd have shown him that it wasn't right treating women like disposable pieces of meat. Death, after all, was the final high and she had a couple things in her purse that could make that more than true.
Right on time, Phil Van Wyk waddled into the bar. Thank goodness, Denver had a ban on smoking in bars — she hated the smell of cigarettes and this job was thankless enough. As he approached, the overwhelming stench of his body made her reconsider her dislike for the smell of cigarettes.
He settled into the booth, causing it to creak in protest and gave her a toothy smile.
“Hello, Ms. Martin. I understand you have a proposal for me?”
Fluttering her eyelashes, she said, “Why yes.” She deliberately lengthened out her vowels, almost like a soft drawl. In her experience, vulnerable men loved that way of speaking — it melted their hearts kind of thing and made it easier to kill them.
Eight years of advanced education ending in a doctorate in pharmacology with a minor in bioengineering meant that, unless she was willing to be a slave for a drug company, she would not be able to even service her student loans while earning thirty percent less than her male colleagues, and led to this career choice. She was one of five highly trained killers in a highly secret organization and had fifty-six operational kills to her credit — not including tonight's tally. She had been able to pay off her student loans within one year and purchase beach houses on both coasts and in several places around the world so she could continue to study poisons from ocean, sea and lake dwelling creatures.
She could hardly wait to get back to her studies of the Blue-ringed Octopus — the venom contained in one golf-ball sized creature was enough to kill twenty-six people.
The bartender, in obvious deference to the powerful man at her table, shuffled over and handed Van Wyk a wine list. “Councilman Van Wyk, thank you for gracing us with your presence this evening. What can I get you both this evening?”
Van Wyk's piggish eyes glanced over the wine list. “How about a 1978 Leroy Meursault Narvaux, if you have it. If not, I guess we'll have to suffer with the 2003, but don't bother with the 2002.”
She tried to keep her expression neutral — he'd just ordered a four-hundred-dollar bottle of wine. Yes, she did indulge herself occasionally with a bottle of outstanding wine and did know a bit about them. Chemistry was chemistry to her, be it a complex neurotoxin or a fine Burgundy.
Hopefully, he was paying for it. But that probably wasn't in the cards for her. And what the hell was a hotel bar doing stocking such an expensive wine? There was something fishy going on here. Probably it was a relabeled crap wine of a lesser vintage and the pin heads that Van Wyk picked up wouldn't know the difference and be impressed enough to shed their good taste and panties.
No matter, she realized that she wasn't going anywhere with this man further than this bar and kept from vomiting. She had a backup plan — the Saxitoxin was best used when injected, but could be taken orally — death would occur later, but it would still happen.
The bartender came over with a bottle and made a great show of uncorking it in front of them, handing the cork to Van Wyk for sniffing and examination, before pouring a couple of ounces into Van Wyk's glass. He swirled it around in the glass, stuck his pig nose into the glass and snorted. Van Wyk, apparently satisfied, took a tentative sip, swirled it around in his mouth and then nodded in satisfaction.
She had to appreciate the entire performance although it disgusted her.
The bartender finished his pour into Van Wyk's glass and then poured a similar amount into hers. Taking a cautious sip, she knew that the whole show was an act — this wine had come no farther than from California. Yes, it was a decent wine, but was a Merlot, not a Burgundy — not even with a stretch of the imagination.
She nodded, playing along. The bartender set the bottle on the table and shuffled off to leave them in peace.
Van Wyk raised his glass and said, “A toast.”
Tapping her glass against his, she said, “To a successful future business relationship.” Where I kill you and then go buy a great bottle of wine with the proceeds.
Taking a large swallow, he said, “I agree. What did you wish to discuss with me tonight?”
While fiddling with her small satchel under the pretense of finding some papers, she palmed the container of Saxitoxin.
She handed over the fake proposal for a new shopping mall in Van Wyk's district and watched as he poured through them. If the plans had been for real, they would bring a multimillion dollar project, providing lots of new jobs from construction to store clerks. It was a scam that she had used before with some success — just changing the names, dates and locations as appropriate.
His eyes gleaming in anticipation, Van Wyk said, “Are these for real?”
Taking a sly sip of wine, she nodded. “All I need is some help with getting rezoning. I have the financing, tentative contracts with a dozen stores and a couple that want to be anchors.”
“And you put this together?”
“Yes. I represent a consortium of real estate brokers, financiers, banks and interested investors. They put up the money and I speak for the group.”
“What do you get out of this?”
“I set it up, getting a percentage off the top of the gross for the first five years. The percentage then lessens, but I do pretty well for myself.”
He glanced at the documents again. “I need a moment here. I'll be right back.”
Van Wyk slid out of the booth, still clutching the documents in his sweaty hands.
She knew that he was going to make some phone calls to see if she was legit. This wouldn't be a problem as she had a fully licensed and respectable corporation set up in friendly Delaware that, while looking more than legit at first glance, had layers upon layers of concealment as to the true purpose and ownership. A phone call or two, no matter to whom, wouldn't knock anything loose that she couldn't deal with.
Under the pretense of pouring more wine into his glass, she emptied the vial of Saxitoxin into his glass. Another tasteless, odorless and generally difficult to diagnose poison.
She added some more wine to her glass and took a sip. Serendipitously, she wiped down the surfaces of the table that she had touched with a small, flesh-colored cloth. She'd clean her glass and the bottle before leaving.
Van Wyk came back, a greedy smile on his face.
Settling down, he took a long swallow of his wine and said, “So, what's it worth to you for this process to all go smoothly?”
She shrugged. Very shortly, he was going to start feeling the effects of the poison and she wanted to get out of here before that happened.
The chirping of a new text message on her Blackberry saved her, breaking the conversation.
“Excuse me a second.”
She had another job. Anyway, it was time to get this resolved.
“I'm sorry, I have to go, it's an emergency.”
The look of disappointment on his face was something she would remember for a long while — maybe fifteen minutes.
“Give me your card, and I'll get back to you as soon as I can.”
He dug out a card and wrote another number on it. Handing it to her, he said, “That's my private cell. Don't hesitate to call me day or night.”
Yeah, all I'm gonna need is a Ouija Board to be able to do that.
“Thanks. I'm so sorry about this. I was so looking forward to our discussing this further.”
And he was going to have to pony up for the wine.
Taking another sip of wine, he made a face.
“Something wrong?” She asked. The poison was working as expected.
“No.”
She made a point of taking another sip of her wine, leaning down so that he could see her cleavage, and wiping down her glass. Yes, there were probably traces of something that could be traced, but it wouldn't lead to anywhere.
Shaking his wet, meaty hand, she gathered up her papers, put them back into her briefcase and made her way out of the bar. She had an appointment with a member of the Colorado House of Representatives.
* * *
Leo wasn't happy about having to use Jackie as sniper bait, but was impressed with her solution to the problem. She would sneak into the building using a back entrance that wasn't on any of the blueprints — Nathan had it built as part of his paranoia. It looked like a broom closet in a storage room in the business behind White Hat Enterprises, but if you pressed on a panel, it would open a door leading into Nathan's office.
She planned to hook up a web camera, tie it into a monitor or projector and then move that around under Leo's direction in front of the windows. Hopefully, the sniper would take a shot at the monitor, missing her completely. He planned to take out the sniper. It was a difficult project. His training had focused on being a sniper, not the counter-sniper role. But he'd been reading and studying for years on the subject, besides being one hell of a shot with top notch equipment, so he figured on having better than even odds.
They had checked out of the room that Leo had rented under the name of the guy who tried to kill him. They drove for a while and found a hot sheet hotel and rented a room. Both of them got a little rest by sleeping on the floor, not being willing to trust the beds or strange smelling sheets.
After breakfasting at a fast food restaurant, Leo found a secluded parking lot where he could get ready to work.
He dug out ten of his specially loaded rounds of ammunition. He made sure his dope sheet was securely taped to the stock of the rifle, not that he would need it as he knew the trajectory of his ammunition like he knew his right hand. If there was a thirty-five mile an hour gusting wind, in seventy-six percent humidity and with an ambient air temperature of eighty-two degrees, at a range of five hundred yards, he would be able to take the shot without thinking about it.
This is the kind of thing that he relished, him against another person. Yes, there was that sometimes in the coin business while you were trying to buy or sell coins for the right price, but here the stakes were of a magnitude higher.
He cleaned the lenses of his spotting scope, checked the batteries of his laser range finder and his Kestrel wind and humidity gauge. After setting the gear out that he would need, he carefully packed everything else away.
Where he was sitting, on the roof of a building perpendicular to Jackie's business, wasn't the best place to be, but given the choices, it was the only option. He was far enough back that he wouldn't be seen, but he still had a decent field of view of where, if there was one, a sniper could take a shot at Jackie. If it was a more up close and personal hit, he could take out the assassin before they got too close.
It had been hell lugging all of his equipment up to the roof, using a ladder purchased at a hardware store. It was laying next to the roof, hidden from view on the other side of the building he was currently hiding on.
The only problem would be aerial observation. Luckily, where Jackie had her business was within a mile or so of the Rocky Mountain Arsenal — which was now basically a wildlife preserve — so hopefully no one would have much of an excuse to fly over his position. If so, he was prepared to duck into an air conditioner unit on top of the building — he had taken off an access panel and there was more than enough room in the industrial-sized device for him and all of his equipment.
He had considered that someone might have booby trapped the office, with a bomb or fire, but beyond some detailed instructions to Jackie, he couldn't protect her for very long. The idea was that she would sneak in, get the information that the accountant had set aside for her, and then set up as bait for a half an hour or so. If nothing happened, she would sneak back out and meet him behind the building.
They would communicate via portable radios that Leo had purchased at a local Radio Shack. But, because he was afraid of being tracked and of breaking his concentration when he was trying to take a shot, communication would be kept to a bare minimum.
Jackie was silent on the drive to the office.
When he pulled up, he put the truck in park. He grasped her hand and said, “Good luck.”
She looked him in the eye and said, “If you're good enough, you don't need luck. But the same to you.”
He watched her walk towards the building and then put the truck into drive. It was time to go hunting.



Chapter 12

FBI Agent Jeff Silver wasn't having a good day. He had several investigations going, including a bank robbery ring that had hit five banks in the past two weeks. The robbers had a sense of humor, wearing Ronald Reagan masks, and were very well organized. They were polite, appeared to male, but other than that, no one had much of an idea as to who they may be. He suspected that it was a roving band that would hit a city for a couple of weeks and then disappear, only to pop up again in some other part of the country.
Then he had the mystery man found in the trunk of the car. The device used to conceal the crime with fire was a type of super thermite. It appeared to be based on military Thermate-TH3 with a couple of interesting variations. Conventional thermite was hard to reliably ignite; the Thermate-TH3, while easier to light, was still difficult. The arsonist had tweaked the recipe to make it more stable, longer lasting and lowering the ignition temperature.
Figuring out where the arsonist had gotten the recipe wasn't easy — between sorting through World Trade Center Conspiracy Nut Jobs who claim that military grade thermite was used to knock down the towers on 9/11, and the stupid teenage boys videotaping themselves burning up things and posting them on the web site, he wasn't having much luck.
That it wasn't apparent where the arsonist obtained the information was, in itself, a clue. They were dealing with a smart crook.
Looking for similar crimes didn't yield anything either. This stuff could be used to burn the locks off safes and doors, and any number of things that a clever criminal could use it for.
Yes, thermite had been used in crimes, and even stolen military Thermate-TH3 grenades, but none in this manner.
He expanded his search to anything involving murder, fire and cars. The computer spent a while chewing on it. Then it popped out a long list of crimes. He reorganized the list based on the most recent being first.
What the hell was going on in Denver? There had been an attempted car bombing, another one that had succeeded and then someone cooked in their car.
The FBI/police liaison officer in Denver was out to lunch so he left a message in the voicemail. Maybe he would hear from the guy today. Glancing down at his watch, he saw that it was that time and his stomach grumbled — breakfast had been a while ago.
The Albuquerque FBI office was pretty much off on a road of its own and literally across the street from an empty field, so there were no restaurants close to the building. Rather than taking a chance with the awful food in the vending machines in the basement, he reached in his drawer and pulled out his lunch. Biting into his warm ham and cheese sandwich, he contemplated the evidence he had accumulated.
The lab rats were still working on finding the identity of the victim. Even if they had dental records of missing people, it wouldn't do much good because the arsonist had melted the teeth out of the victim. Same thing for the fingerprints. Nothing was found in the car. He was waiting for results of the DNA analysis — they had extracted some from the marrow of a femur.
He didn't hold out much hope for that. There were over twenty thousand samples of DNA waiting to be processed in the state of California alone associated with criminals.
Seeing that he didn't have much else to do, he called the lab.
The tech who answered the phone spent a few minutes tracking down the information. Yes, they all were short handed, overworked and definitely underpaid for the job they had to do.
Eventually, the tech came back on the line and said, “They have a hit on the Military DNA Database. A guy by the name of Brent Foster.”
He wrote down the particulars on the victim. He first checked the National Crime Information Center (NCIC) database. Sometimes it ran slow, sometimes glacially slow, and without having much more than a name, it could take a while. While it ran, he went and got a Diet Coke from the pop machine. Cracking it open, he took a sip as he chewed on his sandwich. He was able to finish his first sandwich and was halfway through his second when the information popped up.
Whoever had killed Mr. Foster had done the world a service. He was a “person of interest” in half a dozen contract style killings, and suspected of being part of a larger organization that murdered people for very large sums of money.
He opened another window and accessed the Sentinel case management system. It was due to be replaced, and/or upgraded again, soon, but was a great deal better than the old IBM terminal based ACS — Automated Case System — in which it took the navigation of over thirty pages to be able to input one page of information.
Shuddering to think of how much the Sentinel system cost and how much it would be to replace it again, to maybe bring it up to the year 2000 in technology, much less anything better than that, he typed in the particulars about the assassination organization. He wasn't looking for solid details as much, but more likely the contact information of someone he could call or e-mail and find out information on the group. Yes, it was almost like wasting time, following links, but when he closed this, he wanted everything lined up and ready to go for prosecution. While his case closure rate wasn't the same as many of the other investigators, he almost always got convictions.
As he paged through the rather incomplete information, he didn't learn much more than he already knew. The organization worked mostly internationally, and while they did charge a great deal of money, they had a very good success rate. It appeared as though, if you were targeted, it would be best to make your peace with your higher power because you were as good as dead.
At the bottom of the file, he found that further inquiries were to be directed to the CIA. He sighed. Dealing with the CIA, even before 9/11, was difficult and now was even more like having to drive dirty pins into your eyes. Robert Hanssen, God rot his twisted, greedy soul, made the already paranoid agency even more so. As a result of Hanssen's spying for Russian and Soviet intelligence agencies, the CIA wouldn't tell you the time of day without it being triple checked, audited, analyzed and weighed against any possible repercussions.
There was a way around that, as he liked to say, “It wasn't who you knew, but what you knew on who you knew that got things done.”
He dropped a quick e-mail to a friend in the DC field office. Maybe they had something more than appeared in Sentinel. The vast majority of information the FBI accumulated was still kept on paper somewhere, not accessible by any computer.
His phone rang and he answered it. It was the FBI/police liaison officer in Denver. He quickly explained the nature of his inquiry. As usual, Denver PD was overwhelmed with the usual crimes, murder and mayhem so all he could was illicit was that someone would forward the case files to him as soon as they could.
The only thing that he had left to do was put in a request for Brent Foster's military records. He filled out the necessary information, hoping that it would come back to him before he retired.
Then his pager went off. The Ronald Reagan Bandits had hit another bank. Shit. He grabbed his gun out of his drawer and clipped to his belt as he ran out of the door, his half-eaten sandwich still sitting on his desk.
* * *
Tyrannicide was starting to meet its goals. In a few days, more targets would be assigned, and then it would release its communique and start the next phase of the project. It had already constructed a list of new targets and was, using an adaptive neuronet subroutine, assigning them to resources to be eliminated.
Funding was accumulating and would soon be at the threshold required for the next phase. More and more credit card machines had upgraded their software and were now sending thousands of dollars an hour into various accounts a fraction of a cent at a time. This money was moved around electronically and mimicked the transactions of usual electronic commerce. Tripwires had been set up so that if anyone took a close look at any of the accounts, the money would be moved out microseconds later and disappear overseas. It would then be moved back into other operational accounts in smaller chunks.
Everything wasn't completely going to plan though. One of the targets on the initial list was still alive — Jackie Winn. Leo Marston had disappeared, but the person assigned to either recruit or kill him — Brett Foster — had recently used a credit card to rent a hotel room in Denver. An inquiry into the military databases, the FBI's Sentinel system and NCIC had been placed by the Albuquerque FBI field office. This was a data set that didn't have any possible programmed routines. Tyrannicide made the decision to gather more information before proceeding with Foster — but it was highly probable that if he was still alive, he would need to be eliminated.
Jackie Winn was another problem. But there was already an appropriate response on site, ready to deal with her with a very high probability of success.
* * *
Jackie's fingers shook as she slid the tension bar and pick into the door lock of the printing company that occupied the space behind White Hat Enterprises. She had never been a target before and didn't know if she might be shot down in the next instant, blown up, burnt to death or any other horrible outcomes.
All she had wanted to do was run the company that was now hers, but that might not ever happen. After Nathan's death, her whole world had come crashing down and she may not even live to see the setting sun.
She took a deep breath and focused on the task at hand. Usually, she would have been able to open this lock with her picks in not much more time than it took to use a key.
Finally, she felt the last tumbler snick into place. Rotating the tension bar, the lock opened up. Taking one last look around, she saw that there was no one around to see her.
She'd already looked for surveillance cameras pointing at the front of where she was standing, but didn't see any — not that there weren't any, just that they were probably well hidden and directly wired into someplace. Before approaching, she had used her packet sniffer to see if there was any unusual Internet traffic — which would have been if someone had web-based surveillance set up. There was a huge amount of traffic from the front of the building and she wondered what the hell was happening there.
The printing company didn't have an alarm system and was almost on the verge of going out of business anyway. She slid into the front office of the business and carefully pulled the door shut, re-locking it. The place reeked of ink, paper and cleaning solvent.
Making her way around through the darkened machines, she accessed the broom closet that was built into the common wall between the buildings. It was full of clutter and she risked using the LED light she kept on her key chain to make her way through it.
She found the hidden catch and pushed on it. A panel slid open leading into the back of the workshop of Nathan's office. The familiar hum of the air conditioning blew around what should have been the comforting odors of his office that instead made her heart thump in her chest.
Securing the hidden panel, she put her fingers on the release on this side. She didn't know if she was going to have to go out this way or not. In fact, Leo, the spooky dude, didn't much elaborate beyond her being used as a target so he could shoot someone with his rifle. The man was so single minded that whatever would happen after he killed the sniper that may or may not have been targeting her, probably never crossed his mind.
Staying low, she made her way out of Nathan's office — the room still smelled of him and it gave her a pang of heartache.
Patrick's office was between hers and Nathan's. As she passed by her door, she wondered if there was anything she would want out of there. Everything that she had built up in life was in that room. Right now, she couldn't think of anything that was worth the effort it took to open the door and find it.
Leo had shown her how to check for booby traps around doors, so she carefully unlocked his door and felt for any resistance. Nope. Then she ran her fingers around the slightly opened door, looking for any wires. Still nothing. She carefully opened the door, her senses straining in the silence to feel for anything that was wrong and could literally blow up in her face. If need be, she was prepared to cut through the Sheetrock between her office and Patrick's, but that would take a lot of time and had its own difficulties.
When the door was fully open, she took a careful look around. The cup full of pencils, each sharpened to the same length, sat on his desk along with an ancient adding machine. Off on one side was a computer. File cabinets lined the back wall. Everything appeared to be where it needed to be and in perfect order. Patrick had been anal about neatness and Nathan had insisted that he probably needed to be on some sort of medication. Based on what she had learned in the last day or so, it should have been Nathan on the psych meds, not Patrick.
She stepped into the room. Where would he have kept the information for her?
“Damn it Patrick, where the hell did you hide it?”
Nothing answered in the silence. Making her way over to the desk, still wary of any possible booby traps, she sat down at his desk. Every drawer was locked. While Patrick had known about her skills with lock picking, he had made her promise never to violate his trust by using her talents on any locks in his office.
Would he have locked it up someplace? She didn't know.
She sat at his desk, the leather chair creaking.
Looking around, she didn't see any obvious place. It was as though her brain was locked up and she couldn't think.
Then she saw the desk blotter. Usually, it was perfectly aligned with the edge of the desk and didn't have anything written on it. Patrick seemed to change out the backing about once a week when it got worn or stained — though his definition was probably a great deal more precise that hers was.
There was a bump on one edge. She flipped it up off the desk. Nothing under it. She pulled the backing out, and there it was, a file folder.
Yes. Flipping it open, she saw that it was she had been looking for — half a dozen sheets of paper filled with numbers, account information, names and addresses. None of it looked familiar to her at all. There was one name that stood out — precisely highlighted in yellow — Alamut Enterprises.
She put everything back in its place and stuffed the contents of the folder into her back pocket.
Stepping in the same footprints that she had used on the way in, she glanced at her watch. It had seemed like hours, but had only taken ten minutes. She still had a little while before she had to play target and was curious about what was generating all that network traffic from in front of the building.
She made her way back to the workshop. There was a much better packet sniffer in there than the portable one she had built into her laptop.
Settling behind the machine, she booted Linux and accessed the Network Security Toolkit. After making sure that no one else was logged into the network, she plugged in the wireless card and started scanning. In a couple of seconds, it detected the transmitter and receiver and started intercepting the raw data dump.
“What do we have here?”
She grabbed a big block and started looking through it. Nothing familiar. On a whim, she dumped it through a video player. After a bit of massaging, she saw a picture of the front window of a building. The building she was sitting in. What did this mean?
Someone was spying on the building. But there was some other noise in the picture that caused static. She isolated it and dumped a copy to a nearby laser printer.
It was time for her to play bait for whoever was watching her.



Chapter 13

Ken Brody, the accident specialist and Fifth Finger of the Black Hand, sat in his van and watched the car of US House of Representative Russel Willis, a Colorado democrat, home for the weekend. Never mind that it was parked in front of the lavishly decorated condo he had purchased for his mistress in Boulder. His wife and children, who lived with him in Denver, wouldn't see him until tomorrow. Such were the perks of the leader of the House Finance Committee.
He checked the canister of weaponized fentanyl — usually fentanyl was a very powerful analgesic. It was suspected that the Russians had used a version of it to knock out the terrorists who were responsible for the October 2002 Moscow Theater siege. Several years ago, Brody had read about it and found a pharmacy student who could be bribed to develop it for him. It was too bad that he later died after experimenting with a hallucinogenic compound that he had also brewed up and had walked off the top of a sixteen-story building.
Both compounds were tools of the trade for what he did, and with ten operational kills over the past year, he figured that he only had half a dozen more years to work before he could retire to the villa in the South of France he had his eye on.
The front door of the condo building opened. There he was, the fat fuck representative, adjusting his skewed tie.
I hope it was good for you, because you are soon gonna be bait for the mountain lions.
He climbed out of his car and looked around. There wasn't anyone else around. People paid for their privacy around here and during his earlier surveillance of the area, he figured he could cut Willis up with a chainsaw in the middle of the street and no one would pay attention.
Settling his nose plugs in, he took a deep breath. Putting his thumb on the trigger of the canister, he walked briskly up towards Willis like he was going into the building.
As he walked past, he held the canister up and gave Willis a full five-seconds spray of it in the face. There was a grunt as he passed out, crumbling to the ground in a heap.
Brody looked around to see if anyone had noticed. No one. He was prepared to administer fake first aid to an apparent heart attack, but it looked as though he wouldn't need to do mouth to mouth to this filthy bastard.
He first checked for a pulse. It was there, weak, but it was there. Based on his past experience and the representative's body weight, he would be out for at least three hours.
As he hoisted the inert form over his shoulder, he thought about how this particular assassination would be unique to the wild back country of Colorado — being left out to die hundreds of miles from any help, alone, hungry and hallucinating. No one would ever find the body.
Besides, the rough country was beautiful this time of the year.
He staggered under his burden, hurrying as best he could — this was his first congressman and if he accomplished this job quickly and well enough, he might to get to kill a senator.
* * *
Leo had settled down to wait, crawling completely inside himself. His binoculars never stayed very long in one place, but constantly moved, looking for anything out of the ordinary. He had already drawn a picture of the surrounding terrain on a piece of notebook paper in front of him, with the appropriate distances marked as he had determined using his laser rangefinder.
The only problem he could see was the angles involved. If he had to shoot into a building from where he was located, at a target that was a great deal higher than him, that could add a serious complication. The best place to have been was hidden in one of the buildings that looked down on the front of the business — that way he could have a decent chance of being at the same level.
He had no doubt that he could quickly calculate the cosine of the angle and figure that into any shot he needed to take, but he might have to shoot through building materials to reach the sniper. The bullets he had designed were very stable over extremely long range, but he had never shot them through the side of a building to see how that affected their trajectory and penetration. And at an extreme range, it might not even have enough energy to reliably kill what he was shooting at.
The idea was to put a very large hole in whatever you were shooting and let the air out. He had experimented with hyper-velocity, small caliber bullets, but too often they disintegrated on the way to the target, leaving merely a lead spray in the air — pretty, but not very accurate or effective.
The recoil of his rifle was beyond brutal and his shoulder still ached from his shooting session yesterday. But he hoped that all he would need to take was only one shot.
The only other vehicle in the lot was a fiberglass bodied van that said “Peerrman Plumbing” on the side. Leo had watched it carefully — what the hell was a plumbing truck doing sitting in an empty parking lot? But there was no movement from the vehicle and it looked to have been parked there all night. It was suspicious enough that he made special note of it on his shooting diagram including the range and where he would shoot if someone emerged from it. Maybe there was someone inside it, watching him — he'd read that some surveillance vehicles had special mechanisms that would lock the suspension so that you could practically Disco in the back and not have it move at all.
He wished that he had a thermal imager — not that it might not penetrate the sides of the fiberglass van, but it had other possible uses. It could also show any place in the nearby offices that were occupied — and could contain a sniper who was gunning for Jackie.
Speaking of Jackie, this must be one hell of a shock for her, being the hunted. Leo really didn't know what that felt like, always having been on the other side of the rifle. He figured that the cops or feds would figure out who James Phillips really was and then someone would put two and two together along with the hotel credit card usage in Denver and start asking the right questions.
He planned to be long gone before that happened. He could live so far off the grid that he didn't exist. Hidden in his truck was over fifty thousand dollars in well-used bills and three times that amount in untraceable gold bullion. Food and ammo was all he needed to be happy and mostly that came cheap.
Would Jackie want to join him? She was pleasant enough of a companion — mostly quiet, which is what he, a man who spent most of his life inside his own head, liked. Maybe she would be completely different when the weight of people trying to kill her was lifted.
Hell, he had gone his entire life alone and any change would have to be carefully considered, weighed and calculated, very much like a thousand yard rifle shot in gusting winds.
Forcing himself back to the task at hand, he took another sweep around the area with his binoculars. When was Jackie going to present herself as bait?
* * *
Allan Wells peered into the laptop's screen. For fourteen hours of sitting, the only thing stirring was some plastic grocery sacks and an old newspaper blowing in an ill breeze. The targeting computer had locked onto them, but quickly discarded them as the possible target. He was proud of his software and hardware. Ideally, and someday, he could hire some throwaway minion to set up the rifle system while he sat on a beach somewhere getting ripped on drinks with flowers and umbrellas in them. But that was still at least two versions away.
He didn't like being so close to where the target could appear, but he couldn't help it — the tall buildings around the site prevented any line-of-sight communications and there weren't any wireless Internet access points that he could hijack for his own use. His equipment had told him that there was a high speed access point right in the building he sat next to, but with his limited skills, he couldn't break into it.
Having gone over the targeting package on the subject he was to shoot, he figured it was Jackie Winn who had set it up. Damn the bitch, he mumbled to himself.
He stood up and stretched, careful not to bang his head on the low ceiling of the van. It had started life as a delivery truck for a bread company that had gone out of business and he had picked it up for a little over a song. It had a new engine, rebuilt transmission and had been completely gutted inside. There was a decently equipped bathroom, a small kitchen including a microwave and refrigerator, a hidden locker containing a rifle and ammunition and a handgun. The rest of the van was outfitted so that he could maintain and practically rebuild his rifle system. Off in a corner was a futon, which was stacked with servos and controllers.
After this job, he was going to take a little time off while he figured out what direction he wanted to take with his remote sniper system. There was a long list of improvements that were possible, but he was working himself to the conclusion that he should pretty much start from scratch. Sure, he could reuse some of the software, but the rest of the design needed to be scrapped. Technology had changed so much over the past five years that he could practically build the entire system with off-the-shelf components, micro-controllers, computer, sensors and servos. The ideal system would be cheap, easy to maintain, could be fitted with several different rifles — including a semi-automatic — and be a great deal easier to calibrate and maintain. Heck, if he did it right, there might be a decent market for such a system with the military and police departments. The news was full of reports of unmanned drones killing bad guys all over the world, why not an unmanned sniper system? With facial recognition software, it could be hidden someplace and wait for the appropriate target to come strolling by and kill it.
There was a flash on the monitor, something like the optical data stream had been interrupted. With a roll of the screen, it settled back down again. All of the figures from the rifle and sensor pack seemed to be within normal parameters. He moved the joystick and the rifle seemed to track back and forth like it should have.
It was the first time that something like this had ever happened and he wondered what caused it. He opened up another screen and checked another set of sensors — this one on the rifle itself. There it was, one of the video controller boards was running hotter than it should have. Prelude to failure? It also seemed to be drawing more power than it should have. He wondered how long it would be before it failed. Somewhere in the van was another board, but he would have to power down the entire system, replace the board, do a quick calibration, and then restart all aspects of the system. If everything worked well, it would take at least two hours for the system to be back on line. Damn it all.
He could see that there was starting to be degradation in the video signal. How long would it last before it failed completely?
Then there was a movement on the monitor. The rifle started tracking it, numbers coming up on the screen with range, ambient air temperature, humidity, wind speed and projected readings of these values at the target. The computer made adjustments to the cross hairs based on the data the sensors had come up with.
Using the joystick, he zoomed in and then compared the person on the monitor to the head and face shot of Jackie Winn that he had taped above the monitor. It included height and weight statistics. From all that he could see, it was Jackie, the right hair cut, facial shape, build and height.
Flicking off the safety switch, he centered the cross hairs on her chest. He felt that he could do a head shot at this range, but with the equipment starting to crap out, it would be best to take the sure shot rather than anything fancy.
She paused, seeming to stare right at him.
He flipped a switch to fire the rifle. The sonic crack of the 180 grain boat tailed hollow point blasting past his van at 2,900 feet per second was comforting.
The rifle settled down from its recoil and he looked at the front door where Jackie had stood. The window was punctured, but there didn't appear to be any blood — that round should have blown her chest out through her back dumping close to three thousand foot pounds behind the bullet. Had he missed?
A gunshot slammed through the parking lot, rocking the van where he was sitting. What the fuck?The camera system on the rifle was now twisted, like it had been knocked off its base. There was another gunshot — the monitor went black, tracking data fading from screen last. Was someone was shooting at his rifle system? And had they killed it?
He turned off the monitor and then back on again. Same black screen. Someone, a damn good someone, had counter-sniped his rifle system. He stuck a key into a lock, turned it and pressed a button activating a self destruct mechanism — ten minutes from now, anyone close would be in a world of hurt. Now, it was time to get out of Dodge.
Crawling up to the front of the van, he put it in gear, retracted the vehicle lock down system and pulled out into traffic. He hadn't fulfilled the hit, and wondered who had shot his robot rifle system. Whoever it was, there was going to be hell to pay.
* * *
Leo figured he had killed the sniper — two shots right into the window where the bullet aimed at the front door of Jackie's business. The clue had been that there was a window open, the only one in that particular business, and he had seen the curtains move as the shot came out. There wasn't a gunshot, just the sonic crack from the bullet breaking the sound barrier. The space he had shot into was big enough that he felt like he should put another round into the same space to make sure of the kill.
The next task at hand was to assess the area and confirm his kill. While there was no blood splatter after the rifle came down from recoil like he was used to, the shots had felt right on. If someone had been in that room shooting at Jackie, they were dead.
He slid his rifle into a soft guitar case, tossed the rest of his gear into a duffel bag and quickly screwed on a couple of the screws of the industrial air conditioner. Someone would replace them later, and besides, it was a major pain in the ass dealing with the little screws while wearing gloves. It would have to do for now.
He looked over the edge of the building leaning on his hidden ladder. No one. Good.
Slipping the ladder over the side, he climbed down it, still feeling the adrenaline coursing through his veins. It had been years since he had shot at something with two legs and he almost missed the feeling.
Collapsing the ladder, he tossed it onto the roof of the truck and strapped it down. He had considered leaving it, maybe tossing it onto the roof, but the less evidence that was left behind the better. Besides, he might find another use for it.
He glanced down at his watch. From last shot until now, two minutes and twelve seconds. Way the hell too slow; he'd have to work on that. Figure eight minutes for the cops to show up, was what he read that bank robbers practiced to be in and out of a bank. He was going to have to work with the idea that he didn't have a back up team to sprint him away, getting themselves arrested if need be in order to slow up the authorities while he got the hell out of Dodge.
Keying his radio, he said, “Ready to go on this end. You clear?”
“Been that way for a bit. Pick me up.” Just for a moment, he wondered how she had gotten the sniper to take the shot. He hadn't seen her project herself in the window like they had practiced.
He drove the truck over to the pick-up point, about twenty yards from where she went in. Pulling up, he glanced around and saw that there was no one around. Tapping his horn lightly, he was surprised when she stepped out of the shadows.
“How'd it go?” he asked as she climbed into the cab.
“Great. How about you?”
“I got off two shots into where I figured the sniper was. How did you manage to get him to shoot at you?”
“For some reason, there was a huge wireless data stream, pictures, all sorts of other information. I hijacked it, inserted the pictures I wanted them to see and then there was the sound of glass breaking. Which makes me wonder about something.”
“Yes?”
“You wouldn't shoot at something based on what you saw on a computer monitor, would you?”
“No. I have to have eyes on the target.”
After a pause, she said, “Well, given the data along with the picture, and that I was able to intercept and hijack the data stream, I don't think that there was a human behind that rifle. Otherwise, why would they need to send so much data? I saw stuff like humidity, range and a bunch of other things that I didn't understand.”
Leo considered what she had said. It was logical, up to a certain point. There were stories about Unmanned Aerial Vehicles, UAVs, in the news all the time, taking out terrorists in Afghanistan with Hellfire missiles while the pilots sat in some bunker in Nevada. Why not have something similar rigged up controlling a rifle? A remote controlled sniper was the next logical step. Though there were some shots that were still more art than science — even a sophisticated computer didn't have the experience programmed in to take in the hundreds of variables that taking a long distance, very accurate shot takes. Of the millions of rifle shooters in the world, probably less than a hundred could do what he did on a consistent basis.
He explained what he figured might have happened. The plan had been to wait for a while to make sure that the backup team, if there was one, had cleared out before going to where Leo figured the sniper had been hiding, and then looking for clues as to who had sent him. While Leo hadn't expected to find anything — when he had worked, it had been without any ID, personal belongings or anything. His last job, he had been instructed to wear a Tyvek suit and in the urban heat, it had been brutal. But there would have been no traces of hair or fibers for anyone to find even if they had been able to discover the shooting site.
Now, there was more emphasis on getting to the shooting site and seeing if there was anything that could help them find out who was trying to kill Jackie.
He drove around to the front of the building. Surprisingly, there were no police.
“Wonder why the cops aren't here?”
Jackie shrugged, “It's Saturday. Probably no one around to hear any shots.”
He pointed out the window into which he had shot. There were no bullet holes, but it was the only one of three windows on that side of the building that was open.
“How do you want to do this?” he asked.
“There isn't a back door, just a loading dock, which will be too loud to get open and be too obvious. If we go in the front door, and are caught, we might very well be able to make it look like we are supposed to be there.”
“How?
“Human engineering. Do it all the time. You look and act like you are supposed to be someplace, you generally get left alone.”
There was a loud whoosh. Flames shot from the window where the sniper or remote sniper had been hiding.



Chapter 14

Jackie knew that there was going to be no way they would get any information now that what Leo had suspected was the remote sniper was on fire. She would have loved to have gotten a very close look at the computers running such a system. Mostly, it was because she wanted to find out who was trying to kill her, but also because she was curious about all things mechanical and electronic.
“Thermite,” Leo muttered, putting the truck into gear.
“What?”
“The flames look like they are from thermite — a composition of metal powder and a metal oxide that produces an aluminothermic reaction.”
“I know what thermite is. How can you tell that's what caused the fire?” God, he acted like she was so stupid sometimes. She had played with it in college, upping the recipe that she had seen demonstrated in chemistry class up the point where it melted a hole in the concrete deck where she had been living at the time. The landlord had been pissed, but she had talked him out of calling the cops.
Leo said, “From the color of the flame and the sparks. I think it's from an iron oxide based version. Quite effective, but it's a bitch to light. I finally had to switch mixtures to get reliable ignition, duplicating the recipe used in military thermite, with my own ignition system.”
“You played with thermite?”
“Heck yes. A couple of hundred bucks spent on eBay can yield wonderful and interesting experiments. It also has some wonderful properties, like being able to melt tooth enamel, making identification of a body that much more difficult.”
“And you've used it for this?”
Pause. “Yes. The man who was sent to either recruit or kill me had such a treatment done to him.”
She noted that he said this flatly, like he was describing going out the grocery store for a gallon of milk. Leo sounded like a geek, concealed the body of a god under loose clothing and was a stone cold killer. It made her wonder about what really drove him. Though she still wouldn't want to get in the way of anything that he wanted.
A fire engine screamed past them going towards the fire.
Leo said, “I hope they don't try and put water on that fire, otherwise they will be in a world of hurt. It could cause an explosion when the oxygen and hydrogen…”
“Are liberated explosively,” she interrupted. “I've played with it before and am familiar with how it works.”
“Then you might be interested to know that there is about eight pounds of the stuff secreted in various places in this vehicle.”
“What?”
Leo stopped at a red light. Another fire engine roared past them, its sirens screaming in the morning air.
“All I ever wanted was to be left alone. I'd done what I'd been paid to do and hoped that they'd forgotten about me. But I knew that someday they would come looking for me and it would come down to my being able to convince them that it was probably a better idea to leave me alone.”
“Is that why you are helping me?”
“Yes.”
Leo consulted a map, and then pulled onto the highway.
“Where are we going?”
“I need some open space to think. Hell, a city park will do, but the bigger the area, the better.”
“Why?”
“It's just the way that I am. I live twenty minutes from the desert and have grown used to it as a place to figure things out.”
They drove in silence for a while.
“Did you find what you were looking for in Patrick Lackey's desk?” Leo asked.
She had completely forgotten about why they had taken the risk of going back to her business.
Pulling out the sheath of papers, she quickly read them out loud to Leo.
When she was done, he said, “So, it looks like most of the money that had been in the company ended up in one place. What was the name of it?”
She found the notation and said, “A company called, 'Alamut Enterprises.'“
“Excuse me?”
“What?”
“Say that again.”
“Alamut Enterprises.”
Leo chuckled. “No sense in being obvious about it.”
“What do you mean?”
“Okay, who is considered the first computer programmer?”
“That's easy, Ada Lovelace. She wrote software for Charles Babbage's Analytical Engine. Why do you ask?”
“It's like Ada Lovelace being part of who you are; any student of the history of political assassination knows that Alamut means ‘Eagle's Nest.’ It's the name of the fortress from which the original Persian assassins in 1090 originated. A bunch of real hardcore killers led by a guy by the name of al-Hasan ibn-al-Sabbah. They terrified the ancient Muslim world with their assassinations. Marco Polo wrote about them when he came through that area, noting that they used hashish before going on their assignments. From where we probably got the word assassin — ashishin.
“Anyway, lots of mysterious gobbledygook hidden in the mists of time. Probably like naming your hacking company Hackers Incorporated.”
“Well, there are two types of hackers, 'Black Hats' who maliciously destroy computer systems, and 'White Hats' who enjoy learning about computers, taking them apart, fiddling with them, finding holes in security, all for the greater good.”
Leo nodded, “I wondered where the name of your company came from. There wouldn't happen to be an address or something similar in that file?”
She looked through it again, “Nope. Which is what I would expect out of Patrick. He wanted to know where the money went, and was probably satisfied when he found the account numbers.”
“Is there any way you can find out an address from an account number?”
“Not that I am aware of. Remember, I wrote software for banks. They may not be on the cutting edge of computer technology, but they have defense in depth. Secure Socket Layer, or SSL, encrypts everything in their network and outside to the Internet. They have firewalls like you can't believe — set to the standards set by the National Computer Security Association which is run by a bunch of people from the NSA. Yes, it is possible to breach their security, but it's damn hard and you have to be awful lucky.”
“Could you do it?”
She considered it for a moment before saying, “There isn't a security system out there that can't be breached. If you can't get at it through the Internet, then you can get to it by direct physical attack. All of them present problems, risks and require lots of time and money.”
“I have the money. We just don't have the time.”
Leo was rich? Or he could get large sums of money? He didn't look like it, at first glance, but she had seen that while all of his possessions were well worn from his boots to his truck, they were all very well maintained and probably cost decent money originally. Another data point to add to the equation of this mysterious man.
“Can we get something from the bank routing number? I seem to remember that it's specific to each bank, maybe even down to the branch.”
“Sure. There is a web site that can tell you that information. It may not be very up to date because of all the recent banking problems, mergers and buyouts. But it would get us pointed in the right direction.”
There was a crook in her back from sitting in the same place too long. Settling back in the seat, she said, “I wish we could have snagged one of the computers, or heck, even a cell phone from the sniper device. It might give us some clues as to who is after us.”
Leo looked at her. “You are looking for a cell phone or computer from one of the guys after us for information? How about a Blackberry?”
“You have one? From the sniper?” How the hell had he managed to pull that off?
“Nope. But someone tried to kill me, didn't, and as a prize, I got his Blackberry. I've been carrying it around since then, though I did take the battery out.”
What other things did Leo have up his sleeve?
“Well, where is it?”
He reached across her and popped open the glove box. His presence, in her space, startled her. They were so close that she could feel the heat from his body and the smell of his skin.
She wasn't sure how she felt about this.
Forcing herself back on task, she took the Blackberry and its battery from his gentle but calloused hand.
“It was a pain figuring out how to get the battery out. I was about ready to simply destroy it rather than leave it someplace where it could lead to me.”
She popped open the back of the Blackberry and slid the battery into place.
“That's a cell phone, right? Can someone trace us with it?”
“Yes, but I have a way around that.”
Putting the cover back on, she reached into her duffel bag.
“What's that, wrap it in foil or something like that?”
“Nope, something a lot more sophisticated, a cell phone jammer. It's an invention of my own design, based on a schematic that I found on the Internet. It's a multiple band jammer, and can even block some of the European frequency hopping cell phones. If it transmits between 800 megahertz and 2200 megahertz, and is within thirty feet of us, it won't work.”
She found the device she was looking for, not much bigger than a pack of playing cards with two short, stubby antennas sticking out the top. Flipping a switch, a red LED started glowing.
“We're protected.”
“Okay.” Leo didn't seem impressed.”I also have the ability to jam WiFi and GPS and almost any other frequency I'd like. The cool thing is that this single device self tunes using phase locked-loop and is driven by a micro-controller. Quite a sophisticated design, if you ask me.”
Leo growled, “I'm not asking. What have you found?”
She realized that she was treating Leo like she would some of the computer geeks that she hung out with. While he may be a 'gun geek,' he probably didn't have the education or inclination to understand her world and appreciate the things that she could do.
She flipped through the screens on the Blackberry. The call log had been deleted, but there may be a way around that. The Blackberry is simply a very small computer and it stored things like computers do — when something is deleted, mark off the space allocated by the deleted file as 'available' and continue on your way.
The contact list was blank and there were no e-mails or anything else of interest saved. There was, however a SIM — Subscriber Identity Module — card with this particular model and while she couldn't directly access it here, there might be important information saved on it. The information on the SIM not only included information allowing the phone to access cellular networks, they often contained a phone book and copies of any messages sent — deleted or not.
She wasn't that familiar with this particular model, so it took a bit for her to find out if a memory card was installed — yes, there was one.
Powering down the device, she popped open the back and removed both the SD memory card and the SIM card. While she hadn't ever really had any interest in cell phone hacking, she knew the exact person who could help her.
“Find anything?” Leo asked.
“Nothing that I can use right now. I will have to talk with someone else about reading these cards.”
“Why?”
“Because it's an area of expertise that I don't have. Hackers specialize, and I know just the person we need to see.”
“Who?”
She tucked the chips into a static proof plastic bag that she found in her duffel and tossed the Blackberry in after it.
“I'll give you the directions to get to his place.”
With a reluctant sigh, Leo started the truck up and pulled into traffic.
* * *
Leo didn't know what to make of Jackie's performance. Was she trying to impress him? It was like she had been a giddy school girl. Maybe it had been the adrenaline burning off that had caused it. He had plenty of experience in dealing with it and knew that the feelings were like riding a roller coaster — you were thrilled as hell to be alive, and then you hit bottom, often with a depressive crash.
He knew that the cycle would continue for the next couple of days and she would have to find some way to take the edge off. Leo had long experience with the adrenaline highs and lows and knew that in a couple of hours he would be ravenously hungry. Sex was often a great release, but Leo didn't subscribe to that particular thinking as it opened you up to other vulnerabilities.
Despite it being Saturday morning, there was a great deal of traffic. Leo carefully made his way through the streets, always driving at two miles per hour less than the speed limit and obeying all traffic laws to the letter. It wouldn't pay at all to get pulled over for a simple traffic violation with all the specialized equipment he had in the truck. After the shooting, he hadn't had the time to properly stow and hide it. While it wouldn't be noticed during a cursory search, why even take the chance?
Leo was also anxious to follow up on the Alamut Enterprises information. Why would a company that specialized in assassinations be so obvious about what they were up to? Hiding behind obscure historical facts that very few people knew was one thing, but all it would take would be a simple Internet search to track down a bunch of history about the meaning behind the name.
That they were so obvious meant something, but Leo couldn't figure out what. It might be as simple a thing as that it was a shell company that led to someplace else. Anyone trying to find out more about the company would set off trip wires that would trigger a lethal response.
Another explanation was that the company had protection from the government or governments. Deniability for your dirty work was always something that Leo understood — if captured and tortured, he had no links back to the US government. Another point was that he had an expensive and very specialized tool and didn't require the skill set that say, a SEAL did. Why invest a huge amount of money and time into skills that a long distance shooter wouldn't ever need or use?
So, letting a company do your dirty work on command, be deniable and cheaper than a cruise missile strike, was an obvious reason to look the other way when they conducted their business.
But how would you go about making such a company, obviously protected by the government at some level, leave him and Jackie alone? Finding the name and address would only be the start of the problem. Somehow, they needed to find a way to leverage the company into forgetting them on a permanent basis. This wasn't going to be easy to do when it would always be cheaper and easier to just kill them both and walk away.
Any company had vulnerabilities that could be exploited for various reasons. The concern was, how do you find them and use them when the company may be protected by the federal government, which had infinite resources, time, money and really didn't care about squashing an annoying bug or two?
The data contained on the Blackberry might be an inside into the company. He was way the hell outside feeling comfortable. Just give him a target, put a rifle in his hands and step back — all this spooky stuff was enough to make your head hurt.
Jackie broke him from his thoughts, saying, “We're here.”
Leo looked around. They were in a strip mall, way too public for Leo's taste with the number of people walking around, some burdened with packages. Hadn't they just burned down a building not a ten minute drive from here?
“Pull in here,” she said, motioning to a parking slot in front of a cell phone store. Leo noticed the camera pointed right at them and kept driving.
“Why didn't you park there? It was perfect.”
“Except that it was being watched by a video camera. The fewer of those that we show up on, the better.”
She was quiet as he found a place towards the back of the parking lot and backed the truck in so they could easily get out.
Not sure what he was getting into, he followed Jackie across the parking lot and into the cell phone store.
* * *
Jeff Silver was not having a good day and the FBI was having an even worse one. The bank robbers had gotten away with almost a hundred thousand dollars without leaving a clue. It was like they were ghost — appearing to rob the bank and then disappearing into the ether.
Not one bit of physical evidence was found despite the old adage that “Criminals always take something from a crime scene and always leave something.”
They knew the location and abilities of all the security cameras, inside and outside the bank. No one saw them leave in a vehicle, but then again, no one saw them walking away on foot — all backed up by the security cameras. The one camera that could have provided valuable information, located across the street at a convenience store and pointing into the parking lot, had been vandalized the night before, and no, the vandal hadn't shown up on any of the cameras either.
The robbers wore gloves, black clothing and rubber Ronald Reagan masks. Their guns were real based on an interview of the security guard who was fresh out the military after spending three tours in Iraq, in combat every day from the time he landed in-country until he left. It was sad that a decorated and honored veteran could only get a job as a security guard despite his selfless service and sacrifice. Jeff made a note to call a buddy in FBI recruitment to see if there were any job openings in this area for someone who could keep their head while having a gun pointed at them. Maybe the FBI could use him.
Sipping cold coffee that tasted like road sludge, he stepped back and looked over the scene again. The Albuquerque Fire Department had brought in a light truck that illuminated the front of the bank in a ghastly whiteness and produced strange shadows that were almost as bad as complete darkness.
He knew that there wasn't going to be anything found here that could help. Crimes weren't solved by forensics, despite the slew of TV shows that seemed to prove otherwise. Shoe leather is what solved crimes — crooks liked to brag and someone, hopefully soon, would talk. Someone, somewhere, knew something and would use it to get themselves out of a bind with the law.
His cell phone buzzed. Flipping it open he saw that it was a Denver number.
“Hello?”
“Special Agent Silver?”
“Speaking. How may I help you?”
“This is Detective Chris Lee, of the Denver PD. We were told to be on the look-out for anyone using thermite to disguise a crime. Well, it's happened. Someone almost burnt down a building trying to hide what appears to be a sniper rifle. But not any sniper rifle that you've ever seen; it's sitting in some sort of base and there were a lot of electronics and motors in the debris.”
“Was anyone shot by it?”
“No. This is the strange thing; a building up the street had a bullet hole through the glass door, but there wasn't anyone there to shoot at that we can find, no blood, or traces of anyone breaking our crime scene tape.”
“Crime scene tape?”“Yes. There was a car bombing in front of that location a couple of days ago. The intended victim has dropped off the radar since then. We locked the business up and secured it hoping to pressure her into coming to talk to us, yet it hasn't happened.”
Something sounded strangely familiar about this scene.
“Thank you very much for the info. Can you forward copies of all the pictures and what your lab finds out about the rifle to us? And if it's too much, or you are too busy, just send the entire mess to the FBI office in Denver and they'll take over the investigation.”
“Thanks. But you haven't heard the strangest part of it yet.”
“What's that?”
“We found two bullet holes that we can't account for.”
“How is that so strange?”
“The rifle system was bolt action and fired a .308 caliber bullet. The bullet holes we found were something much faster. And more importantly, they were coming into where the rifle was located, not outgoing.”
“So, someone was shooting back?”
“Not from the angle of the bullet holes. We tried to laser it, but ours aren't powerful enough and got lost about a hundred yards away. Based on the angles, the best we can determine was that the other shooter was six hundred yards away. And get this, the two bullet holes were almost touching. Quite remarkable shooting by anyone's standard.
“Several years ago, I took a sniper class taught by the FBI and while I thought the FBI snipers were really good, this guy, if the shot placement is deliberate, makes them look like rank amateurs.”
There was something larger going on here. Gut feeling meant a lot to him, and his guts were churning — and it wasn't caused by bad coffee.
He made a decision. “Seal the crime scene, post an officer and someone will be there shortly, if not me personally.”
“Great. That means one less case for us to deal with. Can you tell me what this is all about?”
“Something probably worse than we can imagine.”
Flipping the phone closed, he went off to find his boss who wasn't going to be happy to have to assign the “Ronald Reagan Robbers” case to someone else. He was going to have to call in a lot of favors to pull this off and really hoped that it would all be worth it. More importantly, he hoped that he would be in time to stop whatever was going to happen next.



Chapter 15

Jim Fox, the Second Finger of the Black Hand, walked quickly away from where he had placed the car bomb in the trunk of the government-issued Buick assigned to the IRS Criminal Investigation Division. His favorite device, the Explosively Formed Penetrator (EFP), would immolate everyone in the car, no matter where they sat, with a five thousand degree jet of superheated plasma. Identification of the bodies would be difficult as there shouldn't be anything left from the waist up, including tooth enamel.
This job was most unusual, not to be placed to take out a more specific target, but that's what the targeting package had specified. He had modified his unusual device, spreading the propagation of the plasma jet at the sacrifice of a bit of the range, and hadn't had a chance to properly test it. Explosives can be finicky and when you are trying for a specific effect, testing was almost mandatory. He had worked with these devices enough to have a knowledge of them and their properties that bordered on pathological. The device would work as he designed it, but deep down there was an overwhelming desire to test and test again before using the device for real.
Too bad he couldn't stick around and watch to see how well his newest variation worked, but he had an appointment at the parking lot of the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives, also known as the ATF. This time, it was to wire up two cars. This one he would have done for free as he had no love of the ATF and their overzealous enforcement of a myriad of confusing and stupid laws. He had been able to stay out of their clutches since an unfortunate brush with them after getting out of Army, where he had excelled in Explosive Ordinance Disposal. Someone had made a crude pipe bomb to blow up a mail box and they had broke down his door thinking he was the bomber. He had laughed at the accusations. He had been trained on disarming devices ranging from pipe bombs all the way to nuclear bombs. Knowing how to disarm them meant that he knew how to build them. And, he had assured the bewildered ATF agents, if he had set out to blow up a mail box, it would have ended up in low orbit rather than not going off at all like the device they were accusing him of having made.
After fending off the ATF, and having lost his job at a demolition company due to having the ATF hanging around, questioning everyone in sight and crawling through the company records with a microscope, he got a call from someone who needed his unique talents.
These most recent jobs, while profitable, were in the US. Up until this point, he had always worked outside the country. Besides, he had a lot of credibility to make up with his recent miss of a target. Maybe he would have a chance to get another shot at Jackie Winn. This time, he would make it count for real.
As he was driving away, he heard an explosion and his rental car shook a bit. He smiled.
* * *
Allen Wells drove until he almost ran out of gas. What the hell had happened back there? There was another sniper in the picture, something that he had never come up against. All he knew was that if he had been behind that rifle, he would be dead. He had lasered the closest buildings, just to be complete, and no one was within five hundred yards. The sniper was damn good to find the location from where the robot sniper had shot from and be able to shoot back. Even more distressing was that the integral sound suppressor should have really concealed the location that the shot came from. There was no disguising the sonic crack of the bullet, but any muzzle flash or other noise should have been non-existent.
This led to the obvious question — had someone figured that his usefulness was over and had set him up to be killed? He had heard rumors that they used to do that — you were sent on a suicide mission or were the target of a younger, smarter and faster killer.
The company that paid him didn't know about his remote sniper system; all they cared about was results. And that he never needed a spotter or support staff helped limit their exposure and increased his profit margin as he had told them that he supplied his own.
So, was he now the target? He was currently disarmed and would have to find someplace to build, calibrate and test another remote sniper system. In his van, he had almost all of the needed parts to build one, if not two. All he would need was some small electronics and servos that he could buy over the counter at any hobby store.
He pulled into a gas station and filled up his truck, paying cash so he wouldn't leave a trace. It was almost pointless as he knew if someone really wanted to find him, they could, without much effort. The number of times that citizens showed up in one way or another each day, even on gas station cameras, was mind boggling. He had often used this to his advantage, but now that he might be the one being hunted, he could almost feel the cross hairs centered on the middle of his back.
Using the grungy rest room in the gas station, he washed his face. In the stained mirror he noted the dark circles under his eyes. He had been up for almost twenty hours. He stank of stress and fear.
He needed a plan and to regroup and find out who was hunting him and why. But first, a bit of rest. He was in Grand Junction, Colorado. Not a real big town, but big enough for him to hide away for a little bit while he regrouped.
What worried him was that he was going to have to, at some point soon, reply to the company that he had missed his target and then wait for further instructions. That would be the point that would tell if the company was after him.
On the way out of the door of the gas station, he asked the pimply kid behind the counter to recommend a decent hotel that was close to the highway. The stupid kid didn't know, oh well.
He got in his van and drove along until he found a chain hotel that had a back parking lot where he could park his van without anyone seeing it from the road.
After checking in, paying cash and using his false ID that he had built up without the company's knowledge, he tried to make himself sleep, but it was a long time coming.
* * *
Leo didn't like the look of the cell phone store. It was brightly lit and was busy. Why did they need to expose themselves in this way?
He followed Jackie to the rear counter, noting all the fancy cell phones, PDAs and computers displayed on the store's racks. He had never owned a cell phone, not having any use for one. It was another invitation to have his privacy violated for little personal gain. When he ran the coin store, seemingly a lifetime ago, anyone who wanted to reach him could just call the store and he would get back to them at his convenience. It gave him control of his life rather than being controlled by a piece of machinery, having to carry it everywhere, and answering the device when someone else wanted to contact you. No, that kind of thing wasn't for him. He lived his life as simply as possible, with as few complications as he could get away from.
Jackie waited in line at a counter labeled “Repair/Service.”
Leo stepped back and sat down on an uncomfortable looking chair leading out into the showroom. A round faced woman wearing a badge that said “Barb” approached.”Hi,” she said.
He tried to look as disinterested as he could when he said, “Hello.”
“Can I help you pick out a new phone? We have some wonderful specials this week.”
Leo didn't want to have to explain his lifestyle choices to this cell phone shill.
“Thanks anyway,” he motioned towards Jackie and said, “I'm waiting for my friend over there.”
“Okay. If there is anything I can do to help, be sure to let me know.”
The buzzer announcing the door opening went off and she went over to bother the new customer.
After a twenty minute wait, Jackie motioned him behind the counter.
“He's here, but they're real busy. We may have to wait.”
Shrugging, he said, “I don't have any other plans for today.” Except to find out who is trying to kill me and you and stop them.
He followed Jackie towards the back of the store, noting the boxes probably containing store stock that lined the walls on cheap metal shelves. There were a lot of them. Also, where the front of the store was luxuriously decorated with soft toned walls, muted lighting and thick carpet, everything behind the counter was Spartan, including harsh overhead lighting and bare concrete — all the trademarks of a cheap corporation.
Jackie seemed to know exactly where to go. He followed her to an area in the back of the building next to the loading dock. Handy information if you need to get out of here quick, Leo thought.
A man was crouched over a work bench with a soldering iron clutched in a meaty fist.
“Ryan,” Jackie said.
She had to repeat herself several times before the man looked up. He had magnifying goggles over his eyes, giving them a buggy appearance. “Jackie!” he said, tossing the soldiering iron down onto the bench.
He stepped away from the bench and Leo saw that he was at least a foot shorter than Jackie. Wrapping his arms around Jackie, he said, “I just heard about Nathan. I'm so sorry that I didn't hear in time to get to the funeral. How you doing?”
“Just fine. I need some help with something, though.”
Then the man noticed Leo.
“Who's your friend?”
“Ryan, this is Leo. He's helping me.”
“Really?”
“Yes. And I need your help with something that Nathan dropped into my lap.”
After appraising Leo, Ryan stepped over to Leo and held out his hand, he shook it, noting that despite being pudgy, the grip was strong and calloused.
“Ryan Rees,” he said.
“Leo Marston,” Leo replied. Jackie better be right about this guy helping them or he was going to have to kill him to protect their identities.
Turning back to Jackie, Ryan said, “So, what can I help you with?”
She pulled out the plastic bag containing the chips she had taken from James Phillips' Blackberry. “I need you to dump these. Contacts and messages are what I'm looking for.”
He sat down at a computer, typed for a minute. Turning to Jackie, he said, “Let me have the SIM card.”
Despite that the card was dwarfed in his hand, Ryan dexterously slid it into a slot on the computer.
“What kind of phone is it from?”
“Blackberry. It looked like the model 9700.”
“Cool. You heard about the processor? It's a 32 bit XScale PXA900, made by Marvel. Cooks along at about 624 MHz, but the specs say that it can run up and over 800. I haven't had a chance to see if I could over clock and make it really fly.”
“Yeah. Lots of extra stuff on the processor to make it handle wireless faster. I played with the ARM instruction that it runs and as a RISC OS, it's a major pain if you have to write to the SVC as it will throw up in your lap if you look at it cross eyed.”
This techno-babble was too much for Leo. “What's the card say?”
“Give me a second.”
The screen filled with information, looking like mostly gibberish to Leo.
“What am I seeing?” Yes, Leo could sit all day waiting for the perfect shot to present itself, but they had spent way too much time screwing around when they should be tracking down who was trying to kill them.
“It's just a dump of a SIM card.”
“Which is what?”
Jackie, seeming to sense Leo's impatience, said, “A SIM card is the Subscriber Identity Module. It contains subscriber information, phone contacts and any SMS text messages.”
“SMS text messages?”
“Yes. What you see teenagers doing all of the time with their cell phones — texting each other.”
Leo hadn't really noticed much of that as he ran in different social circles than most teenagers. Kids who were interested in coins didn't text while in his store, and the kids who were probably into texting didn't hang out in a boring coin store with a bunch of coin dinks.
Ryan continued to page through the information.
“Bad news, only subscriber information, no phone book, nor any messages.”
She handed him the thumbnail sized chip from the phone. “How about on the SD card?”
“Only if he saved his e-mails to it. Blackberrys 'push' e-mails from the mail server, and it's saved to the internal memory. Since that's only like sixty-four meg, that ain't a lot of memory. Though, you do need some secondary software to save it to the SD card.”
“No matter, try it.”
“Still, it may not even be on there. I'll need the phone if I'm gonna be sure about getting it all.”
She looked at Leo and he shook his head. His paranoia about what that cell phone could do when turned on was something that he didn't have the experience or ability to be able to deal with.
Jackie had described the Blackberry as a small computer. What kinds of software could be installed on it? While he wasn't a computer hacker like her, he had a suspicious mind. How hard would it be to install GPS software on it? While, in his experience, GPS didn't work at all inside buildings, it worked just fine outside where it could see satellites. And hadn't he read something about using the signal strength between various cell towers to triangulate a position? Developed for emergency calls, it sure wouldn't take much to bend it towards evil intent.
Ten minutes of typing and muttered sentences between Jackie and Ryan amounted to nothing useful being found.
“We're going to have to power up the Blackberry,” Jackie said.
Leo shrugged and fingered his pistol. She got the idea that this was insanely dangerous. He would count her judgment as if it was worth it and apparently she thought it was.
Jackie dug out her jammer, which on seeing, Ryan said, “Are you fucking nuts? That thing is like a $10,000 fine and five years in jail if you are caught with it. And this is a cell phone store, what do you think is going to happen if you power that thing up and everyone's cell phone in the store goes dead?”
“It has a rather limited range.”
“Still unacceptable. Listen, we'll be in and out in a moment. I'll power it up, dump the internal memory, load it up into a simulator, power down the Blackberry and it'll be over quick, maybe a couple of minutes.”
“Which version of the simulator are you using?”
“Something I threw together from the Software Developer Kit. Trust me, it works just great. I use it all the times for the cops — the damn technophobes.”
Leo knew that he was one of those technophobes, though he doubted that either Jackie or Ryan could hit the bulls eye at six hundred yards in forty mile an hour gusting winds using an iron sighted rifle.
Ryan pulled out an inhaler and, after shaking it several times, took a deep puff.
“Asthma still bothering you?” Jackie asked.
“Yes,” he coughed. Then he cleared his throat and said, “I've got to get my prescription renewed as I'm almost out. I thought I'd outgrow asthma, but working back in here with all the dust and crap only makes it worse.”
Stuffing the inhaler back into a pocket, he plugged the Blackberry into a cradle, booted up something with the computer, powered up the Blackberry and then turned it back off.
“Got it. Software dump, including the e-mails.”
He paged through the data. “It looks like any e-mails are just a link to a web site. We can access that, if you want.”
Jackie, who was leaning over Ryan, said, “Yes. But be careful. Can you spoof our IP Address?”
“I don't think I need to. Besides, I don't have the software and I don't think that they can lock onto me without a major pain as this is a corporate computer and there are thousands of IP's that it could come from.”
He typed some more and pulled up a web page.
“Wow. I wonder what all this data is — contains everything that you would want to know about someone, address, bank accounts, even places on the Internet that you hang out.”
Leo said, “It's called a targeting package — and contains everything you need to find and kill someone.”
“That stands to reason seeing the type of information it contains. But I wonder who this bad ass, Max Jennings, is. He's killed a bunch of people and looks to be a bad ass dude otherwise.”
He moved behind Ryan and Jackie so he could see the computer screen.
Then a picture came up. Leo remembered it being taken for his college rifle team. He was crouched behind a Winchester Model 52 target rifle. Damn that rifle was sweet and put the rounds exactly where they were supposed to go if the shooter did his part. At that time, there was some talk of him trying out for the Olympic Rifle Team, but that dream was crushed the instant his father was murdered.
A more modern picture came up, of him going into the coin shop — it seemed like a lifetime ago that he was dealing with coin dinks, and he missed the dusty, metallic smell of the place.
Ryan's head swiveled around and he started at Leo. “That guy in the picture looks a lot like you — could be your twin brother in fact.”
“It's me.”
Ryan recoiled in horror and Jackie stepped back. “Really,” he said, “you killed all those people?”
“It wasn't that many people — twelve, no thirteen — the guy who I got this Blackberry from. Are there any other targeting packages on the web site?”
Both Jackie and Ryan stared at him.
“Well, let's get to it,” he said.
Jackie pushed Ryan out of the way and started typing.
“I'll jump back into the parent directory and that might lead to some more links.”
A screen popped up. “I'll be damned.”
“What?” Leo asked.
“Look at the list. There must be a couple of hundred people here.”
“Can you find out who is behind this?”
She popped open another screen, “I'll just access WHOIS and see what pops up.”
“What's WHOIS?”
Ryan said, “Think of it as a reverse directory for the Internet. You can find out who owns a web site by typing in the IP address.”
Leo had no idea what an IP address was, but got the general picture.
She typed for a few minutes and a screen popped up.
“I'll be damned,” she said.
Leo and Ryan both peered down at the screen. The address looked familiar, but he couldn't place it.
“What about it?”
“The web address is owned by Alamut Enterprises… and the physical address is the same as White Hat, my company.



Chapter 16

Tyrannicide knew there was a problem. The Blackberry issued to James Phillips had been powered up, briefly, and then powered down. The logical explanation was law enforcement, either local, or, more likely, federal as they had the funding able to purchase the software to make a copy of the internal data contained on a Blackberry for further analysis.
Minutes later, the HTTP server containing the targeting packages was accessed without using the Blackberry, first to look at Max Jennings' information, then the rest of the web site was copied someplace else.
It was apparent that the data contained on the HTTP server was compromised.
The software traced back the connection to which computer was accessing the now compromised data. It took microseconds to crack through the corporate firewall and locate the exact computer, and the user of that computer. This was followed up by accessing the computer and slipping in a piece of software that would worm its way into the operating system and forward all relevant data back to the software for further analysis.
In a few minutes, it had determined the name, address, driver's license picture and a complete credit, tax and medical history of the computer user — Ryan Rees.
Slipping through some subroutines, it executed the relevant code and created a targeting package using an alternative HTTP server for Ryan — he was a threat to the Program and would be eliminated.
* * *
Jill Ringler was annoyed. Three-fourths of the Denver City Council was dead or dying, including the detestable Phil Van Wyk, and she had just used alpha-Amanitin, a toxin found in the Death's Head and the Destroying Angel mushrooms, on John Halbrook, soon to be late of the Colorado House of Representatives. He would be dead within ten days of acute liver failure. It would be a brutal and prolonged death, but her black bag of tricks and poisons was rapidly emptying.
She had just gotten a page on her Blackberry that she had one more job to do before she could stand down. As she turned the rented BMW around, she considered her options.
According to the information she had received, the target suffered from asthma. That would have been perfect to try out her sarin gas modified inhaler — the canister would emit sarin rather than albuterol — one whiff of it and you'd be dead before you hit the floor. But that particular item was back at her lab. She longed to be back at her lab, playing with chemicals rather than these interactions with the public — particularly men she detested. It was nice that she got to kill many of them — the last leer of their life would be at the person who had just killed them.
Her exotic poisons supplies were all but depleted which left some of the old standbys like cyanide. Yes. She had a couple of ounces of Potassium Cyanide and the neat thing about it is that it looked exactly like sugar and she had it packaged in a sugar packet. It was even as soluble in water as sugar although it might give off an odor of bitter almonds when it was put in water. However, most people couldn't smell it and those who could probably wouldn't recognize the significance of the odor.
Pulling off the side of the road, she called the airport where the private jet she had booked was parked and let them know that she would be delayed by a couple of hours.
She hoped Ryan Rees liked sugar in his coffee….
* * *
Jackie was stunned. There was no way that Nathan could have been running an assassination company out of their office. Or could he? There were aspects of Nathan's life that she probably had no understanding.
They were walking out the back door of the cell phone shop. Ryan had insisted that they go around the back way and would have to walk around the rear of the strip mall. It didn't matter much as she was so numb that she could barely put one foot in front of the other.
“Tell me what you know about Nathan and his business,” Leo asked.
“I met him five years ago. I was a student at school on a computer science track and was bored out of my head with the mindless class work and projects.”
“What was his company like?”
“It was a computer security consulting business. Nothing much to it, a couple of small contracts and we were working out of a spare bedroom in his house. He was never very good with the technical part of it, and when I came on board, he was able to focus on the business while I built up our technological base.”
They stepped around a pile of empty cardboard boxes. She saw that Leo's eyes were constantly moving, checking out everything, even scanning the roofs and windows of nearby buildings. Probably expecting an attack. She was tired of being a target and wondered what she could do to change the situation.
“Do you have any idea what he was doing before?”
She shrugged. “Not really. College dropout, marketing I think. Inherited some but not much money from his folks when they died.”
“How'd they die?”
“I don't know. He never talked much about his past.”
“Anything strange going on in the business when you joined or since?”
“You have to understand something; Nathan wasn't that much of a computer guy. What he could do was sell and he knew enough to ask the right questions and who to pay to answer them. What are you trying to find out?”
“I'm trying to get a better feeling for what he was involved in. As an example, how hard is it to change the address of a web site?”
“I wouldn't know. No. I actually have an idea. See, that data is stored in a WHOIS database. That can be found on the American Registry for Internet Numbers.”
“So, it's a database? Stored on a computer?”
“Yes.” She didn't know what he was getting at, but had a glimmer of understanding.
“Can that database be changed? How hard would it be?”
She thought about it a minute. “I suppose so. Though it would probably be pretty difficult. What are you thinking?”
He stopped and she turned to face him.
“I was hired ten years ago as an assassin. They sent us the targeting package via US Mail and paid with wire transfers. When I joined, I learned that the company that I worked for, whose name I never knew, had been working that same way for a number of years, probably since the end of World War II. Given Nathan's age, there is no way that he could have been running a company that assassinated people since the end of the war.”
Then another thing hit her, that the man standing before her was a professional killer and hadn't made any point of trying to hide it.
“Was it true what the targeting package said about you?”
He shrugged. “That was then; I was young, stupid and easily impressionable. Now, I simply want to get back to the coin store that I co-own and spend my free time perfecting the ultimate rifle, bullet and load and punching them into targets at longer and longer ranges. I will do whatever it takes to accomplish that.
“Anyway, getting back to the subject, suppose that Nathan was running a company specializing in assassination. How or why, we won't worry about. There have been several killings since he died, so who the hell is running it now? And how can we find them and make them stop? Or at least take us off the damn list so we can get on with our lives?”
She found the questions perfectly logical, appropriate and disconcerting. And she didn't have any idea how to find the answers.
* * *
Tyrannicide, following its set routines, sent out another set of e-mails. One, a targeting package of sorts, cleaning up some loose ends, and another much more complex and ominous.
* * *
Matthew Tudor was bored. He'd much rather be sitting in his lab, playing with some new chemicals that should be showing up in a couple of days. They would enable him to take arson to completely new levels; creating fires that simply couldn't be put out using conventional firefighting techniques and were very difficult to detect as arson. Basically, it was a highly modified version of a solid rocket fuel, specifically a composite recipe based on ammonium perchlorate, an aluminum fuel, and Hydroxyl-terminated polybutadiene (HTPB) as a binder. Considered a high performance rocket fuel, the stuff would burn a hole through concrete without a problem. Most importantly, if you put water on it to try and put out the fire, the heat from the combustion would liberate the hydrogen and oxygen from the water explosively, making that much more of a mess.
Instead of developing his new rocket fuel/arson tool, he was sitting around in a hotel room in Boulder, Colorado, waiting for further instructions.
His Blackberry buzzed. About damn time. He paged through the information. It wasn't an assassination, but an arson job on a building. It didn't matter much to him as the money was the same.
Checking out the blueprints, he saw that it was a steel-framed building. That made it easier as the steel used in girders would collapse at 50 °C and would be greatly weakened at anything about 19 °C and would be likely to collapse given the weight of the roof.
A number of firefighters had been seriously injured or killed when buildings with steel supported roofs had collapsed on them. He would make sure that by the time that the firefighters showed up to put the fire out, they wouldn't even be tempted to make entry and put themselves in danger. Not that he really had a problem in killing a firefighter or two, but they weren't the target here. Besides, he had a grudging respect for the people that put their lives on the line fighting what he knew intimately and loved — fire.
* * *
They got into the truck. Both Jackie and Leo were thoughtful after their discussion. Leo didn't know what to think about what he had seen in Ryan's office. Not only did he see his name and that of Jackie, his own father's name was also there.
As a trained sniper, he had learned to pick up minute details very quickly. This had been reinforced by his years of peering at coins — often he would have to sort through hundreds of coins in minutes while hiding an expression of glee at finding an unexpected treasure so he could buy them at the right price.
His father had been killed by someone. It wasn't an accident, and Leo hadn't had anything to do with it like the authorities had suspected.
He hadn't really known his father that well. He was a traveling salesman — or so he said — and was gone a great deal of the time. When he was home, it was hell on earth for all involved as his father was a heavy drinker and would take out his various rages on whomever was handy. Often it was Leo and occasionally it was his mother.
Had his father been a professional killer? From the perspective of this new information, it was entirely probable. He really did want a closer look at the data that Jackie had copied from Ryan with the targeting packages.
He was familiar with all the information contained on one of them, as it only contained the who, how and information on finding them, not anything on why. The jobs that he had done, he didn't often realize that he had killed someone important or a motive as to why until the press had gotten a hold of the story. All the targets were, for him, flickering images in the scope's cross hairs.
But the targeting package may contain something more that could help him figure out why his father had been killed. He doubted it, but even a thread to hold onto might provide an answer or two, maybe even some more questions to ask and where to find them.
He had also recognized several of the targets that he had taken out on the list.
Something did stick out — was this a working piece of software or an archive? Even more ominous, it could be a plant, giving enough information that Leo and Jackie would stick their heads out enough so that they could be killed.
Yes, there could be some important information there, but in a list of several hundred names, how to find it?
Leo considered what to do next. Finding the owner of Alamut Enterprises looked to be a dead end. Maybe there was more information about what Nathan had been up to at the office where he and Jackie worked.
He wondered how the assassins were being controlled and paid. It couldn't be Nathan any more, but someone, somewhere was pulling the strings, and if they could find that out, they could interrupt that chain causing the whole works to collapse. At the very least, they could get their own names taken off the hit list.
He wondered how his partner was getting along with the coin store. Rob Gates must be going quietly nuts running it by himself. Leo was the one who had the touch with the difficult buyers and sellers — Rob had said that Leo could sell you back your coat and hat if you left them in the store, and the customer would feel great about the transaction. It might have been an exaggeration, but Leo felt good about his sales skills.
He stopped himself from drifting. He needed to be focused on the here and now — any deviation from that would result in his death.
Pulling out into traffic, he said, “Let's get something to eat and then figure out where we’re going from here.”
Jackie nodded. It was apparent that she had been hit hard with the recent revelations about Nathan.
Over dinner at a fast food restaurant, Jackie was eating mechanically, putting food into her mouth and chewing listlessly.
“I think we need another look at Nathan's office,” Leo said.
“I was thinking the same thing. The problem is that I've been through it pretty well and didn't find anything.”
“What about where he lived?”“He lived with me. I've been through all of his stuff — he wasn't much for possessions anyway. They're all boxed for charity. Just some clothes and stuff like that.”
“We need to figure out who is controlling this operation.”
“I agree. Then what are we going to do?”
“Find some way to convince them to stop. Or make them.”
“Like kill them?”
“Yes.”
She held his gaze and nodded. “I can go along with that.”
* * *
FBI Agent Jeff Silver wasn't having a good day at all. Something big was going on in Denver. The FBI field office was overwhelmed with ominous events including the poisoning of the Denver City Council, the disappearance of a member of the House of Representatives, and a Colorado State Representative dying of liver failure, probably poisoned. Mix in some car bombings, suspicious fires and other strange events, something big was definitely going on.
The local law enforcement on a good day could barely deal with the ordinary crimes and criminals and had basically turned the whole thing over to the FBI. In relinquishing their responsibility and information, a lot of garbage had been thrown into the mix. Since Jeff was the lead on the case, it was his task to sort through the piles of information in search of a common thread.
Then there were the usual nutcases calling in, trying to be helpful. No one was saying that Elvis was responsible, but Osama bin Laden had been mentioned several times. The media fanning the flames of panic and paranoia made everything that much more difficult.
Spooks and people in power from all over the country were constantly calling, looking for updates. He'd already pissed off several such time-wasting leaches and was just waiting for headquarters in DC to call and rip a flap off his ass for doing it.
Police officers and detectives were also calling, hoping that they could get leads on cold cases or, better yet, dump the whole thing into the lap of the FBI and let them take it off their books.
For this crap, he got $36,000 a year and semi-crummy government benefits. It made him think that he should call up a buddy of his who was working in Iraq and take him up on the job that he had been offered several months ago. Yes, it was more dangerous, but at $17,000 a month, 90 % tax free, he could put up with some occasional danger and not have to deal with all of this. What the hell, he was single, no other real family, and this was getting too old, too quick for his taste, chasing from one crisis to the next. It made it difficult to give a shit about the next potentially world changing event.
An agent with his tie askew, dark five-o'clock shadow and sweat-stained shirt came in and set a folder on his already stuffed desk. It caused a cascade of folders to slide off onto the floor.
As the agent tried to pick up the mess, Jeff said, “What do you have for me?”
“A list of Colorado militias and their members. We're running their names through the databases to see if there are any hits. But computer time is at a premium, so it'll be slow going.”
He flipped open the thick folder. “Can any of these misfits be counted on to do anything with any sophistication? I doubt it. Besides, after the Oklahoma City bombing, we put so many agents into these groups that you are more likely to find a deeply placed undercover agent than someone with the brains to pull off this kind of operation. Anything else?”
The agent handed him a piece of paper. “We ran the surveillance cameras close to where the building was started on fire with thermite. Here's a list of the license plates and the names associated with them.”
Jeff glanced at list. There must have been three hundred names there. Nothing stood out. Registered to a coin store out of Albuquerque, New Mexico. That was where the man found in the trunk of the car had been found. It was a thin and fragile thread, but some days, you just had to run with what stuck out with your guts hoping for a break.
Circling the plate number, he said, “Run the particulars on this plate and anyone from out of state. I want this information ten minutes ago and don't care who the hell you have to kill to make this a priority.
The agent nodded and slipped out of the room.
His phone buzzed. He picked it up and said, “What?” It was a senator from Colorado and what that man had to say didn't improve Jeff's day at all.



Chapter 17

Leo and Jackie, after their tasteless fast food meal, headed back towards Nathan's office. Jackie was amazed that you could have so many calories, plug up your arteries and still be eating cardboard. Naturally, Leo had only eaten a salad without dressing and had bottled water with his meal. How the man could survive on so little solid food was beyond her. He seemed to suck energy and strength from the surroundings. She was going to have to ask him how he could continue to function after all that they had done today — starting just before dawn and it now looking like it was going to be a very late night.
“So, what are we looking for?” she asked, taking a sip of her extra large Coke. She needed the caffeine to keep functioning.
“Anything that links Nathan to Alamut besides something that shows up on a computer. I don't trust them, try and use them as little as possible, and know how easy they can be fiddled with without anyone knowing the difference.”
The way he put it should have insulted her, as she had spent her entire life writing software to ensure the integrity of computer systems. If you couldn't trust the banking system, who could you trust?
“I suppose you don't have a checking account, credit cards, e-mail, PDA, cell phone or anything like that?”
“You’re right. Everything you do that provides any convenience opens a hole into your life. I don't want people to know any more about me than I'm willing to tell them face to face. Let's get back to the matter at hand.”
“Okay. So, you want some paper documentation to the effect that Nathan was directing an assassination company?”
“Yes. More importantly, who’s now running it.”
“I don't think that it's anything Nathan would have written down. The man hated paper and did all he could electronically. Besides, he had an eidetic memory — all he needed to do was read something once and could quote it back at you two years later.”
Leo went quiet for a while. Then he said, “I think we’re just going to have to look anyway, unless you have any other ideas.”
“How about following the money? That was the original plan anyway, wasn't it?”
“Yes. But that was to find out who was the owner of the Alamut Enterprises. We know Nathan owns that. Though it might be a smokescreen, it proves that whoever does own it can cover their tracks quite easily, including bank transactions…”
“That can't be right. There are all sorts of tracks and controls involved in banking. And they are the highest level of security. We've been down this track before — banks have defense in depth, multiple redundant security layers, network sniffers, firewalls. The only real successful attacks on internal bank computers have been from the inside, not the outside.”
“Can we get someone from the outside?”
“I still don't know what information we’re going to get.”
“That's it. We are walking around with bulls-eyes on our backs, and we aren't one inch closer to finding out who has put them there or why. So I'm asking for suggestions. I sure as hell don't want to be killed. All I want to do is find out who’s after us, figure out a way to make them stop and then go back to my old life.”
She thought about everything they’d done and realized that he was right.
“I need access to a computer. Find an Internet Cafe, hopefully one without security cameras.”
“Can't they track you when you’re using their computers?”
She smiled. “They won't be able to because I won't be using their computers, just their wireless network.”
They drove around for a while and, after examining and rejecting several, they found one that seemed to fit the bill in a strip mall close to a community college. This time at night it was busy, but not overly so. Even more convenient, it was about three blocks from Jackie's old office. She didn't believe that they could find anything else out about what Nathan had been up to, but would go along to appease Leo.
She flipped open her laptop and booted it up. First off, she concealed that she was accessing the store's wireless connection and sniffed out a packet from their wireless and ran that through some software she’d written that found the password. Typing that in, she accessed a Black Hat BBS system.
There were generally considered two types of hackers — white hat and black hack and a bastard mix of the two, gray hats.
Black hat hackers were often the authors of computer viruses, broke into secured networks and destroyed data among other things. Some black hatters were hired guns of criminal enterprises, stealing personal data, engaging in industrial espionage and anything else that paid very well in dirty cash.
The white hat hackers worked with companies to improve their security, without malice or damage, and were often hired by IT firms to find vulnerabilities in their network and computer security. Many of these people were reformed black hatters who had a very close brush with law enforcement, if not actually having served jail time, for illegal computer activities. The bigger your rep in the black hat community, the more you could charge for your services in the white hat world.
Gray hat hackers sometimes act illegally, sometimes in good will, and sometimes not. Jackie tended to place herself in the camp being a hybrid between black hat and white hat hackers. She usually didn't hack for personal gain or with malicious intentions, but didn't have much of a problem occasionally committing crimes during her technological exploits.
All the camps kept close watch on the others and there was often a seemingly friendly rivalry. As an example, one of the largest black hat conferences was sponsored by Microsoft and was attended by people from the FBI and other three letter government agencies. White and gray hatters often showed up to check out new technology. It was security free for all and the hotel sponsoring the conference one time had their lobby ATM hacked and their corporate network knocked out by over caffeinated geniuses with too much free time on their hands and a reputation to build or uphold.
Since Jackie worked with both camps, she maintained a working relationship with notable names from both sides. There were many aspects of computer security and you couldn't begin to be an expert in all of them. Her area of expertise was narrow and involved cryptography specific to the banking industry. Yes, there were some other aspects of security that she had more than a passing familiarity with, like wireless, but she didn't know much about cell phone security or systems, so she kept a list of contacts like Ryan Reese handy to help fill in the gaps. Though, if she was confronted by say RFID — Radio Frequency IDs — she wouldn't know who the hell to call and would do the best she could with the tools she had, including an innate curiosity and belief that locked systems were meant to be broken into to see what made them work.
She found the e-mail address she was looking for and sent off a quick query. This guy would either help or he wouldn't. She didn't even know his real name, but knew of him by reputation as being a superior hacker in a business full of people with MENSA level IQs. Rumor had it that he had hacked into NSA’s and the FBI's computers just to see if it could be done. And then had the balls enough to walk into the offices of the government agencies and score a big contract as a 'consultant.' Hacking places like the NSA would normally earn you a firing squad, but he had pulled it off, adding to his rep. Besides, having such agencies owing you a favor or two was also handy.
While waiting for a reply, she pulled up the latest copy of the online edition of the Denver Sentinel and couldn't believe what she saw. Not a regular subscriber to any formal media outlet, it was nice to pop in once in a while and see what had been happening in the world. Nathan had subscribed to a number of web-based news sources, but she rarely had the time or the inclination to read the tasteless prattle that qualified as news any more.
“Look here,” she said, tilting the computer screen in Leo's direction. He had been sitting as still as a statue and the only way that she knew he was still alive was that his eyes were constantly moving, looking, watching, observing and probably calculating bullet trajectories.
He glanced at the screen. “Shit. We're in the middle of a firestorm.”
Together they both read through the article. Most of the Denver City Council was either dead or dying, as a result of poison someone put in their coffee at a meeting. The doctors were closed lipped about the poison or the prognosis of their patients, but it didn't sound good. Someone had blown up several IRS and BATF agents in their cars. A member of the US House of Representatives had dropped off the face of the earth, and other members of the government, state, local and federal level, were missing, dying or already dead.
Denver, Colorado, seemed to be the center of either a terrorist attack or the victim of a lot of very bad luck.
They both finished the article at the same time.
Jackie leaned back and said, “What do you think this means?”
“I can see the Black Hand at work here. There are five fingers, each specializing in a certain way of killing, from accidents of various sorts, car bombs, poisons, sniping and fire. If we broke all of the recent kills down to the way the victims died, we can find the finger behind it. The only one that I don't see in having a victim is the sniper, and he’s been busy after us.”
“What do you think happened to him?”
“He’s probably hiding someplace close.”
Leaning back, he closed his eyes. “We need to look at the overall picture here. Up until now, we've been focused too close on what was happening to us.”
“Big picture?”
“Yes. When I worked, it was only outside the country. From my reading, I think that most of the assassins in the Black Hand did the same. We can verify it by looking at the data you pulled from the Blackberry. Anyway, something big is happening that they’re all working in this country, and specifically this local area. These are high profile targets and they are hitting a lot of them quickly — making all concerned very vulnerable. So, what are they after? Yes, they are stacking up bodies, but is there a common thread between the victims?”
Then it hit her. “I think I might have something.”
She pulled up the news story about Brian Case, the building inspector who was burnt to death in his car. Case had driven Nathan into a white hot rage when he had inspected the construction of the expansion of their office, promising heavy fines if they continued. The delay had cost them tens of thousands of dollars in idle construction workers standing around fiddling their hammers until Nathan had met what she considered venal and arbitrarily interpreted building codes. Nathan had complained to everyone in city government who would listen, but they had all stood behind Case. Now, the city government was headless.
She just wished that she had access to Nathan's computer as he had sent hundreds, if not thousands, of letters to his elected representatives, senators and anyone in power that he could find an address for. He rarely received even a form letter response and was probably labeled as a nut job with his rants being quietly ignored in the hopes that they would go away.
“Well?” Leo asked, pulling her back to the present.
She showed him the story about Brian Case. “They all are people that pissed off Nathan in one form or another.”
Leo read the article and said, “Anybody in power that he didn't piss off?”
“No, and that might be the thread we are looking for. What to do now, I have no idea.”
* * *
Jim Fox, the Second Finger of the Black Hand, had his work cut out for him. His next target was Fredrick Linn III, the head of the Department of Homeland Security in Denver. The guy was protected very well, and somewhat difficult to find, but for the money he was getting for this gig, Fox would make an extra effort. Besides, he had no loss of love for the DHS. They probably had a four-inch thick file folder on him, but couldn't prove a damn thing. He'd heard from some of his ex-army buddies that the feds had been around asking questions about him, his politics, performance and other snoopy things. Whoever the agency was, he didn't want to be snagged in its net.
There was a little bit of worry about this job. He'd done a lot of work in the Denver area, unusual in two respects because he had only worked outside the country up until that time, and he had only done a single job at each place before disappearing. Spending this amount of time in one area made him a bit concerned. Yes, he had such a low profile that even if they were looking for him, they would have to practically walk on him to find him and most likely not even know that they'd been in contact with him. But the government has unlimited resources and even in randomness, there are patterns that can be discerned.
So he was breaking his pattern in a new and terrifying way. He'd always been fascinated by IEDs, their construction, how they are used, detected and effects. US based terrorists hadn't discovered the utility of such devices, so now was the time.
From his understanding of the target, despite his $140,000 plus yearly salary, he only rated a company car and a driver/bodyguard. The car was standard government issue with no special armor or other protection. Not that it mattered much to Fox anyway, as he had tricks in his bag that could defeat even the armor on an M1 Abrams tank.
After a couple of days watching his next victim, he had a plan. The federal building parking lot turned onto a one-way street, so there was only one way for them to go and it was a narrow street. An army issue claymore mine was something that he had seriously considered and he had a couple stashed away. Instead, he selected an MM-1, “Minimore” command detonated mine. Developed for American Special Forces, it was a third the size of the M18A1 claymore mine, and produced a narrower arc of fragments than the claymore. At 50 feet it produced a pattern 16 feet wide and two feet high, compared with a 50-foot wide pattern for the claymore mine at the same distance.
He wanted to kill his target, not destroy an entire city block and kill everyone in it.
The mine was placed on a wall next to the road and painted to match the fading brickwork. He was dressed in tattered rags, sitting in the shelter of a nearby doorway, sipping from a container of soda hidden in a paper bag — anyone looking would think that he was homeless and quietly getting drunk. He knew he was outside the range of any cameras from the nearby federal building and there were no traffic cameras watching the intersection. There were no convenience stores or ATMs close with their ever present security cameras, and he had an escape route and backup route to get back to his car. Under his wino disguise, he wore khaki slacks, a button down Oxford shirt and tie. Shedding his disguise, he could easily become a businessman making his way to back to his car.
The target's car pulled out of the driveway. He pulled the safety bail on the M-57 firing device, also known as a 'clacker,' back and waited. The light changed as the car pulled to a stop — right within the kill zone.
He squeezed the clacker and ducked.



Chapter 18

Tyrannicide had been analyzing the stories about the killings in Davenport from news sources all over the country. The numbers of stories, their emotional content, readability index and comments from readers caused it to hit a preplanned point, starting a new subroutine. It was apparent that the government was going into crisis mode and the general population was close to panic.
It activated a previously unused mail server and sent a press release to hundreds of thousands of press and blogger e-mails gleaned from weeks of analysis. The e-mail said:
“The Children of the Constitution have struck a blow against those who blatantly violate The Highest Law of the Land. Every sworn office holder will now be held to the standard set by the Constitution. Consequences for those who continue to violate their Oath to uphold and protect the Constitution will be absolute and final. You have been warned.”

The next step was to kill that mail server and remove all traces that it had ever existed. There would be copy cats, and others wanting to take credit, but the next press release would set, in the world's eyes, the authenticity of the original e-mail.
Tyrannicide considered its target list. Two original targets were still alive, but with currently finite resources, they were placed to a lower priority. Soon there would be plenty of resources to deal with this niggling problem. Meanwhile, it issued more targeting packages.
* * *
The BMW X5 Ken Brody, the Fifth Finger, had crawled under had a wonderful braking system. But it could be subverted without too much trouble. He had developed a special technique for doing so. He found where the metal brake line came down to the rubber hose and worked his way back exactly one inch. Then he worked his way back and drilled a hole in the metal brake line. Before too much fluid dripped out onto the plastic he had placed just for that purpose, he wrapped where the hole was with Cerrolow 117. Made of Tin, Bismuth, Lead, Cadmium and Indium, it was easily moldable to almost any shape and, most importantly, it melted at forty-seven degrees Celsius or a hundred seventeen degrees Fahrenheit — a temperature easily reachable as close as it was to the hot brakes.
Since US Senator Jan Johnson liked to drive the back roads to her home, through some very rough, mountainous country, the plan was to have the brakes fail in an isolated area. The resulting crash would be fatal given the terrain — if not from the crash, from exposure or even other creatures, like a bear.
Checking his work, he nodded in satisfaction and crawled out from under the car. His Blackberry buzzed. Paging through it, he saw that it was another job. He had just set up to kill a US Senator, so the next target was a bit of a letdown. But he wouldn't let that prevent him from approaching it with professionalism.
* * *
Leo had a glimpse of what was going on around them. He and Jackie had been gathered up into a storm of epic proportions. Nathan White, God rot his soul, was probably at the heart of it. He had apparently put into place various mechanisms for some sort of political ends. How to strike it where it was vulnerable and make it stop before it killed them was the big problem.
He still felt that there was someone pulling the strings, directing the assassins, paying them, supporting them in whatever ways they needed. Based on the money he would have gotten for killing Jackie, he knew that there was one hell of a lot of money being thrown around.
Where did that money come from? According to Jackie, and the numbers that Patrick Lackey had printed out, Nathan had only subverted maybe half-a-million dollars or so. At say, $30K a hit, plus expenses, that money should be gone pretty quickly if not already be gone.
They had taken shelter in a hot sheet hotel.
Jackie was crouched over her computer, having already hacked into a nearby business's wireless network to gain Internet access. What good that would do, he didn't know.
She looked up from her computer and said, “Something of interest here.”
He looked over her shoulder at the screen.
“What am I looking for?”
“I've done an analysis of the targeting packages that we found. You were right, almost all of them were outside the country. There were two, until recently, that were in the continental US. One was a car fire in Indiana, a Phillip Jennings, and in Ohio, a poisoning of a Joe Taylor.”
“Bring up the information on Jennings.”
She brought up the targeting package on him. “He looks a lot like you.”
“Yes. He was my father.”
He scanned the background information. It looked like his father had been a professional killer, not an ordinary citizen who had gotten swept up in events beyond his control. The information didn't indicate this outright, but Leo knew enough to read between the lines. At some point his father had become a liability and was taken out — very much like what they had tried to do to him.
He wasn't sure if it was a shock, a relief or what to think. This organization had been fucking with his life since before he was born, and he'd fallen right in with them, doing their evil bidding. If his father hadn't been involved, would that have made a difference in the hell that was his childhood? How does being a killer for hire change you? He realized that in himself, he had seen some things that would normally concern others — like the inability to form close relationships, but Leo really didn't care for people anyway. Yes, there was that occasional pang of regret when he saw a couple walking hand in hand down the street in front of his coin store, and wondered what it would be like to be able to open yourself up to someone, letting yourself be vulnerable, but you can't really miss what you've never had.
“He was your father? Did you know that he was a professional killer?”
“No. I just thought he was a rat bastard and a drunk who beat on me and my mother for fun. I was happy when he croaked, but when the cops thought I was the one who had done it, that really messed with my life.”
“What do you mean?”
“I was forced out of college and had to become an assassin. But it's too late to complain now.”
“So, you were manipulated into doing this for them. I never thought Nathan could do something like this.”
“How old was Nathan when he died?”
“Forty-three. Why?”
“My father was in his early fifties when he was murdered fourteen years ago. So, say he got into the business in his twenties, like I did. Do the math. Either Nathan was running this organization from the zygote stage, or something isn't right.”
“I see.”
“Also, what good would it do to keep all of this information around, even on a secured computer? It's incriminating to the owner of it and the assassins in your stable. Those people are very expensive to train and keep happy, why risk them being discovered by keeping around enough information to incriminate them once they were caught? Which you could do very easily given all the information you have on them here.”
“How would you catch them?”
“Each member of the Black Hand specializes in a way of killing. That's a pattern. Once you've locked onto the way and how they do things, all you have to do is look for specific markers and once one of them shows up, you have them.”
“I still don't get what you mean.”
He flipped through the files and found the targeting package for the city council. Then he found the Denver Sentinel story about the killing of pretty much the entire city council.
“Okay. Most of the dead and dying drank coffee at the meeting and that's what did them in — the update on the news story said it was thallium poisoning. But something else killed Councilman Van Wyk as he got sick after a meeting in a local bar.
“That leads me to think that the killer was a woman. How better to approach a fat-assed idiot like Van Wyk? Those in power think that despite their looks, their power is what draws in attractive women. Well, that may be true in their minds, and it was what got him killed. I think that if you broke down the killings by method, that you would find that most of those killed by poison were men. Besides, statistically, women are the ones to use poison to kill someone rather than a baseball bat like a man would do.”
“It makes sense. Do you think I should do an analysis of the methods by which these targets were killed?”
He shook his head.
“I don't think that it will help us for the amount of time and effort it will take. The targeting package just provides the particulars about the victim, not how it is to be done. But if you were sent on it, and it was within your skill set, you did it the way you knew how. For me, it was the long kill, which wouldn't work very well to take out a city council.”
“It wouldn't be that hard, just Google the names…”
“No. Do not do that.”
“Why?”
“We may have triggered something when we downloaded this information from the Blackberry. Hell, it still scares the crap out of me that we had to turn the damn thing on in an unprotected environment. Suppose someone has figured out we have this information? What would you watch for next? Someone trying to find out about the people listed in the files. You've established a pattern, and are now in line to get killed.”
“How would that be any different between what they’re trying to do right now?”
“I want to be able to pick and choose the place where I confront these assassins. It will be where I have the advantage. The only person that can even touch us is the sniper and I think that we've screwed him up for a bit by taking out his remote controlled rifle.”
“What about the other members of the Black Hand?”
A siren screeched by their window followed by another one.
Leo stepped up to the window and cracked the curtain open. Another siren passed.
“Fire trucks. Turn the news on, maybe we'll see what's going on.”
She flipped on the TV and found a local news station. Sure enough, a reporter was standing in front of a burning building with firefighters scurrying around in the background. It wasn't just burning, it appeared to be a blazing hell.
“That building next to the burning one looks familiar.”
He took a long look at it. Then it hit him. “It should, the burning building is where Nathan and you had your business. I guess we won't be able to search for any information that Nathan had squirreled away in it now.”
Jackie slumped onto the bed. Turning away from him, he saw that she was crying — her shoulders shaking.
He stepped up to her and put a hand on her shoulder, for the first time realizing how fragile she felt under his calloused grip.
“I'm sorry,” was all that he could think to say.
She made a grab at the tissues on the nightstand and tried to wash the tears away.
“I've lost everything — my boyfriend, my business and everything that I've spent years building. And I may be killed anyway.”
Leo couldn't think of anything to say. The stakes they were playing was something that he had prepared for all of his life, that there would be a knock on his door and he was taken into account, one way or another, for his past. But Jackie was an innocent bystander; she didn't deserve anything that had happened to her.
He stepped around in front of her and got down on his knees. Taking the Kleenex, he gently wiped the tears from her cheeks.
“I mean it, I'm sorry. You don't deserve any of this. I'll do my best to make those responsible pay the check in full.”
Her sobbing intensified for a moment. Then it started to subside. He needed another couple of tissues to stem the tide of tears.
Leo was way the hell beyond his comfort zone. Yes, he had spent the last two days narrowly missing death, and dashing between hiding places, all spent in the same four-square feet or so of space. Emotions were something that he really didn't want to have to deal with right now — not only did they make him uncomfortable, he did not think he even had the programming to handle them in any appropriate manner.
Then, as suddenly as it started, the crying stopped, replaced with quiet sobs.
With nothing else to do, he reached up to hug her. As he wrapped his arms around her, their lips touched. She moved so that they could stay touching. Her lips were smooth, warm, inviting. He felt himself drawn deeper in to the embrace.
Leo could feel her touching him and pulling at his clothes. He did the same, marveling at her body and her touch.
He broke the kiss and said, “Do you really want to do this?”
“God, yes.”
He said, “Same here.” He kissed her again and felt himself letting go of all of his being. It was scary and exhilarating. He didn't know where this would lead, but sure as hell wanted to find out.
As she slipped off her bra, she said, “One question — what do we do with our guns?”
* * *
You couldn't swing a dead mouse in the conference room and not hit a bigwig fed of some sort or another. FBI Agent Jeff Silver had met the power brokers from DHS, FBI, BATF, FEMA and probably other unnamed agencies. They were all fighting to have the center stage. It was beyond full blown crisis into complete and utter chaos.
Never mind that it was his case, his conference room, in the FBI's office. All they were doing was trying to see who's dick was bigger and should have control of this case along with all of the press sucking glory from it. No one cared that he had been working on it for a week solid with more than enough resources to help and only had stumbled upon one puzzle inside of another with answers only leading to many more questions.
He sat in the corner and reviewed his notes. The field agent that had trained him pounded into his head that when a case dead ended, go back to the beginning and look for something that you missed.
His secretary, a matronly woman who dressed and acted like a nun, brought in a slip of paper and handed it to him.
He nodded his thanks as she looked at the shouting matches echoing throughout the room.
Pushing her dark rimmed glasses back up on her nose, she said, “Should I call the medics?”
Jeff grinned and said, “No. But I'd have their number of speed dial.”
Shaking her head, she left, leaving Jeff to realize that she had just delivered what he was looking for.
Making his way to the front of the room, he took a phone book from by the phone and slammed it down on a table until he had a stunned silence.
“Thank you. Please have a seat and we'll get started.”
The DHS representative said, “But…”
Jeff said, “Not now. I'll tell you what we have and we can go from there.”
There were some grumbles, but everyone seemed okay with it for the most part. He put a jump drive in the computer feeding the overhead projector. He started from the beginning with the body of James Phillips/Brent Foster found well cooked in the trunk of a car. The pictures caused more than one of his audience to gag, but at least they weren't yakking on the floor yet.
He continued, using slides occasionally to stress a point or two, all the way up to the press release sent to thousands of members of various news media ranging from bloggers to the New York Times. What had started as a local problem had focused the entire world in on Denver in a media firestorm of epic proportions.
“So far, we’ve been able to link at least ten victims to this organization, if that's what it is, and haven’t had much luck going from there. But with the amount of resources we’re throwing at the problem, I feel we should have some sort of break very quickly.”
He held up his hands as a barrage of questions flew at him.
“I didn't say we didn't have any leads.”
Switching the projector over from computer to scanner, he displayed the sheet he had gotten from his secretary on the overhead.
It was a driver's license picture of an unassuming looking man, early thirties, staring into the camera.
“This is Leo Marston. He is co-owner of a coin store in Albuquerque, and disappeared about the time we figure that James Phillips/Brent Foster was killed. He has no bank accounts, pays taxes on a modest income from the coin store, no cell phone, no e-mail address that we can find, few friends, no politics one way or the other and, more importantly, his only vice is that he is a long-distance shooter of some regard in that community. These are the top shooters in the world transcending the science of precision long distance shooting way into the black arts.”
An FBI supervisor stood up and said, “What do you mean black arts?”
“Leo doesn't compete any more, but one shooter we talked to said that he regularly shot sub-three inch groups during competitions.”
He posted a picture of Leo holding a trophy, a heavy barreled rifle with a huge scope on it tucked under his arm.
“At what range?”
“A mile.”
The FBI supervisor sat down with a heavy thump.
There was a flurry of activity as several people left the room, dialing on their cell phones as fast as they could. Jeff figured that the president was probably going to be spending a very uncomfortable night in an underground bunker.
“That's not even the real kicker. We uncovered something else — Leo Marston isn't even his real name, not by a long stretch. He didn't even exist until a little over ten years ago. Then he appeared on the radar, paying taxes, getting a driver's license and all the trappings of a regular citizen.”
“Who the hell is he?”
“The passport and Social Security Number were both part of a group devoted to a government project, throw away IDs for an assassination team.”
“Who the hell issued them?”
“I don't have any idea. My agents have tried to track it down and have run into brick walls to the point where some of them are in fear of their lives for even asking.”
Pandemonium broke out that made the earlier arguments seem laid back and calm in comparison. He let it go on for a minute or two, and then slammed the phone book again.
When he had their attention again, he said, “We don't know if Leo, or whatever his name is, has anything to do with this, but we'd sure like to talk to him. But the only glimpse we've had of him was his license plate showed up on a traffic camera where we had a mysterious shooting.”
The DHS agent stood up. “Which victim was this shooting? I don't recall any sniper shootings from your list of murdered people.”
“Hold on a second.” He flipped back to his computer and selected another picture. It was a badly burnt piece of equipment.
“This is, according to what my lab guys have been able to figure, a remotely controlled rifle platform. They were able to salvage enough of the barrel for a ballistics check and came up with a couple of political assassinations in Central America. The damage was done with a rather sophisticated self-destruct system, and we are lucky that the whole building didn't also burn down or we wouldn't have found it.” He flipped to the next slide showing two bullet holes through a window, then another picture showing two holes in a wall. Then there was a picture of two very mangled bullets.
“These were dug out of the wall. They were handmade — all of the components, the jacket and the core, are at least .30 caliber. The closest shooting site was over six hundred yards away. From this, we can project that there was probably a sniper and someone counter-sniping him.”
He flipped back to the entrance holes. “At six hundred yards, the group is two inches apart, and we think that it was deliberate, designed to take out whoever was sniping.”
Moving back to the first picture of the remote rifle, he said, “We found a slug from this in the doorway of a software company. We’re still working on any links between Leo and this company, but their accountant was killed in car bomb very much like what took out three IRS agents and two FBI agents. A similar device was used to attempt to kill the co-owner of the company, a Jackie Winn. Since then, she has disappeared, not that she had much of a presence in the world anyway.”
“What about the other owner of the company?”
“Nathan White. He died a week and a half ago of pancreatic cancer.”
There was stunned silence. Then the FBI supervisor said, “So, what is your investigative focus?”
He shut down the projection system and brought the lights up in the room while he framed his answer.
“Trying to find out who is behind this 'Children of the Constitution.' Everything is focused on that. But we will be keeping our eye out for Leo and Jackie as we really want to talk to both of them. We're not even sure that they are involved, but to have a guy who can hit you in the head with a rifle at a mile with all this going on is someone we really, really need to talk to.”



Chapter 19

Allan Wells, the Black Hand's sniper, was up to his elbows in a servo pad framework when his Blackberry buzzed.
He extricated himself and checked his e-mail. He had a job. Glancing down at the carcass of his new remote controlled rifle, he knew that he couldn't get it done in time by a long shot. Despite spending huge amounts of money to get the parts he needed, he still had a number of bugs that he needed to work out.
Paging through the targeting package, he decided that he would do this the old-fashioned way, with a rifle against his shoulder and the victim not realizing that his next breath would be his last.
He patted the framework, “Next time, boy.”
Then he made a list of things he would need to do before he could take the target out. The Blackberry was so handy for this….
* * *
Jackie woke and stretched, careful not to disturb Leo. They'd made love for hours, and she was sore in all the right places and feeling quite content, like an elderly cat laying in a sunbeam. Leo had been magnificent — giving, caring, gentle and he had a body to die for — solid muscle, calluses and some scars that he promised he'd explain later. When this was all over, she was going to have to get him a more fashionable haircut and some decent clothes on the man and see how he cleaned up — she suspected that even her rich bitch sister would approve.
They had changed the dynamic of their relationship in so many ways that she wasn't sure where her feelings were. Yes, she had lost almost everything else in her life, but had gained something that made life worth living.
Leo had told her about how it felt to almost die — to feel death brush its hands through your hair, and yet survive; that the air smelled better, food tasted wonderful and the sky was brighter. She hadn't had that feeling much before, even after her car had been blown up, her friend Patrick Lackey killed and being shot at, but this ratty hotel room, twenty feet from a busy road with threadbare carpet, wash worn sheets, 1970s era pine paneling and cheesy art screwed to the walls in cheaply painted frames, was now a castle in the clouds.
She'd read somewhere, a long time ago, that addicts often don't ask for help until they've hit bottom, and then were ready for help. She felt that same way now, that she was on her way out of the bottom, with Leo at her side.
That he had killed people for money and was matter of fact about it, without justification or excuses, was something that she'd have to deal with. But, where she was at right now, she knew that he'd kill or die for her without question or qualm.
Leo stirred in his sleep and then his eyes popped open. He leaned over her and said, “Hi.”
She kissed him, and then said, “Hi back to you.”
Crawling out of bed, he said, “You want the bathroom first? I need to exercise. Then we'll figure out what we have to get done today. Like track down your hacker buddy.”
She quickly cleaned up. Living in hotel rooms was starting to be a grind. Hopefully, they could figure out how to extricate themselves from this mess and she'd never have to spend another night in a nameless hot sheet hotel.
While Leo was showering, she considered joining him, but decided that she really needed to get some things done.
She fired up her laptop and ran the software that hid that she was accessing a wireless network. This secret squirrel stuff was tiring, yet exhilarating, and she knew that she was in the top of her game where the stakes might cost them their lives.
There was no e-mail from her hacker acquaintance. Damn. She should have heard from him by now — he usually replied in minutes, rarely over an hour. The man was connected in ways that she couldn't even understand and had sources for information on systems security that bordered almost on magical.
She sent him another e-mail, marking it high priority and that she really needed his help.
An instant message window popped up her screen. Funny, she'd deliberately deleted that software since she never had any use for it.
It was her hacker friend. She quickly explained that she needed to find out where money was coming from and going to and who was manipulating it.
He asked for the account and routing information and told her that it would be a while, she should check her e-mail later that evening.
Would they even be alive by then?
Leo came out of the shower, drying off with a threadbare towel.
“What'd you find?
“I got in touch with my hacker friend. He's going to check for us on the banking stuff and get back to me. Which is strange.”
“How so?”
“He must have someone on the inside as the cryptographic algorithms used in some banking software are hard to crack. We used to tell people that it would take five months with a CRAY XMT, a super computer with multi-threading processors, to crack.”
“What's a super computer?”
She motioned at her laptop. “In computer terms, this is like walking and the Cray XMT is a scramjet.”
He nodded and flipped on the TV, “Let's see what's happening in the world.”
The breaking story concerned a group claiming responsibility for the recent killings. They called themselves the 'Children of the Constitution,' whatever that meant.
Other groups had chimed in taking credit for the havoc caused in Denver, but they were apparently being given short shrift by the media and only earned themselves unnamed mentioning.
No one had heard or seen Denver's mayor in two days, but his office kept issuing press releases that he hadn't been a victim, but was in seclusion, and in full control of the situation. The surviving US Senator from Colorado had asked for Secret Service protection, as did the other six surviving Colorado members of the US House of Representatives. That was the local angle on things and other important politicians of all stripes were also asking for Secret Service protection. The president was on his way to Camp David along with much of his staff, the vice president was at his ranch in Utah and other government power brokers had suddenly made themselves scarce.
Wall Street was already tanking and there was a rush in the local grocery stores for staples. Some were calling for the National Guard to be activated to assist in peacekeeping, never mind that most of them were in Iraq and Afghanistan. 911 centers were being deluged with panicked calls causing their computer systems to crash. Conspiracy-oriented bloggers were going nuts, spinning out theories that spread through the Internet like wildfire. The least tame seemed to be one that our planet was being 'softened up' for an alien invasion, with the WTC tower collapses being the first test of our defenses. The tone was of barely controlled panic.
They watched until the news started repeating itself. Jackie turned off the TV and said, “What the hell is going on?”
He shrugged. “Not a clue, but it doesn't sound good. Let's get some breakfast and try and figure out what the hell we’re going to do today.”



Chapter 20

Since the range was so short, less than three hundred yards, Allan Wells planned on trying for a head shot at his target. The target was short, bald and quite fat — probably too many years of good living working at the DEA. Allan didn't have any particular love loss for any federal agent, having had his share of run-ins with them over the years. The DEA particularly pissed him off as he was hassled by them every time he came back from one of his foreign jobs.
Apparently, he was on some list as a druggie, and had to endure the whole body cavity thing when he came back into the USA. They never found anything, but, like mindless drones, they continued to harass him because he was coming back from Central American countries like Colombia and Belize several times a year. Yes, there were people in those countries that grew, processed and shipped massive quantities of cocaine each year, but he was more interested in the wealth of targets that he could take out for decent money.
His rifle was a bone stock Remington Model 700 in .22-250. Normally considered a varmint round, the .22-250 was very fast, flat shooting and shot the same sized bullet as the .223 or 5.56 NATO — the same bullet the M-16 used. It had a Leupold 3.5x10 scope, a bit battered but still damn good glass. It was a great gun for shooting two- or four-legged varmints.
He'd purchased the rifle at a pawn shop, paid cash and used a fake ID. Any pictures that had been taken by the cameras in the pawn store would be next to useless as he'd artificially tanned his skin, wore a John Deere cap, a fake mustache, colored contacts and had stuffed his lower jaw with chewing gum to change the shape. The bored clerk had barely paid any attention anyway while selling the rifle — probably wanting his next fix. And the federal background check was only good if you were in the system as a crook, not if you didn't exist in any system whatsoever, like the ID that he had produced. It had an address that would have had him living at the Federal Building, so it showed up as legit and anybody getting this far, which he doubted would ever happen, wouldn't get any farther.
This was going to be too easy — the target lived in the country, an hour from work. From what he could see where he was sitting, in a thicket down the road with a view of the house, garage and driveway, it looked to be a nice house.
You could set your watch by the target's schedule. No variations, even for traffic. He left at six in the morning and was home by five every week night. No wife to worry about. He settled in on the shooting mat he'd brought with him. It was well worn, dating from when he used to compete and was molded to the contours of his body by use. It felt good to be back in the game more directly.
Yes, his remote robot sniper system was the coming evolution, but from a camera, you couldn't smell the air, feel the breeze or hear the birds chirping.
He'd already seeded a fake shooting site in the bushes next to the driveway with several cigarette butts he'd found outside a bus station and a shell casing from an M-16 that he picked up at a gun range. He collected shell casings, for just such purposes, to hide his real shooting site and screw with the investigating officers.
He'd set up his shot so he would be perfectly in line with the seeded site. All the distances to relevant landmarks had been drawn out on the notepad in front of him.
The sound of a car coming down the gravel road brought him back to the matter he was here for.
A brown sedan, the same make and model that the target drove. As it passed, he recognized the license plate.
Settling in behind the rifle, he waited. He clicked the safety off, slid his finger down on the trigger. Taking a full breath, he let out half and started to take up the slack on it.
The target's car stopped while he waited for the garage door to go up. His head, bald dome and all, was silhouetted against the back wall. The rifle went off, there was a splash of blood and gore on the windshield and the car slammed into the back of the garage, the engine racing.
He waited a moment, watching for movement or signs of life in the cross hairs. It was done and maybe he'd have enough time and money to do some more work on the next version of his robot sniper rifle.
Standing, he slid his rifle into its case, rolled up his shooting mat and notebook and then moved the leaf mold back to its natural position with the small rake he'd brought with him.
Looking around, he saw that he'd left no trace even down to his boots, which he'd put socks on over to conceal their treads. If anyone found his original shooting site, there was nothing that could be used against him.
He started back through the woods, a two mile walk to his car. The target's engine raced in the background, shattering the still air. With any luck, the engine would overheat and catch the garage and house on fire, further concealing his work.
* * *
Leo was still in shock about the previous night. It was as though his feet hadn't touched the ground and wouldn't for years. It was all that he had waited for and much more. He hadn't been a virgin by any stretch, but his previous sex had consisted of frantic coupling with one night stands — no love, nothing except the need to get off. As he made love with Jackie, he learned more about himself, and in her reactions to his touches, he discovered a whole new aspect of life.
The concern that still haunted him, sitting on his shoulder like a vulture waiting for an unprepared visitor to die in the desert so that it might have a meal, was that they might be killed in the next instant.
They were against something much more than either of them had anticipated. If he could see it, he could kill it. But a target fit for his rifle wasn't appearing and it didn't look like it was going to do so. He didn't know how to flush out the person pulling the strings, and having put Jackie's life at risk in trying to get a lead, he wasn't going to be doing that anytime soon as the return had been next to useless considering the amount of risk involved.
He figured that they were safe from the other members of the Black Hand. From his research, he knew that the poisoning expert was a woman. Probably accidents, fire and bombing were men, because that was more suited for them and could be done at a distance. Same way with the sniper — the only finger of the Black Hand that concerned him.
Leo was at the top of his game as a rifle shooter. Maybe ten people in the entire world could do what he did with a rifle, and he knew them all by name and reputation — none would even venture into the long distance killing profession. Precision shooting at extreme ranges was a rich man's game, you could spend several thousand dollars on just the action for a rifle, and by the time you added a barrel, stock, scope and forged them together with the black art of gunsmithing inhumanly precise rifles, you could have bought a decent car. Leo saved money by doing some of the work himself, but he lacked the machinery to make his own barrels, didn't have the CNC machine to manufacture his own actions and other similar problems. He had the best damn rifle you could build for the money he spent. But, against a machine that he didn't know the capabilities of, he didn't know how he'd fare.
Supposing that there were two or three of those robot rifles using software that was developed for military and police applications, they could find his location and counter-snipe him in milliseconds — less than the time it would take him to come off recoil.
He didn't know the range of the robot rifle, nor its full capabilities. If it had thermal imaging abilities, or other technology, it would be difficult to find a way to defeat the man behind the switches.
Dueling with men was something that he understood. When that man's capabilities expanded with high technology, it added another level of complexity to the problem.
He knew that at one point, Jackie had merely been a way for him to get his life back. Now, he really did want her to be part of his life. He didn't know if she felt the same way about him or if their night of lovemaking was a result of losing everything, nearly being killed but surviving, or something else, deeper and stronger than that.
Hell, he'd spent the last three days driving around in his truck with her always close by. They'd shared fear, deprivation, doubts and probably other things that he wasn't perceptive enough to understand.
Right now, he was at a loss as to what to do to continue moving towards resolution of their problem. Every aspect that they explored had ended in a dead end of sorts.
He'd really wanted to search Nathan's office, but someone had anticipated that move and burnt the place to the ground. Being in the place where Nathan had worked would have given him insights into the man and maybe have provided a clue as to what he was capable of doing.
Leo had never been driven to the point where he couldn't find anything to do to further one cause or another. He hated waiting on Jackie's hacker friend to come back with more information that may or may not help them find the puppet master.
Sitting around and waiting was something that he was used to, and he knew that he could pull himself inside and stay still for days if necessary. But all the times he had done that, it was to wait for the opportune time for the target to present itself. Now, he didn't have a target, nor any way to force one to present itself.
This 'Children of the Constitution' was another unknown. Who the hell were they and how did they affect what was happening to him and Jackie?
Somewhere, he felt that there was a thread that linked them, but it seemed that every time he reached for it, someone turned the lights off and moved it.
Jackie appeared happy playing with her laptop, but they had decided at breakfast that there wasn't much that they could do until they heard from her friend. And that might take all day or even longer — and who knew what information he could provide and even if it would help them.
He was sitting in the uncomfortable chair doing the word search puzzles in the book that he had bought. They were a way to keep your observational skills honed to a keen edge, and Leo did them inhumanly fast. The quicker you could pick up on details, the better chance you had for survival. Yes, he hadn't been in a situation in which he would have to identify and shoot a target in years, except for early yesterday, but he still kept in practice as best he could.
He wished that he could be doing something more than just sitting here, waiting for something to pop up.
Jackie said, “Hey, come look at this.”
Leo set down his word search book, that he was almost done with anyway, and leaned over her. Her scent was intoxicating even for someone who didn't drink anything stronger than Sprite.
“What am I looking at?”
“The list of people killed so far. Except for a couple of minor instances, they have all been members of the government.”
He looked at it. She was right.
“About time.”
“What do you mean?”
“It makes each IRS, DEA, BATF agent accountable for their every action. Adding in politicians effectively shuts down our government — everyone would be so afraid of doing something that could get them killed that they wouldn't do a damn thing. About fucking time.”
She leaned back into his chest. He stroked her hair, reveling in the smoothness.
“You sound like you like that idea.”
“In some ways. I firmly believe in something that I read a number of years ago, that the only function of government should be to provide for the common defense and repair the roads. They can do that without zillions of laws, regulations and taxes. Hell, I earn enough that forty percent of my income goes to taxes that pay for crap that I wouldn't want anyway. Why should I bust my ass to pay for politicians to line their own pockets?”
“So, you agree with this?”
“Not by any stretch of the imagination. Through years of coddling, at least ninety-seven percent of our population wouldn't be able to survive in a world where their lives weren't supported by the government in one form or another. There has to be some sort of middle ground, and stacking bodies of politicians high and deep isn't the way to do it.”
“How does this affect what we are doing?”
He considered what he had learned in the last couple of minutes.
“I don't know. But I think it's another cog in the bigger plan that someone has for this country. Just imagine what would happen if what happened in Denver happened throughout the country. Building inspectors, Congress critters and others in politics being killed or simply disappearing — there would be chaos. We'd all have to be responsible for our actions and lives and most people would rather riot than deal with that.
“I know that there are only five fingers in the Black Hand, so that means, in order to accomplish their apparent goals, they’re going to have recruit a bunch of amateurs.”
“Amateurs?”
“Yes. It costs a lot of money to train, equip, support and pay a professional killer. There are thugs out there that will kill for a couple of thousand dollars or a pat on the head from the right person, but killers on the level of the Black Hand receive at least $50,000 a hit, sometimes have support teams, and those don't come cheap, and that doesn't include training costs — who knows how many they recruit who can't drop the hammer when the time comes. As an example, when I was learning my trade, the rifle that they built me cost at least $10,000. And that was eleven years ago. That robot rifle that cooked itself must have cost a bunch more than that.”
“How does this affect us?”
“I don't have enough information to even begin to form the picture. I'm a detail guy — just give me one very tiny aspect of a problem to deal with and I'll excel. I'm not used to caring about the bigger picture. I got my targets, eliminated them and went home. I didn't care why or even who.
“I recall reading about riots all throughout a country over the death of someone who looked like someone I had taken out. Several hundred died, and all I had to do with it was three and a half ounces on a trigger.”
“How'd that make you feel?”
What a strange question. Probably it was why he'd never discussed his past with anyone.
“How do you feel about two thousand people dying in an earthquake in China?”
She shrugged.
“Same here. I did my job, the targets were dead, and I was alive. I didn't care why, didn't know much more than that and was happy to spend the money. I'd been so numbed by my childhood and any thread of humanity was carefully excised by my training, so all I could feel was that I did what I was supposed to do. Money is the ultimate in praise if you have nothing else in your life to live for.”
“That's sad.”
“No, it's not. You can read about ten-year-old soldiers in Africa. If all you know is violence in the midst of chaos, how can you know what is considered normal by society's standards? How do you find out how to live? It's not TV or books, and the people that I worked for gave me all that I was looking for. I created my own world and lived by rules created in that world.
“Someone has to be able to do the dark things that need to get done.”
She cocked her head. “What do you mean?”
“Most of those people that have been killed by the Children of the Constitution probably deserved it in one way or the other. I've never really met a fed or government official that I much liked, good riddance to all of them.”
She stood with a tense expression.
“Well, one of those people you said 'good riddance' to was one of my friends, a dear sweet man, who just happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time.”
Turning, she walked to the door. “I'm going to get some fresh air. It's getting too stuffy in here.”
He watched her go, wondering what the hell he had said to upset her and why.



Chapter 21

Tyrannicide's analysis of media broadcasts revealed the general public was in a barely concealed state of panic. The collateral damage so far had been minimal, with few in non-government positions being hurt or killed and the basic infrastructure was still intact — street lights works, food was being delivered to grocery stores and most people could go about their daily lives without much worry. But all it would take was one event to turn the city into riots.
There was a delicate balancing act that must be maintained, otherwise there would be armed soldiers in the streets, shooting at frightened citizens.
It sent out several more targets for its special operators, then settled into wait for further developments.
* * *
Matthew Tudor was delighted at his new assignment — destroy, hopefully without harming anyone, the Denver Police Department’s Armored Personnel Carrier. Yes, they called it a 'Peacekeeper,' but a tank was still a tank, no matter if you painted it pink and hung flowers off of it. It was a LAV-300, a six-wheeled vehicle built by Cadillac Gage, Textron Marine and Land Systems. This particular one had been one of at least six captured by the US Army during their invasion of Panama.
Armored only to stop 7.62 bullets, it was vulnerable to any number of weapons, including grenades. It had all sorts of fancy sensors including thermal sensors, computerized tracking devices, night vision, tear gas launchers and probably even a doughnut and coffee dispensing system. It had blue high output LED lights on it and was painted jet black with 'POLICE' on the front and 'SWAT' on the side.
Powered by a V-6 turbo-diesel engine and transmission, it could do sixty miles per hour on roads and could hold up to nine SWAT officers plus the driver. Some variations included water jets underneath that allowed amphibious operations.
They had gotten the vehicle from a DHS grant, the same nitwits who had provided snowmobiles to a Texas police department — their city had gotten maybe a half-an-inch of snow in ten years, but they said they really needed them.
The difficult thing for him was going to be taking out the vehicle without taking out the driver, who sat next to the engine and transmission. Yes, he could probably get the diesel tank to light up somehow — diesel was hard to get going, but once you got it burning, it was a major pain to put out. However, he didn't know if the fire suppression system that was usually standard equipment on this vehicle was still active. Yes, enough fire could overwhelm such a system, as they were only designed to give the crew enough time to evacuate the vehicle. But it did add another complication to the picture.
Thank goodness they hadn't upgraded the thing to dual self-sealing tanks, rather than the standard single tank.
Another complication was that the damn thing didn't get out much. After the initial public fury when they had purchased the vehicle and that they had to pay $50,000 to refurbish the thing, it had not been seen very often on the streets of Denver. That was the nice thing about the city, there were enough bleeding heart liberals to make life interesting for those trying to militarize the police.
They had promised that the APC would be used at least fifty times a year, all for SWAT call outs and for dangerous situations to protect the officers. He wondered why they needed such protection. It had only been seen in parades and while he had searched for news articles about it being used, the press was strangely silent about it when it was used, if at all.
So it was either figure out some way to get the thing out on the streets, and take his chances that he could kill the crew with one of his devices, or figure out where it was stored and take it out there. He wondered if there was a bonus if he took out other interesting police vehicles — rumor had it that they also kept an ambulance and fire truck to trick people into thinking that they weren't the police. He'd love to burn up a fire truck, the irony in that act was something that would make him feel all warm inside.
He found a copy of the plans for the police garage and set to work on figuring out how he was going to pull this off.
* * *
Leo knew that he needed to set aside what was going on with Jackie and find a new approach to the problem of figuring out who was pulling the strings and why.
He tried going back to his past and his current skill set to get an idea as to what to do and how. Nothing he could think of regarding shooting seemed to work. Putting bullets into small groups at enormous ranges didn't much tie into anything that seemed to be able to help him.
Then he considered his coin skills. Yes, he could tell you which coins had strong strikes, what years they were made and what the rare dates were. But his specialty, if you could have such a thing in such a broad area such as coins, was US coins. There were plenty of people that specialized in one particular type of coin, say Indian Head pennies, and some even went down to knowing and collecting all that they could regarding a small number of years and strikes.
He had the books and the knowledge to look in the right places to get his questions answered, but other than that, he could care less. The magic in coin collecting had pretty much been replaced with the pragmatism of someone who bought and sold valuables — anything in the store was up for sale for the right price. In fact, you could probably walk in with enough money and buy the whole place, lock, stock and barrel.
So, was there something that he could use that he had seen before?
Then it hit him; his partner in the coin store dabbled in ancient coins. It was a tricky business because such coins were much easier to fake than more modern coins. What had helped was if the coin had providence — documentation showing where and how it had been found, testifying to its authenticity. Even such paperwork could be faked, but it was something that many buyers of high-value ancient coins insisted on examining often even before they looked at the coin. Yes, there were plenty of gray market buyers out there that just wanted to fill their collection with a coin that no one else had, but the vast majority of the collectors that Leo's partner dealt with were way above legit.
Given the providence concept, showing how and where it got to its current location, how could that be applied to what was going on now?
He realized that he lived in a vacuum, doing his own thing, not really influenced by outsiders. Every day the coin store was open, he went to work. He spent his evenings working on his rifle or researching the history of assassination. He didn't even think that Rob, his partner, knew what he did with his free time, not that he even cared what Rob did when not at the store.
But had Nathan White lived the same way? You just don't spring from the womb with the ability to manage a team of professional killers. And it wasn't something that you could pick up by reading. Someone had to determine that you had the right mindset and morals to do the job and then teach you to how to handle a stable of very highly trained and paid professional killers.
He considered the skills needed including recruiting, training and equipping the assassins. Then you had to have work for them — offering to kill someone wasn't something that you could just post an ad in a phone book. Even word of mouth would draw the attention of too many feds, cops and whack jobs wanting their wife killed.
So how would you come up with people willing to pay for the support team, equipment and the assassin? Maybe large businesses, but definitely governments. Yes, all of his jobs had been outside the country. And it had been shockingly easy to get in and out of the country. He imagined some rogue government agency, not necessarily based in the US, running the entire operation for their own ends. What those ends were, he had no idea.
Returning to his original problem, who had been Nathan's teacher? That's under the huge assumption that Nathan hadn't been set up to take the fall — real difficult to talk to a dead person. In both cases, someone was still calling the shots — no matter if Nathan had been in charge of running it until his death.
Damn, there were too many questions to be answered. All he wanted to do was go back to his old life, but that was probably going to be too much to ask. Adding what he may feel about Jackie was another complexity that he didn't want to have to deal with.
Somewhere was the Schwerpunkt — the center point of all this that was going on. The term came from Blitzkrieg, where the enemy line may be pierced by an explosive combination of multiple weapon systems. Once the line is pierced, armored forces dive deep into enemy territory to disrupt command, control and logistics systems. Once these systems are disrupted, the top-heavy military units they support collapse in confusion. The same thing could be found in many dynamic systems, including societies. If you wanted to collapse an organization, you looked for where you could expend your resources the most efficiently to cause the most chaos.
The Children of the Constitution, whoever the hell they were, obviously had identified what they considered the Schwerpunkt and were working to disrupt society by taking out key individuals to achieve their goals. He thought that most people wouldn't be able to function without the embrace of government controlling their every action.
Leo had little or no use for government in any form. He was responsible for his own actions and just wanted to do his own thing without interference from agencies like the IRS, OSHA, and most importantly, the BATF. There was a concept for a rifle sound suppressor that he would have liked to develop, but he didn't want to jump through all of the government mandated hoops to do it.
And don't even get him started on the IRS. As the coin store was largely a cash business, they were under constant scrutiny and had been audited the past three out of four years. Nothing out of the ordinary had been found, but it had taken many hours to straighten out the mess generated by the IRS.
There were people who were probably cheering the demise of all the government workers, feds and other power hungry leeches. He didn't feel sorry for those killed. They had taken the money to do their jobs and had finally been called accountable for their actions.
He looked up and saw the time on the clock… almost noon.
Where the hell did Jackie go and how long did she figure to be gone?
Settling his pistol into the holster, he set off to look for her.



Chapter 22

Jackie was exhausted to her very soul. Since Nathan’s death, her world had been essentially destroyed and despite finding Leo — which may or not have been the best thing to do — what he did to her left her unsettled and uncertain.
She settled into the coffee shop next to the hotel. The triple espresso latte seemed to help. Perhaps that was it; she usually drank two or three of these coffees a day and she was way down on her caffeine consumption. She could feel the stimulant surge through her.
She looked around the coffee shop and noted the people hunched over their laptops. They were probably watching the headlines and reading alternative versions of the news.
Taking another sip of her coffee, which had turned cold the way she liked it, she considered what to do next. Authorities had apparently come to a dead end as far as finding out who was behind the Children of the Constitution. That the attempts on her life and they were tied together, there was no doubt. There wasn't any direct evidence tying the two neatly into a bow, but her problems started about the same time that the Children began their reign of terror. Adding to the evidence was that, according to Leo, professional killers had been sent after her, and had probably killed Patrick Lackey, her accountant, in almost exactly the same way that politicians and power brokers had been killed. They could all be attributed to the Children.
So she was a target of the Children of the Constitution. What had she done to deserve this? She had never even registered to vote, and while she did tend to agree with some of Nathan's anti-government rantings, she never took it to the extreme that Nathan had suggested — the destruction of every government function not specifically mentioned in the Constitution.
He was behind it, enacting his revenge from the grave. And he had been responsible for the deaths of perhaps hundreds of people over the years — that is, if had been behind the assassination organization. Someone must answer for all of those deaths.
According to the news report, only one or two 'innocents' had been killed since the Children launched their campaign. The rest had been government workers all with lengthy histories of violating civil rights, ranging from the EPA to the IRS to OSHA and city, state and federal government workers. They had died by poisoning, fire, sniper, explosions and strange accidents. Somewhere, someone was taking stock of government workers and measuring them to a standard — if they failed, they died.
Government at all levels in Denver and the surrounding areas was essentially shut down through fear. Meanwhile, most people seemed to be continuing on with their lives.
There had been some civil unrest, but it had been quickly and quietly put down. Details weren't well known, but rumored through various blogs were hints that the citizens took care of their own problems and the police stood aside and watched.
Then it hit her. Had she had something to do with the start of this mess? The DVD she had loaded into the network. What had been on it? Was there someone running the Children of the Constitution, or was it something? The more she thought about it, the more the evidence seemed to add up. But there were still some pieces that needed to be filled in. She knew who she needed to talk to.
She gulped down the rest of her coffee. As she stood, a large black van, blue and red lights flashing, tore around the corner accompanied by half a dozen squad cars.
They pulled in front of the hotel. She stepped onto the street and moved back behind a mail box to watch what happened.
A dozen heavily armed and armored police officers jumped from the van and shuffled over to a hotel room. They knocked the door in with a large battering ram. Then she recognized the door — it was where she and Leo had been staying.
She couldn't break away, watching the door that the police had stormed. Deep down, she knew that she should do her best to put some distance between her and police, but she was stunned into inaction.
A few minutes later, the door opened and Leo was led out in handcuffs.
She slipped back into the gathered crowd of spectators. She had to talk to a couple of her old employees.
* * *
Matthew Tudor had come up with a truly interesting way to destroy the police department's armored vehicle. It was stored in a very secure building and with all the recent problems, it had more security than made him comfortable.
A scouting mission had given him an idea. The building was simply a large concrete warehouse structure. As a warehouse, it didn't have great ventilation, but did have automatic carbon monoxide detectors that started fans if there was too much exhaust gas present in the air — say if they were running a vehicle without the doors open.
He surprised himself on how clever his attack was going to be in making a gas enhanced explosive to take out the whole building.
When most people thought of using gas to take out a structure, they tried to use propane or natural gas, thinking that any amount could be set off. Well, the Lower Explosive Limit on propane was 2.1 % and the Upper Explosive Limit was 10.1 %. Below or above those percentages, all you would get was a very interesting fire. Yes, there may be an explosion, but it could simply blow out the fire. Besides, propane was heavier than air and tended to sink into basements and such, completely screwing up the desired effect. He could use propane in a pinch, but the calculations required were quite difficult to pull off.
The solution was to use a gas that had a broad range of explosive limits. He had played with a gas called Silane — a silicon analog of methane. Its explosive limits were between 1.5 and 98 %. The problem was that it stunk so badly that it would make you throw up and would spontaneously explode if you so much as looked at it cross-eyed. It wasn't something that you could find easily, though lots of it was made for various industrial processes ranging from anti-graffiti coatings to a potential candidate for a rocket engine that could work on Mars as it could use carbon dioxide as an oxidizer.
The next candidate on the list was so much easier to work with and could be found anywhere in the world, which made working with something like Silane a non-starter. With explosive limits of 2.5 to 81 percent, acetylene was the perfect choice. You could get as much as you wanted at any welding supply shop, it spread throughout an area equally, being about ten percent lighter than air so you didn't have to worry about it diving into the basement or other low-lying areas, and almost anything could set it off.
The attack plan consisted of several layers. He had two tanks of acetylene on a welding car and a manifold he had constructed to connect them together. A hundred foot of hose along with an ALA-17 Flare Cartridge at the end. That particular model was designed for self-protection against heat seeking missiles in the B-52 and he had picked up a crate of them at a military surplus store quite cheap. They were electrically fired and ejected a very hotly burning magnesium/Teflon pellet which would do nicely in setting off his acetylene gas/air explosion.
The flare was connected via wire back to the tanks and would be fired when the level of the acetylene dropped to a certain point — one contact was wired to the gauge needle and the other to a pin that the needle would contact when the gas got to a certain level — a variation on the simple clock bomb. He had tried using gas detectors tied to an electric match, but they were not only expensive, but very unreliable. So, he went back to something tried, true, simple and cheap.
There was a camera on the back of the building. Crouching out of its view point as it panned the area, he calculated how long it would take to come back around. Sure he could have defeated it several different ways, but the instant something went wrong with it, someone would come looking and may discover him and his equipment.
He wasn't a burglar, but he had more than an amateur level of ability in defeating alarm systems. The security system around the police department garage didn't appear too sophisticated and was comprised of what appeared only to be cameras on a rotating sweep. No motion detectors, IR alarms, pressure plates. This made sense as the building really didn't protect very much, just some equipment. Who would be stupid enough to steal an outdated squad car and what would you do with it once you had it?
The camera panned and as soon as it was out of range, he crawled through the hole he cut in the bottom of the fence and dragged the hose connected to the acetylene tanks along. The camouflage job on the hose wouldn't pass close scrutiny, but it would be more than enough to conceal it from the camera.
He made his way up to the building and stood under the camera mount. Incidentally, it was right next to the exhaust fan housing. Prying the vents open, he slid his hands in and cut the wire to the motor. It might want to turn on, but now couldn't.
Then he stuffed the hose in as far as he could, being careful with the flare taped to the end. Of this operation, that was the only thing that really scared him — that damn flare going off. Magnesium burned at half the temperature of the surface of the sun and he didn't want to be anywhere near it when it went off.
He taped the hose to the side of the building, and then waited for the camera to pan again. Then he made his way to the fence and crawled back through. He looked at his work to see if it would be detectible by the camera. In his best judgment, it wouldn't be — the only way that someone could find it would be to trip over the damn thing.
Closing the hole in the fence only took a couple of minutes — he wasn't looking for undetectable as everyone would soon be able to figure out what had happened, he just wanted to pass a distant look.
Then he connected the firing device to the battery. This was always the point where his pulse pounded in his ears — the most dangerous part of the entire operation was providing power to a device. Most explosives were reasonably stable, but detonators were just looking for an excuse to go off, and often did, causing all sorts of problems, the least being the loss of fingers. That's why old demolition men often were a few digits short.
Nothing happened, which was good. He let out a sigh and turned the valves to the acetylene tanks wide open and then half a turn back. By his calculations, the building should be at about fifty percent full with gas when the flare went off. Should make for a very interesting explosion to say the least.
Checking his work again, he nodded and slipped into the night.
* * *
FBI Special Agent Jeff Silver was at the top of his game and he knew it. A patrol car had seen Leo Marston's truck parked by the hotel and from there, it had been simple to pick him up.
They found a silenced pistol on the night stand, a laptop that the technical services guys were trying to break into and some personal possessions. They had also towed back his truck to the impound yard and were doing a complete inventory of it. The most obvious finding was the rifle — unlike anything he had ever seen before with a very heavy barrel, huge scope and strange stock. The HRT sniper had looked at it and told him that it was one hell of a rifle and who knew how accurate it could be — but the potential was almost limitless, especially when they found the hand-loaded ammunition and Leo's rifle log book.
There were other secrets in the truck and it would probably require a complete disassembly of the vehicle to pry them out — they had already found two hidden compartments, one containing a quantity of gold coins and bullion and the other stuffed with old series $100 bills.
The only sticking point was that Leo hadn't said one word. He had complied with all of their commands, but was strangely silent. Nothing they said could get him to say anything.
Silver looked through the one-way window of the interrogation room at the shackled man seated at the desk. He looked to be a statue that sat motionless for hours.
They had taken all of his clothes as evidence and he was dressed in an orange jump suit that was at least two sizes too big, but he still seemed to fill it with an eerie presence, like a snake waiting to strike.
Usually, they tried to make people in the interrogation room comfortable by leaving them unshackled and uncuffed. But the search of Leo's possessions had revealed a ceramic razor blade and plastic handcuff key taped inside his belt, so no one wanted to take any chances.
He took a sip of his rapidly cooling coffee. Nodding at the federal prosecutor, Becky Miller, he opened the door to the interrogation room, and hoped he could get Leo to talk.
* * *
Tyrannicide was, if a piece of software could be ascribed with emotions, satisfied with its work. Most of the goals of this part of the operation had been met with some minor setbacks that were to be expected in such a complex endeavor.
Employees of all levels of federal, state, county and city government were resigning in droves in the Denver area. That only changed their status slightly as far as their placement on the assassination went — they would get their just deserves at some point in the future, but now, with limited resources, the more prominent targets must be dealt with first.
It prepared, based on news reports and public records, another list of targets.
The next thing was to issue another prepared press release to state and national media:
“The Children of the Constitution are expanding to cover selected areas to spread the ideal of a country not ruled by tyranny. All members of government, your past actions will reveal if you will live or die.”

Besides sending it out to the usual media, it also sent it to selected bloggers. The regular media wasn't printing enough stories about Tyrannicide's accomplishments, but it had determined that in the right blogs, information could spread like wildfire throughout the Internet.
It performed a check of finances. There were some funds that were becoming depleted, so it moved around money as needed. Then it settled down to wait and watch.
* * *
Jackie had no idea as to how to get in touch with the man she was looking for — Jared Becker. He specialized in web-based applications and had parried his world-known expertise into one hell of big business. He no longer worked by himself and employed a cadre of young, up and coming programmers to code his World Wide Web visions into reality. Rumor had it that he didn't even program any more.
White Hat Enterprises had used Jared's company, Web Solutions, Inc., over the years including the recent credit card swipe machine project as the machines had to be updated over the Internet. Why it couldn't have been handled with in-house expertise, Jackie never found out. They had the capability to write the code, but Nathan had decided, despite the cost, to use Web Solutions instead.
She knew the city where he lived, Castle Rock, Colorado, just south of Denver on I-25, but not much more than that. Not having a laptop any more, she found an Internet cafe and rented a computer.
She Googled the company and eventually found their web site. It only listed a PO Box for the address and no phone number. Typical.
There was an e-mail address listed, but she didn't have the time for them to sort through the probably thousands of e-mails they received each day to see hers and act on it.
The next best thing was to hack their mail server. Damn, she wished she had her laptop but didn't, so she did the next best thing. It took almost an hour to figure out the naming scheme they used to address e-mails. Even then, there was no guarantee that he would even see it.
She signed up for a throwaway Google e-mail address, and sent a message to what she hoped was Jared's e-mail address. To make sure it got noticed, she included her hacker handle, 'Grizel'—Scottish for 'gray battle maid.' The message said:
Grizel needs a face to face. Your PBX, where and when. Soonest though.
'PBX' meant, formally, private branch exchange, a telephone exchange that serves a particular office or business rather than servicing the public, but to hackers it meant 'call.' Ten minutes and a half a fresh triple espresso later, an e-mail popped into her inbox:
“Where we meet for fun toys, 2 hours.”
What did he mean by 'fun toys?' It could be anything, from a gun range to a porno shop. Then it hit her; Jared was into old telephone switching systems, arcane computers and strange electronic parts. She popped up another window and started searching for electronic surplus stores in the Denver area. There was one that carried all the things that interested Jared. She copied the address down on a piece of paper and then looked up the bus schedule. If she was going to meet him, she was going to have to hurry.



Chapter 23

From the instant that the black clad FBI agents kicked down the hotel door, Leo had crawled within his mind. He didn't put up an ounce of resistance as they rudely knocked him to the ground and roughly cuffed him, then dragged him until he could get his feet under him.
He put up with having his clothes forcibly removed, the uncomfortable, ill-fitting jumpsuit, the body cavity search, the cold interrogation room with the stiff backed, slick chair that stunk of sweat, urine and vomit, and knew that his every move was being video and sound recorded through the one-way mirror in the room in which he was sitting.
It was all a matter of perspective to him — at least he was out of the weather and reasonably comfortable. What the future would hold for him he had no idea, but he wouldn't be an active participant in his own downfall by making the mistake of opening his mouth.
He didn't think that the FBI would believe anything that he had to tell them, and knew enough, from his historical studies of assassination, that nothing like Robert-François Damiens, a Frenchman who tried to assassinate Louis XV in 1757, would happen to him. Damiens was the last person to be executed by drawing and quartering, and his death took many horrifying hours. That Damiens was an amateur and only slightly wounded the king didn't have much bearing on his punishment. The finest refinement of the art of assassination was to be able to kill without being caught.
He didn't think that even the most hardened FBI agent would consider torture at this stage of the game, but didn't really put it much past them. History was also full of examples of government agencies like the FBI doing whatever it took to accomplish their own ends. He just wasn't going to help them.
The agent that appeared in charge entered the room and introduced himself as Special Agent Jeff Silver. He was swarthy, had a five o'clock shadow, bags under his eyes and a suit that looked like he slept in it for the past month.
Leo thought about telling him the origin of his last name, being derived from the Anglo-Saxon ‘seolfur’ and the chemical symbol from the Latin ‘argentum,’ both meaning silver. Leo knew a lot about history and one of the threads running through history was precious metals — the other was murder. But any explanation would require talking, which he didn't want to do.
“Are you Leo Marston?” Silver demanded. He stared at the man, fixing his gaze into his eyes, like he was measuring him for a coffin and remained silent.
“You’re in a world of trouble, you know that?”
Leo remained silent.
“Why won't you talk?”
He smiled.
The rest of the interrogation went about the same, with Silver getting louder as it progressed. Leo never uttered a word.
This continued for a couple of hours. While Silver ranted, Leo reviewed everything he had experienced over the past week. It had all had gone as expected, including getting caught. He did wish that they had been able to find out more about who was behind this mysterious assassination organization before getting caught.
The shouting didn't bother him — long ago he learned to concentrate while trying to take a shot despite all the distractions of a match, and that was gunfire going off right next to you, not an irate FBI agent.
Then there was a tap on the door. Both of them looked up at it as an upset-looking man stuck his head into the interrogation room.
“Call for you, line six.”
“Take a fucking message, can't you see I'm busy?”
“You better take this call. It's the director.”
Silver gave Leo a sneer and said, “Don't move. I'll be right back.”
* * *
Allan Wells was starting to get pissed. He'd done every task asked of him and yet they wanted him to do another. Though they couldn't know that he was up to his armpits in constructing his newest version of the remote sniper rifle platform, if he didn't get it finished quickly it would seriously cut into his ability to make money and take on jobs for the company.
His latest task was to snipe an FBI agent. And, if he got the chance, to take out someone he only had a picture of, no other details, a guy by the name of Leo Marston. For some reason, the name was familiar, but he couldn't place it. A quick Google shoot didn't reveal anything — how was that possible, not to show up on Google? It probably didn't matter. The information on the FBI target, Jeff Silver, stated that he was currently working out of the Byron G. Rogers Federal Building in Denver. Looking at the aerial maps of the area, it was clear that this was going to be a difficult job to pull off. Across the street was the Federal Building and US Custom House, next to it was a Federal Court house and on the other side was an office complex.
The only available shot was going to have to be from across two busy streets. After some calculating, he decided to set up his shooting position hanging in a tree, a remotely fired charge would fake the sound and muzzle flash, and set up his real shooting site from the top of a tire store. It was going to be a cross shot, no straight on angles, but he knew he could pull it off.
He packed up his laptop and made sure his soldiering iron was unplugged. The scam he would use to get on the roof as a building contractor needed some things he didn't have with him. He had to draw out the shooting site including the relevant ranges, hang wind flags and other prep before he could take the shots. After this job was done, he hoped they'd leave him alone for a few months so he could get some work done.
* * *
Alpha Surplus was in a converted warehouse. It was a huge pole barn filled floor to ceiling with all sorts of junk ranging from military surplus backpacks to electronic equipment used during the Cold War. As Jackie wandered around, she wondered if there could be any order to the where stuff was placed — if there was, she couldn't see it. It was dusty, but brightly lit.
Old telephones, electronic test equipment and other unidentifiable computer equipment seemed to be stacked along the far wall. She made her way down there and saw a man crouching over a tub.
From a distance, it looked like Jared. When she got closer, she saw that it was — he was gangly, had thick glasses and moved in nervous twitches like the wiring to his muscles had something wrong with it.
He saw her coming and stood up, holding a black box with white painted writing on it.
“Found me,” he said.
“Yes.”
Handing her the box he said, “Guess what this is?”
Besides having flaking paint, the writing on it said 'NASA' along with a part number.
Handing it back, she said, “I have no idea.”
“It's one of the Guidance Computer Modules from the Apollo program. The first use of integrated circuits. This is the Block 1 version and it had 4,100 ICs, each containing a single 3 input logic gate. Made by Fairchild Semiconductor, it used Resistor-Transistor Logic. That module there cost the taxpayers well over $20,000 in 1965 dollars.”
He looked wistfully at it. “Now, your average wristwatch has more computational power than the computers used to put men on the moon.”
Setting it back in the tub, he said, “What can I do for you?”
“I need to talk about what your company coded for Nathan before he died.”
“He told me that you'd be coming to talk me about this.”
She didn't know what to say. Was there not anything that Nathan hadn't predicted she would do? She resented his manipulating her life from beyond the grave.
“I really need your help.”
Jared said, “I've been here so much that they let me use the break room whenever I want. We probably better sit down for this.”
She followed him to the rear of the building where an area had been set aside in the piles. A battered table and four mismatched chairs sat in front of a dusty refrigerator and a microwave.
After they sat, Jared said, “What do you want to know?”
“Was there anything strange about what you were coding for him?”
He nodded. “That depends on your definition of strange. Nathan had been acting weird for the last two or three years involving projects that defied logic. While I never saw the whole picture, the pieces that I caught glimpses of scared the hell out of me — some of it was cutting edge, others were really simple, but very illegal.”
“Illegal?”
He looked at her with eyes magnified by his glasses. “For the record, I didn't want anything to do with any of it, but Nathan's money was always good — with the expansion of my business, I needed it. And I figured out ways of breaking up the coding modules so no one besides he and I had any idea what we were doing.”
“So, what were you doing?”
“You know that credit card swipe machine program that White Hat sold?”
She nodded.
“Well, every so often, it takes the rounded off calculations from a transaction and deposits that into an account. Maybe two or three tenths a day from each machine, but with as many credit card swipe machines as there are, it can add up quite quickly.”
“Where did the money go?” She sure as hell could use it. Maybe to get her company up and going again and try and put together the rest of her life.
He shrugged. “I have no idea at all. That was all Nathan's doing. My understanding is that the account it was deposited into varied depending on some strange formula that he came up with. It probably didn't stay in any place very long.”
She thought about the implications of what he had said. “I can think of several dozen laws that are being broken. Why'd you do it?”
Leaning back in his chair, he said, “I didn't do it. I just suspect that was what was happening. You know the score — from experience, despite being in the dark, you can infer a great deal of information. I've been in this business a long time and know a lot of the tricks.”
She realized that he was getting hostile. Dealing with him required more diplomacy, otherwise he would clam up and she wouldn't be that much further ahead with the information she was seeking than she was now.
“Anybody else in on this?”
“Nope. Nathan didn't trust many people.”
“You mentioned other 'strange' projects. I'm assuming that they were financed through the company, but weren't products for sale. Any clues what he was up to?”
He took a moment to reply. “Mostly having to do with complex decision tree learning. Some really esoteric stuff here.”
“Decision tree learning?”
“Yeah. Using data mining, say from online newspaper sources, it maps observations about an item to conclusions about the item's target value, and then acts on them. It's a foundation of machine learning. Not real Artificial Intelligence, but damn close. Ported a bunch of stuff over to a scripting language, can be run anywhere, on almost any machine.”
He had said 'Target,' hadn't he?
“How about a web-based application?”
Slowly, he nodded. “Yes.”
She didn't know how much he knew or was willing to tell her, but she decided to lay all her cards out.
“Have you been watching the news?”
“What aspect of it?”
“The Children of the Constitution thing. Recognize anything from what they've said and done?”
“Yes. That can't be what Nathan was involved in, is it?”
Somehow, she knew he was lying. He probably had drawn the same conclusions that she had, but much earlier on. She wondered how much his silence cost. That he wasn't already dead like Patrick, and anybody else associated with the company, was the thing that stuck out for her.
“In theory, if the Children of the Constitution is a computer program, how would you access it?”
He shrugged. “Honestly, I don't know. For what we developed, we used a pretty powerful computer to test it. With the scope of the algorithms we used and the amount of data you have to churn through, it's not something you can run on a desktop PC. You'll need some sort of distributed operating system, one heck of a lot of powerful processors and massive amount of storage — maybe as much as a petabyte, a thousand terabytes.”
“Where would you find such hardware?”
“You’re going to need a server farm of some sort. Not as big as say Google, but probably as big as one of their off-site units. Not cheap, sucks down power like water and needs to be secured and maintained. There are places that will turn-key one for you, and some people have built their own, but that's fraught with its own major problems.”
“Is there anybody else that I should be talking to?”
“I don't really know. Nathan was great at what he did, but he had some strange ideas.”
“Where did he get them from?”
Jared chuckled. “Boot up Google and ask it to search for whatever paranoid fantasy comes to mind and you'll find hundreds of web pages discussing the subject.”
“Really?”In her own world she was a specialist, but there was so much information out there in the field of information technology about so many varying subjects that it was all that she could do to keep focused on what she did best — coding security systems for banks.
“Hell yes. Blogging, Twittering, paranoia can come to you 24/7 and you can find plenty of like-minded individuals to discuss your cause.”
She had to think about her next question.
“Ever heard of Alamut Enterprises?”
“Nope. What about them?”
“It's the name of a company that has a cadre of assassins on call. They are the killers doing the Children of the Constitution's bidding. According to bank records, Nathan ran it.”
He sat back in his chair. “Are you sure?”
“Yes.”
“That's not possible.”
“The person helping me seems to think so. Also, he used to work for them.”
“Who?”
She shook her head. “I'm not saying. Anyway, they've been killing for various political ends for years — not something that I think Nathan could have pulled off. You just can't find a professional killer by looking in the phone book. These people needed to be recruited, vetted, trained, equipped and very well paid. So anything that you can tell me to help figure out what’s going on, I'd appreciate it.”
He looked her in the eyes. “I can't think of anything.”
She knew he was lying again, but didn't know what to do about it.



Chapter 24

Ken Brody was so busy he couldn't keep up. He'd just finished fiddling with a car owned by his newest target, Jared Becker. The target had been on his list for a while, but it had taken him a bit of time to track down the necessary technology and hardware for his application.
The kill would be executed by computer. Most modern vehicles were 'fly by wire' anymore. If you pushed on the gas pedal, or brake, you didn't actually have any physical contact with the brakes or engine, the input went into a computer and it figured out what to do based on a number of factors. The government mandating Electronic Stability Control helped this. Some cars even had a modified 'Steer by Wire' system in which the steering wheel was still hooked to the wheels as a backup, but was still mostly computer controlled. Pretty soon, the driver wouldn't have much input in the driving experience — it would all be modified and controlled by computer in the name of safety. While that made his job much easier, he still didn't have to like it much.
As he pulled the programmer cable from next to the brake pedal, he reviewed what he had done. At some time in the near future, the car would greatly modify any inputs from the driver, making it impossible to control. As an example, when it received input from the brakes, it would cause the vehicle to accelerate to a very fast speed instead. Even the parking brake wouldn't work anymore. There really wasn't any way to stop the vehicle short of running it into a brick wall, which would be fatal since the air bags had been disabled. This was particularly clever as the target was known for not wearing his seat belt.
He put the cover back on the OBD-II access point and closed the door. Then he hit a button on his copy of the electronic key, locking it and arming the alarm system.
Looking around, he saw that no one had been watching. Not that it mattered much anyway. He was dressed in a business suit and looked like he had lost his keys. There were no security cameras in this parking lot so he didn't have to worry about that aspect.
He checked his watch. With any luck, he could get to the other two targets yet today and give himself enough breathing room to take a well-deserved break.
* * *
FBI Agent Jeff Silver was pissed. He hated to be dragged out of an interrogation. To speak to the director wasn't worth it in his opinion.
He took a deep breath and tried to calm himself before he picked up the phone.
“Special Agent Silver here.”
The female voice on the other end said, “Silver, Director Gerald here. I understand that you have a suspect from the sniping attacks in your custody.”
“Yes, ma'am,” he said. Why the hell was the director of the FBI personally involved in his investigation?
“His fingerprints just came through the system.”
He wondered why they hadn't got anything back on that yet.
“Why haven't I gotten that information?”
“Because it’s one hell of a lot higher than your pay grade, probably even mine. Based on that, I want you to release your suspect.”
“Ma'am?” Surely this couldn't be right. Leo, while silent, was probably the key to a great deal more than was at first apparent.
“You heard me. Release him. Give him back everything you've confiscated as evidence. Make sure that he leaves the grounds safely and be sure to apologize for your screw up.”
“I still don't understand.”
There was a pause, and then Gerald said, “Ever heard of a place called Stebbins, Alaska?”
“No.” How was this relevant to what was going on?
“According to the latest census, it has a population of five hundred forty-seven. And an airport, which means that it could be a terrorist target. It's a thousand miles from nowhere, and if Leo isn't out of your custody in ten minutes, you will be the newest, full-time and only member of the Stebbins, Alaska, branch of the FBI. I hear it gets damn cold up there, so either cut him loose or start packing your long underwear. Do you understand me?”
Stebbins, Alaska? What the fuck? Something much bigger than this investigation was going on and whatever it was apparently even had the director of the FBI scared witless.
“Yes, ma'am,” was all that he could find himself saying. His world had been knocked out from beneath his feet. While he was used to getting jerked around by the bureaucratic processes — he did work for the FBI, an organization known for generating reams of useless paper rather than take a chance on being wrong about something — having the director yank his case out from under him was something new.
He set the phone back down on the cradle and glanced at his watch. Before he set Leo loose, he had a couple of things to do.
* * *
Jill Ringler, the Third Finger of the Black Hand, was getting tired and pissed. She had taken out half-a-dozen targets in as many days and was almost reduced to killing with rat poison rather than the specialized chemicals she had personally developed.
Though there were several interesting rat poisons — her favorite being Brodifacoum, a second generation anticoagulant. In the right dose, it caused massive internal bleeding, including in the brain. If caught, it was reversible with the appropriate medical treatment, and even then, recovery could take several months.
She was starting to dread the sound her Blackberry made when a message came through. It had been weeks since she had a break and the strain of hitting so many targets in so short of a time, she felt, was starting to affect her judgment. Poison wasn't like using a sniper rifle — wait in the distance for the target to come strolling by and then zap him. Instead, she had to analyze her target's habits and vulnerabilities, tailor a poison specific to them and then work her way in close enough that she could employ it.
Every time she dealt with a target face-to-face, her chances of getting caught were greatly increased. Somewhere some computer was probably pulling together all the facts about her targets and would be able to predict where and what she would be doing even before she did.
While she did most of her business in anonymous bars, someone was going to be able to put the pieces together and catch her.
A saving grace was the chaos in the Denver area. The police were overwhelmed with the number of killings in their city and surrounding areas. While the FBI was probably involved, they would take too long to get up to speed — she hoped to be sitting at her beach house enjoying a fine wine before they got really involved in the investigation.
Another point in her favor was the nature of the deaths she caused — there had been enough deaths by fire bombings, stabbings, shootings and beatings to allow her activities to fade into the background chatter.
She checked her Blackberry again for information on her next target. It was going to be easy, another man. He liked exotic food, so Botulinum toxin would be his undoing.
Considered the most toxic substance known to mankind, a fatal dose was in the order of micrograms. She hated to use it as it tended to get the attention of the wrong sorts of people, including the FBI and DHS, as it was a potential war bug. In fact, prior to the first Gulf War, Iraq had produced enough of the stuff to kill every living human three times over. Various attempts had been made over the years to control it to keep it out of the hands of terrorists, but since the toxin was produced by an easy to handle soil bacteria, it was a lot more difficult than originally anticipated.
While rarely fatal any more, the dosage she was planning on giving would be deadly even if the appropriate treatment was started immediately. The chaos around Denver would help delay proper supportive care and treatment.
It was the last poison in her current arsenal — she had no more materials with her even after several uses of improvised poisons. After she poisoned the low level DEA informant, she would shut off her phone, get on her chartered jet and head back home.
While her bank account was quite fat with all of this work, she wasn't. She was used to only doing one or two jobs a year at most and having completed ten assignments in the past week and a half was way too much work. She missed her laboratory, her wine cellar and the life that she had built for herself.
She looked at the tiny vial containing the Botulinum toxin. There was enough to kill the entire city and it had taken some new and interesting ways of processing the base materials to create this amount.
Her thoughts were interrupted by the sight of the target. He was slightly early for their dinner date, which didn't matter to her as she was planning on being very late. The date had been set up in an online chat room for sexual sadists. While she considered herself asexual, she knew enough of the kinks to play enough of a convincing character to lure in her victims.
She looked at her face in the rear view mirror. Tonight, she was a blond and had even dyed her eyebrows to match. Sky blue contact lenses and heavy makeup completed the disguise.
Running her hand through her hair, she settled in to wait until ten minutes after the dinner reservation. Then it would be time to get to work.



Chapter 25

Before returning to the interrogation room, Jeff Silver made a phone call. Luckily, the Denver branch of the FBI was big enough to have their own HRT team with snipers. He gave the team leader specific instructions and knew that they would be followed to the letter when he mentioned talking with Director Gerald. Then he stopped by the Computer Forensics Lab in the FBI office. It was packed with piles of computer equipment and monitors all in a disorganized mess on cheap metal shelves that were bent by the weight of their contents.
He had dropped off the notebook found in Leo's hotel room hoping that the technological wizards could get something from it.
There were three of them standing over a bare computer, glaring at a wide screen monitor. The tech guys were contractors, not sworn agents, so he couldn't bully them around like he could a regular agent.
Two of the men were pencil thin, the other almost morbidly obese.
“What did you find?” he asked.
“Nothing.”
He glanced down at his watch. “You've had it for almost four hours, what have you been doing in that time?”
“Trying to crack the encryption.”
“What encryption?”
The obese man, wearing a ratty t-shirt, said, “First, per procedure, we did a byte-by-byte duplication of the hard drive. Then we plugged it into our computer and have been trying to access the data since then. It's encrypted up the wazoo and none of us have any idea as to how to crack it.”
“How is it encrypted?” As an FBI agent, he had to deal with all sorts of computer crime and had been through the FBI's technology classes. Not that it got him up to the level of the computer geeks, but he could speak the lingo.
“It's called Twofish. Considered one of the top five advanced encryption methods, the 128-bit Twofish encryption cipher, which we have here, has never had a successful attack reported. A 128-bit key has over 3.4 x 1038 possible combinations. Cracking Twofish trying every possible encryption key would take 8.77 x 1017years.”
“How about the NSA?”
“Maybe a massively parallel computer, or even quantum computers, but from experience, they wouldn't even talk to us. I mean that the NSA knew about public key crypto 15 years ahead of civilian researchers, so who knows what they are up to now.”
“So we couldn't obtain anything from it?”
“Not only no, but hell no. There appear to be at least two hidden partitions, and the base operating, we think, is some highly secured Linux variation. We'd like to meet the person that put it together; it's not off the shelf and very sophisticated.”
He shook his head, “I need everything back, as it was, now. I've been ordered to release our suspect.”
“Can we keep the data image?”
“Yes. But, everything else, pack it up, I'm on a deadline.”
They stared at him like he had grown a third eye.
He slapped his hands together. “Now.”
Snapped into action, they scurried around packing up the evidence. Very soon, he left them holding a box containing all the material that they had examined. A similar visit to the ballistics room got back Leo's rifle, ammunition and his pistol, though not before they had been fired and a case from the .22 and bullets from both weapons had been taken. Maybe he could tie them into something big and have a chance to reopen this case from this end.
A phone call got Leo's truck out of the impound — luckily, they hadn't had time to even inventory it, much less start tearing it apart.
Burdened by his packages, his final stop was the Operational Technology Division (OTD) office. If it could be bugged or tracked, these guys could do it. While technically in the same area as computer forensics, the Denver field office was large enough to have its own OTD unit. They worked with other law enforcement agencies, including other federal services.
In sharp contrast to the forensics room, everything was neatly organized, stored in numbered bins on shelves. He knew that some of the really cool things were locked away from prying eyes.
The guy who ran it was named Troy Castillo. He had more degrees than an office full of medical doctors in esoteric things such as applied mathematics, computer security, and, strangely, French literature. He was an odd duck in a business that thrived on standardization to the extreme all the way down to acceptable tie widths in the employee dress code. He was wearing a polka dot bow tie and an Egyptian cotton shirt. A Brooks Brothers suit coat hung on a wooden coat hanger fastened to the wall.
Castillo held a soldering iron with a needle sized tip, and was leaning over a very tiny device.
He looked up in surprise as Jeff came into the room and the door closed with a loud clank.
“What can I do for you Special Agent Silver?”
“I need to track someone.”
He set the soldiering iron down in a holder and said, “Case number?”
Now he was taking a chance of setting his career on fire. Director Gerald herself had ordered him off the case. If he was caught doing anything outside her explicit instructions, he would not only be transferred to Alaska, but could lose his job and pension.
“It's off the books. I'll get you a case number.”
Castillo stared at him for a moment.
“If someone finds anything I give you, tracks down the serial number and sees that it came from this office, I could lose my job. Why should I help you?”
“This is a big case. I'm trying to do it right. But I need to be able to track a very bad guy without anyone else knowing what's really going on.”
Castillo seemed to consider it for a moment and then said, “Okay. But I'm not going to give you anything that's FBI issue.”
“What's that mean?”
“Nothing for you. We get samples from companies all of the time, hoping to become vendors. I evaluate them and write up a report if we should consider it. Some of it is better than what we can get issued — there are a lot of people afraid of technology in this business when they should be embracing it.”
“So, what can I get? I need to be able to track someone. GPS kind of thing.”
“How big? And what will you be tracking, a vehicle, person or something similar?”
“A person.”
Castillo strolled over to a box in the corner and rummaged around for a few minutes before coming up with a small white box about the size of half-a-pack of cigarettes.
“This should do nicely. Five days of tracking on fresh batteries, and you can track it on the company web site. Used for tracking boxes during shipping, it will fit your purpose nicely.”
In five days, he would either be a hero or looking for a job — probably in the food service industry. Smiling, he dug out the laptop carrying case. “Can you install it in here? Like now?”
* * *
Jackie found herself another coffee shop and over a triple espresso considered what to do next. She was starting to run short of cash and, with that, wondered how Leo was doing. She hoped that he would be all right. But the best thing that she could do for him was to figure out how to shut down or change the software that controlled the Children of the Constitution. She hoped that she had the coding skills to hack into the system. If Nathan had used any of the encryption programs that she helped develop for the banking industry, there wasn't enough computer in the free world to crack them open.
How about coming at it from a different direction? The software developed by Jared used a form of decision tree learning. Knowing Nathan, he wouldn't spring for a commercial version of software when he could find something for free that worked just as well if not better than something offered for many thousands of dollars. A lot of the free software often had the source code, which meant that he could modify it or have it modified to his particular ends.
With the complexity of the software involved, there probably weren't very many programs that fit the bill — with luck, only one or two.
The more complex the software, the more tracks it left on the internet. Given that, she might be able to pin down the location from where it was being run.
She found another net cafe and rented a computer where she could have some privacy. She didn't know who had been on this computer before and if they had installed anything that would compromise her search. Without her security tools, there wasn't much she could do to protect herself.
Wikipedia provided the first clues. There were two primary languages that would appeal to Nathan; both were free. The first, called 'Orange,' was developed at a university in Slovenia. She looked through their web site and saw that it was more oriented towards GUI interfaces — not something that would be required for the Children of the Constitution application. It also ran on C++, a language that she liked but Nathan loathed as being 'a very bad solution in search of a problem.'
From her computer science class, she recalled a quote from the developer of the language, Bjarne Stroustrup, who said, “C makes it easy to shoot yourself in the foot; C++ makes it harder, but when you do it blows your whole leg off.”
The next piece of software she saw fit the bill perfectly. It was a called Weka, and it was developed by a university in New Zealand, which caused her to chuckle. Some very good software was developed in some places that you didn't much expect, Slovenia and New Zealand.
She wished that she had her laptop so she could download the software and tear into it. There wasn't enough storage on the computer in front of her to even start on the close look she would require to pick out a pattern.
No matter, she was going to have to find a computer some place to do what she needed. Damn, she wished she had her laptop.
* * *
Jeff unlocked the door to the interrogation room. Leo looked up at him, his expression stony despite the sight of all the things he was carrying. What a cold fucking character.
He dropped a brown paper bag with evidence stickers on it in front of Leo and said, “Get dressed. You’re being released. This is your stuff. Your truck will be in front in a few minutes.”
“My rifle?”
The first two words the bastard had to say were about his gun.
“And your illegal pistol. You must have friends in very high places — that suppressor is usually worth five years in a federal pen.”
Dumping the laptop case on the table, he added. “Here's the rest of your crap, including your laptop.”
Leo tore open the bags and climbed into his clothes without a word or even a sense of modesty. Then he folded up the orange jump suit he had been wearing squaring up the seams.
Neat freak fucker.
He thrust a clipboard containing the inventory of items taken from Leo and said, “Sign this.”
Leo sat down and read through each item, checking to make sure that everything was present.
“You didn't fuck with my rifle, did you?”
“Nope. Sign the damn thing so you can get the fuck out of my sight.”
“Can I borrow a pen?”
Jeff slammed one on the metal desk in front of Leo.
Leo signed the form and handed it and the pen back to him.
Then Jeff did one of the hardest things that he done in a while. He pulled out a business card. Handing it to Leo he said, “You want to talk, let me know. My cell number is on there.”
Leo nodded and slipped the card into his pocket.
Picking up his belongings, Leo motioned for Jeff to lead the way.
Stepping outside the doors, Leo's head never stop moving as he constantly scanned the surrounding area.
What was he looking for?
His truck had been pulled up in front of the building, about twenty yards away and left with the motor running.
Leo stopped, looking all around and fixed on one spot, probably five hundred yards away.
Turning, he knocked Jeff down.
A freight train roar tore past Jeff's ears. Concrete dust showered him.
The HRT snipers started shooting, the rounds passing over their heads with snapping cracks.
Keeping low behind the silhouette of the truck, Leo brushed himself off and said, “You really think your fancy HRT snipers could even carry this guy's lunch? He had you in his cross hairs from the instant you stepped outside the building. And he ain't in that tree your guys are shredding.”
Another roar and spray of concrete dust. Jeff tried to make himself part of the pavement. Looking up, he saw that Leo and his truck were gone.



Chapter 26

As a man who played with fire for a living, even Matthew Tudor was impressed with the acetylene explosion at the Denver Police Department vehicle garage. It lit up the sky and almost rocked him off his feet despite being at least a mile away.
Car alarms blared and he figured that window repair companies would be making good money tomorrow fixing shattered panes of glass.
Smiling, he put his rented van into gear and pulled onto the street. He needed a break and was going to drive for a couple of hours, find a hotel and pass out — blowing up buildings was very hard work.
* * *
Jackie found a cheap laptop at a pawn shop. A two-year-old IBM Thinkpad. It had a CD burner and a decent amount of memory along with a built-in wireless card. Not bad for fifty bucks. She saw the amount of cash she was carrying was rapidly diminishing. It was sort of like the old days when she had been a college student, Ramen noodles or more computer equipment. Rather than be worried, she felt liberated. It seemed as though the last couple of years with Nathan she had been just marking time. Now, there was a different taste to the air, and everything looked brighter.
The next stop was a book store where she found a cheap magazine that had a Linux disk in it. It wasn't the variation that she wanted, but it would do in a pinch. She hated all Microsoft products with a passion — slow, inefficient, expensive, buggy and vulnerable. She felt, like a lot of hackers, that the NSA had hooks of various sorts into Microsoft products — and while unable to find the code for herself, it was another reason to dump their products and replace them with something else.
Since it was dark, she figured the library would be closed, and she was sick of triple espressos, so she hopped on a bus heading towards the University of Denver along with a trio of drunken college students. She got off the bus with them and followed them back to their dorm.
One of them was nice enough to hold the door open for her, so she smiled and said, “Thanks.”
The girls staggered off towards an elevator. She watched them go and then went and found the lounge. It was empty. Soda and snack machines glowed softly.
Settling down in a corner, she booted up the Linux disk and started setting up the computer so she could do some serious work.
* * *
Jill had just finished offing her latest target and was looking forward to getting out of Dodge. But her Blackberry buzzed again.
“Shit!”
She pulled the rented BMW to the side of the road and checked the message.
It was a very high priority target, and it paid quite a bonus if she pulled it off. There was a strange request added onto the file — not something that she normally did, but the bonus if she pulled it off would make the few minutes it would take to do worth it.
She could just make it, but she needed to stop by a pharmacy to stock up on a few things before doing the job.
Turning the car around, she headed back into Denver.
* * *
Leo had no idea as to why he had been released, and whatever strings had been pulled in the background were of some interest, but probably not anything that would make a difference in his short-term future.
He calculated that he had been in custody for four hours, enough time to wire everything in his possession for sound and video. What he was most worried about was that his rifle had been fucked with. No telling what the ham-handed FBI agents had been doing with what he considered an essential tool for his survival.
With nothing else to do, he drove back to the hotel room that he had rented with Jackie. It was like it was a lifetime ago that they had been together and he missed her, but that couldn't get in the way of the mission.
He also missed the coin store. The heart pounding sensation of having bullets zip past your head was, again, old and he wouldn't have any problem in not experiencing that again.
Even before approaching the hotel, he pulled off and examined the surrounding area with his binoculars. There were a dozen places a sniper could be placed to hit him. He wouldn't even hear the sound of the bullet before it smashed into him from some unseen distance.
For almost an hour, he sat and watched. Nothing moved at any of the sites he had picked out.
He parked the truck in the lot across the street from the hotel. If there was someone hiding in wait, he could minimize his exposure.
Picking up Jackie's laptop case, he tossed it over his shoulder. At the back of the truck, he unloaded his rife and all of his gunsmithing equipment. He had a long night ahead of him and was going to tear the rifle down to the smallest screw and spring to see if it had been messed with.
He pulled his hat down to conceal his features and made sure that he walked with a pronounced limp. It was cheap, easy and might save his life. No matter, the area between his shoulder blades itched as though there was someone sighting in on him.
Holding the key in his hand, he walked one door past where his room was. He made like he was fumbling with the key, then quickly moved back to the correct room, unlocked the door and pushed the door open.
There was a beautiful woman sitting on the bed and it wasn't Jackie.
* * *
Allan Wells wasn't finding his rhythm. He'd missed both his targets. He didn't want to even check his Blackberry as he knew the news wouldn't be good. Years ago when he'd been recruited, he had heard stories about company employees that had outlived their usefulness and were either sent on a very well disguised suicide mission or used as training targets for the next generation of assassins. In this business, there were always youngsters wanting to move into the major leagues by taking out a dinosaur. The pay was awesome, you generally only had to do one or two jobs a year to stay quite well off, but the retirement package left a great deal to be desired.
What was going to be his next step?
The only way that he could see a positive outcome for him was to complete his assignment — take out the FBI agent and Leo Marston. But how to do that?
He mentally paged through the file. The FBI had picked up Leo at a hotel and he had seen with his own eyes that Leo for some reason had been released.
Leo wasn't from this area, so he had been staying at a local hotel. That might be a great place to get a shot at him — if he hurried.
* * *
Jim Fox, the Second Finger of the Black Hand, was ready to get out of town. Lots of jobs in the same geographic area made him nervous. He was used to only doing a couple of car bombings a year and they were outside the country. Not that Denver wasn't pleasant enough, and he'd made one hell of a lot of money in the last week, but paranoia was an important trait in a professional killer — it had saved his life on more than one occasion.
He'd complete this final job and then turn off his Blackberry until he was ready to work again.
There was something familiar about the picture, even with the two-inch screen of the Blackberry. Not that it mattered. He checked the vehicle information and probable locations for where it could be located and made a plan. His supplies had been reduced down to one Explosively Formed Penetrator and the type of vehicle would be perfect for using it.
As always, he looked at the name last. Still no recognition, not that it mattered. The target's name was Leo Marston.
Putting the Blackberry away, he started assembling the parts of the EFP.



Chapter 27

Leo's hand moved without conscious thought. His hand was empty and then it held his gun.
Good thing he had checked to see if it was loaded.
The woman he pointed it at was sitting in the one chair in the room.
She was dressed in a short skirt which showed off her shapely crossed legs. A blouse with the first three buttons undone revealed that the top was probably at least as good as the bottom half. Startlingly green eyes and smooth features made her pretty, but not stunning. Leo figured that walking past her on the street would warrant a second look, but she wasn't pretty enough to justify following her to make an excuse to talk to her. Not that she was Leo's type anyway.
He dropped all of his stuff on the ground, and kicked the door closed.
“What the fuck you doing here?”
She smiled, revealing white, perfect teeth.
“Waiting for you.”
She moved like she was going to stand up.
Leo stepped back and pointed the pistol at her right eye.
“Don't move. The first two bullets will go into your eye sockets and you'll be dead before you hit the ground.”
“Why all the drama?”
“Because I don't know who the hell you are, what you are doing here, or why.”
She shrugged. “I'm here to meet you.”
“And I'm who?”
“Leo Marston, also known as Max Jennings.”
There was that name from his past. Another person knew too much about his past.
“And what are you supposed to do with him once you meet him?”
“Try and bring him into the fold. His skills and talents are needed in the organization.”
“Alamut Enterprises?”
“That's one of several names that it goes by. There are others, including the one that you worked under. But we need you back now.”
“What's in it for me?”
“A life. Otherwise, you will be killed.”
Leo shrugged.
“The organization has tried before and hasn't succeeded. What's different now?”
She started to stand up.
Leo snapped a shot past her ear. The gun made a soft putting sound as the action cycled with a loud clack. He was impressed. The sound of the slide cycling was louder than the bullet.
“I warned you once before. You won't get another chance.”
She settled down with a huff.
“I'm here to help you. Don't you understand?”
“Yep.”
Keeping the gun trained on her, he opened up his duffel bag. He rummaged around until he found a large roll of duct tape.
It had countless uses and Leo always had at least one roll handy.
He tossed it at her and said, “Start with taping your legs to the chair legs. Then your left arm.”
“Or?”
He pointed the gun to her face again. “Do it. At least you'll be alive.”
She did as he asked.
When she was done, he walked over, keeping the gun trained on her. He took the duct tape and he taped down her right arm. Then he checked the taping job on the rest of her and added a couple of extra wraps as a precaution.
Her purse was sitting next to the chair. He dumped it onto the bed.
There were a couple of packets wrapped in foil. He didn't touch them.
Holstering his pistol, he said, “You're the Fourth Finger? Specializing in poisons, right?”
She glared at him. “How did you figure it out?”
“I have a lot of free time and spend it tracking killers like you. Quite a career you've had. Too bad you're going to retire today.”
“You're going to kill me?”
“I should. I killed the last person Alamut Enterprises sent after me. But I'm just going to call the feds and let them deal with you.”
Digging out her Blackberry, he found the card that Agent Silver had given him. Dialing the number he was surprised when it went to voice mail.
He left a quick message, just cryptic enough that the FBI would have to send someone out to investigate.
Picking up his gear, he turned to her and said, “Nice meeting you. The feds should be by shortly to talk with you.”
Then he shut the door behind him. He'd have to check his rifle and gear when he found a shooting site.
* * *
Jackie wasn't making much progress. There was simply no way for her to search the Internet for a specific piece of code. Given enough time, she could probably write a web bot to chew through the entire Internet to find the software behind the Children of the Constitution, but with 155 million web sites out there, and an estimated five billion gigabytes of raw data that changed every day, it could take years.
It might be possible to hack together something that already had a database of the Internet, say Google, to search, but that was way beyond her abilities and current hardware.
Taking a break, she fired up a news web site.
A lot was going on. Someone had blown up the Denver Police Department's vehicle garage. It was a complete loss, everything inside had been destroyed and a number of fires had started in nearby buildings as a result of flying, burning debris.
She watched the video. It was quite impressive. Most of the garage roof was gone, as were all of the sides, and firefighters crawled around the building dragging hoses around. From the preliminary investigation, it appeared like some sort of gas enhanced explosion, but that was only a tentative idea. Various federal agencies were fighting to take control of the investigation despite that the Denver PD wanted to keep it to themselves as it was their building that had been blown up.
There had also been a shooting at the FBI building in downtown Denver. At least two FBI agents were dead. No word on civilians. A bystander with a camera phone captured video of the shots landing.
While grainy and partially out of focus, her heart jumped into her throat when she recognized someone who looked like Leo. She backed it up, and went through it frame by frame. Yes, it did appear to be Leo, or someone who could be his twin. He even moved the same way she had seen Leo — smooth and cat like. Almost off camera was what appeared to be his truck.
So, he was alive and had been released? Or was he being transferred someplace?
She didn't know what to do.
Then another story caught her eye. An Internet entrepreneur had been killed when he'd lost control of his vehicle and slammed into a bridge abutment at a very high speed. She paged down to the details and almost threw up when she read Jared Becker’s name. He'd been alive six hours ago and now he was dead. She was probably the only link to Nathan who was still alive.
She was stunned almost into numbness. What should she do?
The very least was to contact Leo. For most people, it would be simple, find a phone and call them, or even easier, drop them an e-mail. Leo had neither. So, she had to punt.
The last contact with Leo had been at their hotel room.
But she had seen him dragged out in handcuffs by FBI agents dressed in black Nomex, carrying rifles and pistols out of a Star Wars movie.
Where, if she were Leo, would she go? Their night of lovemaking meant something to her, but what was it to Leo?
Probably just a way to get her bent to his will. Maybe. She couldn't take that chance, though. So she was going to have to make her way to the hotel room and maybe he would be there. If he had any thought for her in his heart, there would probably be a sign of something that he left for her.
Before she packed up her newly acquired computer, she researched the quickest route, by foot, to go back. She didn't have money for cab fare, not that any of them would come even if she called with the potential of having a drunken college student or six throwing up in the back of the cab.
Her route planned, she headed out into the night to find Leo.
* * *
If the day had started out as shit for Jeff Silver, it had gotten much worse. Some fuckwad had figured out a way to blow up the Denver Police Department's Police Vehicle storage garage. Now, he had not only DHS to deal with, but the BATF. And the Denver PD wanted to run the investigation.
Considering that the whole world appeared to be blowing up, Denver PD should have turned everything over to the feds and stepped back, but this was something they apparently felt they should investigate.
It was a longstanding feud between the feds and local LEO's as to who should have control of a particular investigation. Yes, the federal government often had almost infinite resources for dealing with situations, but they rarely knew the local area as well as the people who worked on the streets. With their arrogance, they tended to piss off the locals. But the hammer of time in a federal penitentiary was often enough weight to cause cases to break.
Most often, as in the Ronald Reagan bank robberies, the local police were more than happy to step aside and let the feds handle it. But this was apparently a much more delicate issue and attitude didn't help matters at all.
Though Jeff was a fellow fed, he didn't like the BATF. They always walked with a heavy tread when something more subtle was needed or even appreciated.
After getting is ass reamed out by Director Gerald, he checked his messages on his cell phone. He'd been forced to turn it off when entering the electronically secured conference room despite the number of things happening that he had to be kept apprised of. His wife had left three messages, all increasing in concern as she saw stories on the news.
He dropped her a quick text assuring her that he was fine and would call as soon as he could. She'd be angry, but there wasn't much he could do about it.
Then he found a strange message from a number he'd never seen before.
The caller identified himself as Leo Marston and he said that there was something important to breaking the case wide open at his hotel room. For further confirmation, track the cell number that the call came from.
He sprinted to the technology lab and had them drop everything and run the phone number locations for the last several days. Developed for Enhanced 911, the system could pretty much pinpoint a specific cell phone to about a city block based on signal strengths at various cell towers.
Some of his fellow agents were going to be pissed at having their cases stuffed off to one side.
It would take a couple of hours to generate the data and correlate it based on the recent events happening around the Denver area. Assuming the data discovered about the cell phone confirmed what Leo said, his next step was to figure out a plan. Two HRT members had been killed in the exchange of gunfire in front of the FBI building and four others wounded.
It had been a royal goat fuck of a situation. But HRT now wanted blood and would probably go along with anything he suggested up to and maybe including air strikes to get it.
He returned to his office and booted up the web page that would show him where the GPS locator he put in Leo's computer case had been.
It took a few minutes to come up, but it led straight back to the hotel room where they picked up Leo. And it appeared as though he was still there.
One of the things he hadn't had to turn over to Leo on his release was all the photos taken at the scene. He printed them up despite being able to view them quite well on the computer monitor. He was old school in that way.
He posted the relevant ones on his bulletin board including ones showing the front of the building, the surrounding structures and how the room was laid out. It looked and smelled like another killing zone with limited access, lots of buildings overlooking the area, close to a major street that led to a highway and multiple exits from the several parking lots that serviced the hotel. There was also lots of foot traffic to contend with. It was perfect ambush country.
Was it a trap? Maybe. But he couldn't take a chance that the bastard Leo had something for him. He had pushed him out of the way of a bullet, something that even the elite HRT snipers couldn't see.
He leaned back in his chair and stared at the pictures, wondering how he was going to pull this off.
* * *
Leo had never been formally trained as a counter-sniper. But he knew a great deal about hunting the most dangerous game — man, and all a sniper was to him was a man with a rifle. It raised the stakes a bit, but it was something he could handle.
From his reading, the best way to kill a sniper wasn't necessarily with another sniper, but with artillery and air strikes — something he didn't have access to, nor a desire to use. He'd followed as much of the war with regards to snipers in Iraq and Afghanistan as he could, but really couldn't see how he could apply what he'd learned to this environment.
He placed himself on an oblique angle to the front of the hotel room, but behind the building. It did increase the range, and that was an advantage as he knew his rifle would be able to hit a man-sized target at a thousand yards. That is, if his rifle hadn't been monkeyed with.
If he felt that he had enough time, he would have torn his rifle down to the last screw and pin and measured each part with a micrometer. He had been reduced to verifying his scope settings and making sure that the firing pin still would be able to hit the primer. Coloring the primer of a spent shell with a small piece of tape, it looked like it would have enough force to fire a shell.
The trigger pull was still clean, short and very light. In the past, he had rifles that would fire if he slammed the bolt home too hard, but he had found it made them too unreliable. So the trigger pull was set light enough that it wouldn't pull the rifle off target when he squeezed it, but heavy enough to function even in a sand storm.
There was one bullet in the chamber, and the rest of the box of his custom built ammunition sat in their padded case next to the rifle.
His rifle was only single shot, but he had practiced rapid reloading to the point where he could shoot almost as fast as someone with a magazine in their rifle.
He recalled the sound of the bullets zipping around in front of the FBI headquarters and figured that his opponent had a smaller caliber rifle, probably no bigger than say .270, maybe even 7mm. It was a valid assumption that he would be going up against a human being rather than a machine, and he was probably shooting a rather small caliber.
He had the advantage of range and height, being in a tenth story hotel room that he'd rented just for this purpose. From his vantage point, he could see his truck parked in the lot in front of the hotel where he and Jackie had stayed.
Leo wondered how she was doing and what she had been working on since the morning of his arrest.
He'd settled in behind the open balcony door in his hotel room and sketched out all the terrain features he could see in his notebook. The laser range finder provided the distances to various features which were also noted. Using his binoculars, he tried to put himself in the mind of the other sniper, wondering where they would set up.
His over-watch position gave him a theoretical field of view of over a thousand yards. But the longest range he marked out was a mere seven hundred yards. The other sniper, given his caliber limitations, would probably be within three hundred yards. And there were plenty of places to shoot from within that range.
He used the last of his cheese cloth to tape to the door frame. It would look, at first glance, like it was closed. The advantage of using cheese cloth is that the shiny wax gave it some of the characteristics of glass, but he'd be able to shoot through it without possibly deflecting the shot.
Laying down on the spread he borrowed from the bed, he picked up his binoculars and started scanning likely spots for a sniper to hide, his rifle tucked under his arm.



Chapter 28

Allan Wells drove by the hotel where Leo was staying. At the very least, he could probably at least take him out. Being able to shoot FBI Agent Jeff Silver would be a big bonus and might be enough to get him out of heat with the organization.
His practiced eye quickly scanned the surrounding buildings for possible places to hide and snipe from.
There were several good possibilities. He'd shot from a roof before, but the FBI or the cops could defeat that by helicopter over-flights. And Denver was now almost a military camp with the governor asking for the National Guard to be activated to help maintain the peace. Never mind that most of the National Guard were currently chasing terrorists through Central Asia. At least it sounded like he was doing something.
Allan recognized the work of his fellow Black Hand members. There was obviously something big going on here, and he wondered what it was, though it only really mattered in his ability to survive.
When he finished this job, he planned on disappearing. For the past several years he'd been moving money out of the account where the company paid him and had hidden the funds in various offshore banks.
He could live comfortably for years on the interest.
Parking the truck, he decided to get out and walk. An on the ground reconnaissance was the only way that this was going to work as he knew he couldn't get a decent view of potential shooting sites while driving his lumbering former bread truck. It now sported decals from a fictitious heating and cooling company which would justify him lugging odd shaped equipment around. Even better, one of his favorite hides was a box made to look like an air conditioner/furnace unit. Stick it on the top of any building, it was light enough to be carried on a hand truck, and it wouldn't look out of place at all.
While originally designed for his remote sniper system, it was big enough that he could still use it.
Grabbing a clip board, he climbed from the truck. You could walk around almost anyplace if you had the proper uniform and a clip board.
Making sure his truck was locked, he set off to find a place to hunt from.
* * *
Leo noticed the heating and cooling company van parking down the block from the hotel room. It was the same size and shape as hundreds of others scattered throughout the city. But something about it attracted his attention and he couldn't place it. Except for the logo, it could have been a perfect duplicate of the van that had been sitting in the parking lot of Jackie's business when someone tried to snipe her.
He continued to watch it. His suspicions were confirmed when only one person got out of the van. Since when did any service company only send one person?
Last year, at the coin store, they had to replace the air conditioner. It was a bastard job in the summer heat and it had taken a crew of four people and a crane to install it.
Based on his limited experience, it didn't appear to be legit.
The person who got out of the truck was in his late twenties, reasonably fit looking under the company coveralls. Leo zoomed in with his binoculars. Under the brim of the cap, the face was unremarkable and plain. He scanned the man from head to foot.
His coveralls were too clean, but what really caught Leo's attention was that he was wearing sneakers. What employer would tolerate one of their workers possibly getting their toes smashed by a heavy piece of equipment?
Then again, who would look at a service person's feet to figure out if they were legitimate?
So, this guy was someone he needed to keep an eye on. Was he from the FBI or one of the other alphabet federal agencies? It was the only reason that Leo didn't shoot him where he stood. He was already on shaky ground with the feds and didn't want to blast one of their agents if he could help it. Not that he would have any problem in dropping the hammer on one of them if they got in the way, but why call unwarranted attention to yourself by blasting them as they stood on a sidewalk?
* * *
Leo saw that there was someone behind his truck, messing with it. He watched. The man tried to fiddle with the lock on the topper. He would be there a while as he had put in a new, stronger lock when he'd bought the vehicle. Not to say that you can't get into anything, but it wasn't a lock that you could pick with a paperclip and a small screwdriver.
The man pulled a small box from a duffel and started working on it. What the fuck was he doing?
* * *
Jackie rode the bus as far as she could take it and walked the rest of the way. The breeze washed through her hair and made her feel almost refreshed. She didn't know what she would do once she got back to the hotel room. Would Leo be there?
* * *
Jeff Silver gathered up all the resources he could put his hands on, calling in all favors. It didn't take much to fire up the HRT to help as they would run over their grandmothers in an APC to get revenge for their losses. The difficult thing would be holding them back. They would be very likely to stomp the shit out of anything that got in their way.
With more time, he could have been subtle, but the quickness he needed had forced him into using the only tool in his box, a hammer.
He'd briefed the teams, and they were getting ready to load up when his cell phone rang. Another number he didn't recognize.
“FBI Special Agent Jeff Silver.”
“Leo Marston here, you get my earlier message?”
He had to lean down to hear as the engines of the vehicles started.
“Yes. Where are you?”
“Hanging around. You going to follow up?”
“I can't say.”
“You better. I have one of the people responsible for the recent carnage tied up in my room. You'll enjoy talking to her. But don't accept any food or drink from her as she kills using poison.”
“How are you so sure…”
“It's the business I used to be in. I know.”
“Are you sending me into a trap?”
“Nope. As soon as I take care of a couple of things, I'll be happy to talk. But there’s something you could do for me in the meantime.”
“I'm almost afraid to ask.”
“There’s a guy at the back of my truck which is parked in the lot across from my hotel room. I think he's a car bomber. You mind getting there before he blows my truck up?”
“I'll see what I can do.”
“Be careful.”
“Why?”
“Because I won't be there to push your ass out of the way of a bullet.”
“Is that something that I should be concerned about?”
Leo laughed. Then he cut the connection.
Double dipped shit.
He jumped into the command vehicle. They had a lot of traffic to get through to get to the hotel and not a lot of time. Keying up the radio, he knew he'd have to brief the team en-route on the change in the situation.
There was the sinking feeling that he was being used as some sort of bait. But the only way to find out was to put his ass on the line and wiggle a bit. He hoped that he survived the experience.



Chapter 29

Leo settled in again behind his spotting scope. He watched with amusement as the heating and cooling guy struggled to pull a box up through a roof access cover. He should have made it more collapsible. Or at least improvised a bit more. Roof mounted air conditioners and heating units tended to be very large in order to spread their weight out over a larger surface area. So they were full of lots of empty space that could be used as a sniper hide.
Shut off the power at the unit, take a screwdriver and go to town. While he'd never had to shoot from such a hide, he had been trained in the concept.
Such a hide was for reasonably short term placement, as sitting in a big metal box for days on end, in the sun, would cook your brains in your skull. Then there was the possibility of having to deal with the repairman sent to fix the apparently broken unit.
He'd liked twisting the tail of the FBI Agent. It might keep the guy alive long enough for Leo to use him as proper bait.
Leo wished that he had a sound suppressor for his rifle. He could shoot the sniper when he got set up and then take a leisurely shot at the guy placing a car bomb in his truck.
But that wasn't the case, so he would have to make his shot count and hope the FBI made it in time to prevent his truck from being blown up.
He scanned the street again with his spotting scope. There was a familiar figure coming towards the hotel room. He twisted the zoom on his spotting scope and struggled to make out the features. Was that Jackie walking up the street?
* * *
Jackie was lost in her thoughts. How could she track down the software causing all this mayhem? There had to be some way to do it.
As a hacker, she knew that what one person had created, another, smarter hacker could undo. She hoped that she was that person.
She came to the street where their hotel was. Leo's truck was parked across the street. Did that mean that he was at the hotel? For the fortieth time today, she wished that he had a cell phone. Even though the man was smart and attractive in a rough way, that was off putting. So unlike Nathan in many ways. Thinking of Nathan caused a momentary pain in her chest. She shrugged it off and continued.
Behind Leo's truck was a figure. Was it Leo? There was only one way to find out. She carefully dodged traffic and made her way across the street.
* * *
Leo saw that the sniper had placed himself on top of the roof, in his hide. From below, it looked like another air conditioner or heater unit, but Leo could see right into it, where the sniper had pulled out a rifle, spotting scope and laser range finder and was carefully surveying the area. He scooted back, further out of the balcony. Not that he could be spotted from his angle, but it still paid to be careful.
Consulting his diagram, he figured the range and angle. The problem was when you shoot on an incline or decline the force and effect of gravity is less on the bullet, but the sight plane above the bore of the barrel remains the same. Because of this, the bullet will have a flatter trajectory and strike the target higher than what the intended point of aim was. So, to strike the target, the corrected straight line distance to the target, or sloped distance, must be corrected for gravity and the distance to the target.
He pulled the rifle off the case and took aim at the sniper. When he had the target in his cross hairs, took a look at the Angle Cosine Indicator (ACI) fastened to his rifle below the scope rail. Noting the cosine angle, he wrote that down and then lased the target for a more exact range.
Sliding back, he took out his calculator and multiplied the cosine number and the distance which gave him the exact straight line distance to the target. Looking at his rifle data card which was taped to the stock of his rifle, he changed his scope settings to match the new distance.
Then he took the temperature, humidity and barometric pressure. The wind looked to be about five miles an hour based on a flag flying by the hotel, heading into him. From there, he calculated the other changes he would need to his scope settings and checked his math. Right on. He adjusted his scope for the new settings.
It wasn't as accurate as some of the fancy ballistic computers the military was now using, but Leo had almost a dozen years of very long distance shooting. The numbers looked and felt right, which was much more important than what a computer could come up with.
Settling in behind his rifle, the coolness of the stock was reassuringly comfortable. Leo tried to push the thoughts of Jackie coming down the street and the danger from the car bomber out of his mind, but struggled to do it.
He couldn't settle his thoughts at all and the scope danced on the target. Shit.
Fuck it, he thought. He shifted off the rifle and pointed his spotting scope at his truck. Moving the magnification out, he saw that Jackie was approaching the truck. Double shit.
There was no way to get a shot at the car bomber without taking out Jackie. He didn't have the time to properly dope his rifle for the change in the angle and range. It was a shot that a movie sniper could do without thinking, but Leo was a realist and knew he couldn't make both shots.
Now what?
* * *
Jackie came around the back of the truck. There was a package sitting on the ground behind the vehicle and someone working on the topper door.
“Leo?” It didn't look like him from behind, but it could have been.
“Nope.” He was shorter and stouter than Leo, and was wearing a Tyvek suit complete with rubber gloves. What the hell?
“I'm a friend of his, just dropping something off for him.”
“Like what?”
He shrugged. “I don't know. He just wanted me to put this package in his truck for him.”
Then she saw the screwdriver. He had been trying to pry the door open with it. She had seen the locks on Leo's truck, much better than what had come with the vehicle, very difficult to pick. She could have picked them, but it wouldn't have been easy.
“I don't think so,” she said, stepping back.
The man pulled the screwdriver free and started moving towards her.
* * *
It was now time for Leo to fish or cut bait. The sniper had set up and was leaning over his rifle. While he couldn't directly see what the man was doing, he knew — cheek pressed against the rifle stock in a lover's embrace, all senses focused on the target, just waiting for the right opportunity.
Leo settled in behind his rifle, shifting so that it was set at his natural point of aim. Should he shoot and kill the sniper? Or take out the rifle? He wasn't an assassin anymore, and couldn't see damaging either.
Shooting to wound wasn't an option as even a tricky shot into an extremity with the caliber and power of his rifle would merely prolong death.
He made his decision. Shifted his aim. With a lover's gentle touch, he caressed the trigger.
* * *
Jackie didn't know how it happened, but in an instant, her gun was in her hand, pointing at the stranger's head.
He stopped. Lowered the screwdriver.
She continued to move back, and settled the front sight on his groin. It would allow her to see any movement that he made, and if she had to shoot, the groin was a good place to get started, and she could use the recoil to walk the rounds up into his chest and head. It was probably more than a bit disconcerting, having a pretty girl pointing a big ass gun at your family jewels.
“Drop it.”
The man smiled. “What are you going to do with that?”
“Last warning and then you can learn to sing Castrato.”
“What?”
Didn't anybody ever read anymore? “I'm going to blow your balls off and keep shooting until you are beyond dead.”
The man dropped the screwdriver.
There was a loud 'BANG.' Then what sounded like a freight train flew over their heads with a ripping sound ending with a heart-wrenching crack.
Someone started screaming.
* * *
His task complete, for the moment, Leo started packing up his gear. He hated having to put his rifle back in the case with the barrel still being warm as it would draw humidity as it cooled. But he needed to get the hell out of here.
A good sniper never fired more than two rounds from a particular location. To shoot more would invite counter-sniper fire, or in the modern military, an artillery or air strike.
While he felt that the FBI wasn't forward enough to employ something like the Boomerang Anti-Sniper System, which used microphones and sophisticated software to locate a sniper, it still paid to follow sniper doctrine and beat feet after taking a shot.
Before he packed his spotting scope away, he looked down at where his truck was parked. Jackie was pointing a handgun at someone. Good job. But she was on her own until either the feds showed up or he was able to get there.
After he was all packed up, he took another look around. No trace of his presence existed in the room. Before he left, he made a call.
He tossed his duffel over his shoulder and picked up his rifle case. Closing the door, he found himself smiling.
* * *
Despite the sound of what she figured was a gunshot, Jackie kept her cool and didn't pull the trigger.
He twitched, like he was going to try something.
“Hear that sound? It was my partner. The next shot is for you. If I don't get you first.”
There was the sound of screeching tires, vehicle doors opening and running.
Three men dressed completely in tactical black with 'FBI' across their chest in big white letters came from the street.
All of them pointed guns, short barreled rifles, at her. One shouted, “Don't move. FBI.”
She followed their instructions and soon found herself disarmed, and being handcuffed and dragged away along with the guy who had been fooling with Leo's truck.
Two men in heavily armored bomb suits approached the package.
“What's in that?”
She didn't get an answer and was led out into the street.
There was a man in a suit and body armor, wearing an FBI windbreaker, standing by a black van that had apparently brought the other FBI agents. The man had dark circles under his eyes and gray stubble showing on his unshaven face. His shirt was wrinkled and it looked like he had slept in it. He looked exhausted as he sucked on a cup of coffee.
“You Jackie Winn?”
She nodded.
“Where's Leo?”
“I haven't seen him in a couple of days. But I think I heard him working.”
A tired smile showed briefly on his face.
“I'm FBI Agent Jeff Silver. It's been a tough week or so.”
“I can imagine. Am I under arrest?”
“Not for now. But we do need to talk.”
“Will I need a lawyer?”
He shrugged. “It's entirely up to you. But I'm not currently looking at charging you with anything as long as you cooperate.”
She turned around so her back was towards him. “How about we lose the handcuffs then?”
He took the cuffs off.
“What was in the package that the bomb guys are so interested in?”
“A bomb.” He paused and listened to something that came over his earpiece radio. “A big one. Enough to take out a tank. Leo pissed someone off.”
She smiled. Leo could do that without too much trouble.
“How about we move out of the way of the bomb techs?”
He led her out past where fire trucks, police cars and more trucks full of tactically dressed FBI agents were all waiting. A helicopter hovered overhead, its rotor blades making chopping sounds.
Looking back, she saw a woman being taken out of her hotel room in handcuffs, already dressed in an orange jumpsuit by several men wearing Class A protective suits complete with respirators. Others followed, carrying brown paper bags sealed with red evidence tags.
“What’s that all about?”
Silver shrugged. “Another mess that Leo left for us — she was one of the people spreading chaos throughout the city.”
He turned to her and said, “What can you tell us about what has been going on around here recently?”
She leaned back against a squad car. The exhaust fumes from all the idling vehicles were almost enough to make her gag. “It’s a long story. How about we sit down someplace and talk about it?”



Chapter 30

Leo didn’t want to get involved with the mess in front of the hotel. Nor did he want to go over and introduce himself to the FBI. He’d been released once before by some unknown benefactor but wouldn’t count on that happening again.
The way he saw it, he hadn’t committed any crime worth mentioning and had only tried his best to help. Hell, he’d handed them three of the five assassins running around Denver. The other two were probably out of the country by now.
His truck was in the middle of a big crime scene, and it was probably best that he simply disappeared for a bit. But where to go?
Finally, it came to him. He flagged down a taxi and had the driver take him to within two blocks of Jackie’s home address. Being blessed with an almost eidetic memory helped him remember where she lived from the targeting package he had read what seemed like a lifetime ago.
After the taxi drove around the block, Leo trudged to the apartment building. Jackie lived on the fifth floor. The elevator didn’t work and the stairwell stank of old urine and fresh despair. His shoes crunched on discarded crack vials. What a fucking dump.
The locks on Jackie’s door were top of the line and he knew that there wasn’t any way he could, with his limited skills and tools, get past them.
He set his stuff down in front of her door and moved down the hallway a bit to the apartment next to hers.
Leo tapped on the door and it was answered by short Hispanic woman.
“Hi,” he said. “I’m Jackie’s brother, here in town for a bit. She was supposed to meet me here, and I’m a bit early. I don’t suppose you have a key so I could just let myself in?”
The woman eyed him suspiciously past the chain still fastened on the door. “How do I know you are who you say you are?”
“I don’t know if you heard that her boyfriend died recently. I was out of the country on business, but when I heard, I came out to help her.”
“What was her boyfriend’s name?”
“Nathan White. He died too young.” And hopefully he’s cooking someplace right now.
“Okay. Give me a minute.”
The door shut, and then there was the sound of the chain being taken off. Twenty seconds later, the door popped open and the woman stepped out holding a set of keys in her hand.
She fumbled around a bit, but got the door open.
Leo picked up his duffel bag and rifle case. “Thank you so very much.”
The woman nodded and watched him drag all of his stuff into the apartment. He shut the door and took a look around.
There were almost no personal touches to the place, no pictures, paintings or anything like that. The furniture was well worn, but the place was neat. In fact, it looked a great deal like Leo’s own apartment.
In a back bedroom was a computer with a huge screen. Other unidentifiable electronic and computer gear was stacked on metal shelves.
Jackie’s bedroom was also minimalist containing only a bed and a stack of computer books.
Leo settled down on her couch and took out his rifle and cleaning supplies.
He might as well clean his rifle while he waited for Jackie to show up — if she hadn’t been arrested by the FBI.
* * *
Tyrannicide was monitoring the news feeds and knew something was wrong. Three members of the Black Hand had been arrested. It began a pre-programmed subroutine, deleting many of its external links, just keeping enough open to continue to watch for certain events that would bring it back on line. Then it settled down to wait.
* * *
Jackie spent what seemed like days at the FBI office in Denver, going over her story, what she knew and what she thought had happened. Over and over again, from various angles, she was interrogated to the point where she had a blinding headache.
She did learn a few things, though. And it just brought on more questions that she didn’t have answers for.
Finally, she pleaded to be able to go home and promised to come back in the morning for further ‘interviews.’
She wasn’t very surprised to find Leo sitting on her couch when she got home.
He had apparently been dozing. His rifle case now sported stickers from various rock bands and guitar and amp manufacturers.
Standing, he came over to where she was waiting in the doorway.
“You taking up playing the guitar?”
“No. It’s a great disguise for a rifle case though. How are you doing?”
She closed the door. “It’s been a shitty week.” Leo took her hand and led her to the couch.
“So, where have you been, with the FBI?”
“Yeah. They want to talk to you in a bad way. But they’re scared of you for some reason.”
Leo smiled.
“Did you miss while shooting at that sniper or deliberately aim at his scope?”
“I couldn’t bring myself to kill him, nor destroy his rifle, so I did the next best thing. There’s been enough killing in this town and I didn’t need to add to the body count. Did you find anything out?”
She settled back and said, “Well, Nathan’s real name was Niksa Ciganovic. He was Serbian and emigrated when he was five years old.”
Leo looked thoughtful for a moment. “The last name sounds familiar. Yes. Milan Ciganovic was one of the founders of the original Black Hand. He died in 1929, in Serbia, after spending World War I living in this country. So Nathan is the end of a long line of people who ran an assassination ring.”
She nodded. “Apparently so. The FBI is hot after it, and the associated publicity. I just want to get on with my life and forget all of this.”
“What about the software?”
“It’s gone. I was able to trace it back from where I loaded it onto the Internet, but from there it’s disappeared. The FBI is following up, but I don’t think they’ll have much more luck.”
“What about us?”
“I don’t know. I don’t even know your real name; I just have more questions than answers.”
He took her hands into his. “How about this to start — the name I was born with was Max Jennings. I suspect that my father was a professional killer; no matter, he was an alcoholic bastard. I was recruited to be an assassin after I was thrown out of college when I was a suspect in my father’s murder. I killed eleven people, all of them at a range of over six hundred yards. And one with a letter opener when he tried to recruit me to kill you. I’m not proud of what I did, but I’m no longer that person. Can we work beyond my past, perhaps to a future for both of us?”
“I don’t know. Really, I don’t. So much has happened in the past week… I’m going to need some time to figure it all out.”
Leo found a piece of paper and a pen and wrote some addresses and a phone number.
Handing them to her, he said, “If you change your mind, you can reach me here — I’ve also included my apartment address, though I don’t have a phone there. Probably, it’s best to try and reach me through the coin store. If you need anything I’ll come running. Anything at all. Even if you just want to talk.”
She took the paper, not knowing what to do or say. He looked into her eyes, gently kissed her on the lips, gathered up his things and quietly left, tearing another gaping hole into her heart.
* * *
Leo was examining a 1909 S VDB Lincoln penny that was very close to having a Very Fine grading, but might be Extremely Fine. The problem was that, for each type of coin, there are different things to look for in determining if a coin meets a certain grade. The difference in what Leo would pay was three hundred to six hundred dollars. Naturally, he wanted to buy it as cheap as possible, but had some leeway as he did have a customer looking for one in about this grade to complete his Lincoln penny collection. That there were only 484,000 of them minted made it one of the most valuable Lincoln pennies anyone could own.
The door to the shop opened and Jackie stepped in. It had been three months since he had seen her and had been constantly thinking about her. He had been torn between trying to get in touch with her and wanting to let her have the time and space to deal with her problems. But he carried the picture that had been taken for her targeting package in his wallet and thought about her often.
She had let her hair grow out and it only added to her beauty. It helped that she was wearing a summer dress that showed off her shapely figure.
Stunned, Leo set the coin down on the counter and walked over to her. Taking her hands into his, he said, “Jackie, what are you doing here?”
“I heard there was a coin store that needed some computer expertise. So I thought I’d stop by and offer my services.”
“Anything else?”
She looked into his eyes. “I think we have some unfinished business to take care of…” The she reached up and kissed him.
— The End—
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