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Chapter One
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The Bumper stared across the park from his bench. Normally, the emerging blossoms in Louisville, Kentucky, would raise the spirits of those who had endured another harsh northern winter. He felt none of that. Hired killers often spend the winters traveling for work.

He would occasionally look down, then up, appearing disinterested in his surroundings, but it was part of the charade, merely blending in until his mark showed up. After that, it was Game Time. Money Time. 

Bumper Time.

Sunset in Kentucky in late April was around eight-fifteen p.m., so he had plenty of natural light at seven-thirty p.m. If his target was punctual, he should appear at seven-forty-five p.m., dog in tow, eyes glued to his smartphone.

Dogs could be a hazard, though. Unpredictable.

The Bumper had all but dropped his given name for the professional moniker he had established in Sofia, Bulgaria. An impoverished child turned self-professed thug, he spent his adolescence on the streets, where he found his violent skills and vicious temperament made him more money than working in restaurants, as his high school friends had. In the ensuing years, the young man gained a reputation that the internet naturally promoted and the dark web enhanced. He soon made all the right friends, did important people favors, and attracted wealthy clients. His ability to bump off targets with little evidence that a crime had been committed was nothing short of astonishing in a forensic world. His reputation grew as his targets became more prominent. The killer had a luxury afforded few paid assassins: The Bumper could pick his assignments. He answered to no one.

Which made his current predicament even more puzzling.

It was such a simple e-mail, really. The request arrived overnight in mid-November to his dark web account. It outlined the terms of the scheme, including the communication system, pay structure, and travel expense renumeration. Would he be willing to take on such a mission?

If so, reply within forty-eight hours. 

Twelve kills in twelve months. An astounding one-hundred-fifty-thousand dollars a job. It was easily the most lucrative job offer he’d received, and he could multiply that by twelve! By Christmas of this year, he’d pocket one million-eight-hundred-thousand dollars. It was money only the starving child he had once been could scarcely dream of. Should he succeed and avoid detection (for both himself and The Client), there would be a seven-hundred-thousand-dollar bonus on the last day of the year.

Two-and-a-half-million dollars! 

It wasn’t just because of the money. It was the challenge, and The Client knew it. 

The Bumper took the bait and replied within twenty-four hours.

He then spent the last week of November tracing the email in search of The Client. Was it a trap? After days of trolling code and outsourcing the search, he came up empty. URLs were dummies, rerouting was infinite, and replies came back scrambled.

Whoever had hired him was good. Very good.

But he should have known. Nothing is ever that easy. Not that he couldn’t handle it; it just surprised him.

December saw a flurry of activity that began with the avoidance of all personal contacts, the creation of a discrete bank account, and the assurance the newly arrived encrypted cell phone was operational and hack-proof. Minimal packing was required as new clothes could be purchased throughout the year depending on the situation.

As outlined, he received his first target in another coded email package on January first. The Bumper flew to the United States to begin his deadly assignment by killing a young, single hipster lawyer in Missouri who had pissed off The Client. Few details other than a name, occupation, and address. The Bumper did a logistics search of both his neighborhood and his Kansas City office. He knew within days that neither was ideal.

Fate intervened. The Kansas City Chiefs had enjoyed a first-round bye in the National Football League AFC playoffs and therefore hosted the upset-minded Jacksonville Jaguars at GEHA field at Arrowhead Stadium on Saturday the twenty-first. Plenty of people, but few witnesses. An enormous crowd in search of transit after shivering in the cold for four hours, or drinking to avoid it, made for perfect by-standers.

The Bumper followed his target for five days to ensure he was easily recognizable from behind while walking. If he felt conspicuous, he could easily peel away until the next day.

After all, he had the entire month.

But Saturday, January twenty-first, was perfect. The Bumper felt little pressure as he walked himself through the day. He would enjoy his first American football game in person, then eliminate a man on the way out. He had to make sure the first kill was impressive for The Client. A botched January job would be both an end to his contract and a blot on his resume.

The secondary ticket market made getting a seat for the game possible, though expensive. He would pocket one-hundred-fifty-thousand dollars for his efforts, but spending fifteen-hundred dollars on a cold seat was a hefty expense.

An Uber driver picked up the mark at noon for the late afternoon kickoff. The target wore a black puffy winter coat and a signature red toque with the Chief’s logo prominent on the front. He could so easily blend into the crowd if you took your eyes off him for even a second. The killer didn’t worry at all. The digital GPS tracker he’d attached to the man’s smartphone made trailing him child’s play. 

Within fifteen minutes of kickoff, the victim, enjoying the final three hours of his existence, arrived at his premium seat, easily affordable given his affluent lifestyle. The Bumper swiped, thumbed, and clicked a setting. Should the target move as much as five feet, the killer would get a notification. He settled into his general admission seat high above the field. He spent the game cheering when the crowd cheered, booing when the crowd booed, and listening for his phone.

At the beginning of the fourth quarter, The Bumper rose from his seat and walked up to the concourse level. From there, he could stroll the circumference of the stadium without notice. Concession stands and washrooms guaranteed ample foot traffic and cover.

He waited above the stairs where his target sat many rows below at field level. Gazing down the aisle, he saw the seats were at the mid-point of the field. The Bumper knew enough about sports to know fans coveted them, but only the chosen few could afford them.

He hoped that Kansas City would pull away from Jacksonville and empty the stadium early, but it was a tight game, and the mark showed no sign of leaving early. The Bumper watched the clock for the last five minutes of the game, which took almost a half hour. 

Finally, as the seconds ticked down to a twenty-seven to twenty Kansas City victory, the crowd poured out of the stadium as one. 

The Bumper stood against a back wall and watched his phone. His target was approaching, but slowly. 

Impatience was not an option. That was how mistakes were made. Killers who became impatient didn’t get a second chance.

Finally, the man appeared, alone, and joined the throng heading for the exit ramps and the parking lot where he would find his Uber waiting.

The Bumper had a couple of minutes at most.

He fell in behind Mr. January as they reached the ground level and passed through the stadium gates simultaneously, exiting into the parking lot. Thousands of joyous fans whooped and celebrated. Horns honked and headlights blinded pedestrians as the revelers darted across the exit roadways.

The target hiked along the sidewalk to the far staging area where Uber rides and cabs would hope for a big fare and a large tip. Along the side, Kansas City transit buses lined the sidewalk for those who wanted a cheaper ride and didn’t mind the longer drive. They were party buses that night, with no one looking outside the windows.

The Bumper closed the gap and slapped the man’s phone from his hand, hearing it crack on the sidewalk and disappear under a bus. Furious, the victim turned to confront his attacker. The Bumper was already a step ahead. He leaped with his arm folded and, with the force of his descending elbow, crushed the man’s forehead, just enough to stun him unconscious as The Bumper slid him under the bus beside the fallen phone.

From slap to snap, it was over in seconds. No one was aware of what had happened at the end of the line, in the dark. The victim lay unconscious. Within seconds, the bus started up and moved forward, crushing him to death.

The job went perfectly. That wasn’t the concern. The problem happened exactly five minutes later. That was the moment The Bumper felt his first regrets.

The appearance of tonight’s target roused the killer from his memories. Mr. April was the oldest so far of the four. The man was also the strongest of the year’s quartet. This job would call for more than a gentle nudge or a quick shove. He had to employ more than stealth. 

The city park comprised interlocking paths and swimming pool-sized flower plots. It was fifty-five steps from the assassin’s bench to the mouth of the victim’s pathway. Having mapped it out earlier that afternoon, he watched as his target reached the all-important spot. The Bumper casually stood and began to walk. 

As both approached the “Y” split on the path, The Bumper’s greatest concern was realized. It was the dog. The animal reared and growled as the lawyer looked up from his phone in annoyance and dragged at the pet. 

Animals always know. 

The Bumper continued his casual walk along the ‘Y’ path, confident that the soon-to-be-victim would now follow, instead of lying in spasms in the bushes. He flicked the pocketed taser to ‘standby’.

He quickly moved to Plan B as he took out the gum and waited at a trash can (his favorite surveillance spot) while the half-oblivious pair approached. The dog had settled somewhat but remained wary. That could still be a problem. The Bumper popped the gum into his mouth.

As the man drew closer, The Bumper turned on his charming smile.

“Alex? Is that you? Oh, my God. How are you?” and moved in for a shoulder embrace.

Alex Dunn accepted the confused greeting as the taser slammed fifty-thousand volts through him. He flopped to the ground, his eyes rolling and froth spewing from his mouth. The killer dropped and shoved the wad of gum down his throat as the now confused dog barked and whined in concern. Its yelps would attract attention in moments.

The Bumper knew that even with the cotton membrane he had attached to the taser, and the fact he hadn’t gone directly on his skin, there would still be a scar. But it would only look like a burn mark. 

What police would find, however, is a man who suffered from episodes of spasmodic dysphonia who had choked on a huge wad of gum while in a full attack walking his dog.

The Bumper made his escape down the path toward the side street that would lead to a main traffic road. But his mind remained troubled. It started in January and occurred in February and March as well. Would it happen tonight?

After inserting the wad into poor Alex’s mouth and walking away, he began counting. When he reached three hundred seconds... five minutes... he felt better. 

It would be short-lived. The telltale ding from his phone alerted him that his one-hundred-fifty-thousand dollars had been deposited into his account.

Four unrelated kills in four months in four cities. He’d been paid exactly five minutes after each kill.

The Bumper scoured the park entrance one last time before blending into the stream of pedestrians, making their way aimlessly through life. 

After a short block and a quick corner, he found his car in the quiet strip mall. He looked around before unlocking the vehicle to ensure he hadn’t been followed. Physically, at least. He knew he was being tailed, somehow.

He sat in the driver’s seat and stewed. ‘How did The Client know that he’d completed the job successfully on each occasion?’

The Bumper had to acknowledge there was only one way. 

The Client was watching.
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Chapter Two
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Robert Hannah was not a morning person. He’d never been a morning person. To him, the best part of the morning was midnight until about four a.m. That was always a great time. But these people who loved dawn and would go jogging...ugh. Not for him.

His ex-wife, Stacey, the adrenaline junkie, was like that. She was “seize the day” and all those goofy motivational phrases. When she left three years ago, he was free to live the life he wanted on his terms. At least that was what he convinced himself.

Robert cracked an eyelid as a pounding drummed against his consciousness. Was it a dream or last night’s rum reminding him how much fun they had?

The thumping began again and sounded more insistent this time. He did his best to call out to ask the offending party to stop pounding, but it sounded more like a threat laced with enough expletives to get him tossed from a bar.

The pounding resumed with a voice adding, “Come on, Hannah. Get up. I can hear you dying in there.”

Hannah rolled from his couch into a painfully seated position. He was naked and mildly hungover. A glance at his phone told him it was eleven-seventeen a.m.

“I don’t have all day, bud,” the voice shouted while the pounding resumed.

Hannah tried to organize his thoughts to determine whether the would-be intruder was “friend” (had virtually none of those) or “foe,” perhaps a victim of last night’s high-stakes poker game (he’d had several). Maybe the nudity could act as a deterrent. He stumbled to the condo door and feebly asked who it was.

“It’s Tom Brady. Wanna play catch?”

Hannah groaned. If he had any friends left, it would be Curt Downey, but he didn’t want Downey to see him right now. He didn’t want anyone to see him right now. Not like this. 

“Come on Pally, I’ve seen you naked before, and I’ve seen you look like shit before, so whichever it is, just open the door,” Downey called from the hallway.

Hannah pulled the latch back and unlocked the door, swinging it open.

His friend stared wide-eyed. “Oh, it’s both. Naked and shit. What happened to you this time?” He asked, brushing by Hannah on his way into the condo.

Robert Hannah’s condo overlooked the Charles River in Boston, Massachusetts. While not the penthouse, the tenth-floor view was stunning and expensive. Most of the adornments had been left behind by his ex-wife, except the fully stocked bar. That was his.

“To what do I owe the horror of this visit?” Hannah asked. He watched his friend move about the condo, straightening things as he went, as if he owned the place.

“Jesus, did you sleep on the couch?” Downey asked.

“I woke up there a few moments ago, so based on that body of evidence, Mr. FBI Agent, I would say you are correct.” Hannah answered.

Downey smirked and turned to his college roommate from so many years ago.

Hannah hated that look. That ‘friend’ look. That disappointed look. The look of pity.

“How are you, Robert?” It always started the same. Downey was like a one-man intervention.

“I’m naked and hungover at eleven-thirty on a Tuesday morning, Curt. How do you think I am?”

“It’s Wednesday, Robert, and you look like shit.”

Hannah leaned with his back to the door and, with no self-awareness of his current lack of clothing, swung it back open.

“Thank you, Curt, for that wonderful imitation of a cuckoo clock, alerting me to time and date, so if that is all you have today, would you not so kindly find your way back to the lobby and screw off?”

His friend tensed his lips to ward off the retort and purposely sat down. Hannah sighed. “This was going to be a thing,” he thought as he slammed the door.

“First,” Downey said, “go put some clothes on. You’re thirty-five, for God’s sake.”

“I’m thirty-four.” Hannah fired back as he ambled to his bedroom. He grabbed a pair of cast-off sweatpants and a bundled t-shirt. He popped into the bathroom to answer nature’s call, pronounced himself presentable, and wandered back, disinterested, into the living room.

A small box and card lay on the coffee table. ‘What was this about?’ Hannah wondered.

“You are thirty-five, asshole. Happy birthday.” Downey said.

Hannah’s tough guy exterior dented a little. “That’s today?”

“I’m pretty sure. I wasn’t actually there when your mother pushed you out, but you claimed it was.”

Hannah dropped defeated into a plush loveseat and rubbed his face. 

“Not the way you thought you’d be celebrating your thirty-fifth?” Downey asked.

“I celebrate all the time! Look around. Every day is my birthday! No one to tell me what to do, no boss to let me know when to work. I live every man’s dream life.” Hannah answered.

“Uh huh,” Downey said. “Still trolling Harvard for girls and poker games?”

“It’s not trolling if they text you first. And it’s very lucrative.”

“The poker or the girls?”

Hannah shook his head. He would not get into it for the hundredth time with him.

Downey said, “I came to take you to lunch for your birthday and give you your present.”

“Well, CD, I’m not hungry, so you can leave the box and card on the table and consider me grateful.”

“Oh, the card and box are from Laurel. She thinks there’s still hope for you. No, I have something far more valuable than a new silk tie.”

Hannah paused. “Your wife bought me a silk tie? When would I ever wear a silk tie?”

Downey stood up. “Let’s go to lunch. I will give you your present there.”

“Is it a different tie?” Hannah asked.

“No,” Downey answered, opening the door. “It’s a puzzle.”

FBI Agent Curtis Downey joined the agency out of Harvard, having completed his studies in mathematics and statistics. His interests in law-enforcement were limited but his expertise in analysis proved him valuable in a statistic driven world. He rarely saw danger if he could avoid it, and his unique abilities to weave bits of evidence into patterns of behavior were crucial in the growing field of algorithms. Agent Downey could sit in front of a computer screen all day but thrived in a team atmosphere where his strong presentation skills could command a boardroom.

He was going places.

Downey could have been an actuarial accountant, worked nine-to-five, made an easy six-figure salary, and lived the suburban life. But he also knew he could have ended up like his college roommate. Brilliant but unfocussed. A self-destructive genius.

Downey may be a rising star in the Federal Bureau of Investigation, but at Harvard fifteen years ago, he was just another classmate mesmerized by Hannah sparring with a professor over a theory of ‘patternicity’. 

“I understand, professor,” Hannah would intone with mild condescension, “but there can be no ‘clustering illusion’ without ‘confirmation bias’. They may indeed be two distinct features, but without pre-determined bias, there would be no ‘clustering illusion’.”

“Robert,” the professor would patiently reply, knowing Hannah’s first name in a hall of three hundred sophomores because of his frequent challenges, “the theory does not pre-suppose a bias, it merely allows for one. But a bias need not exist to uncover a clustering illusion.”

“Of course it does!” Hannah would retort, the students weary from the constant interruptions. “If I see blue cars everywhere without being asked to do so, I have a bias toward blue cars.”

The arguments always ended the same way. Hannah would be asked to remain after the lecture, where a more private dialogue would bring greater clarity to his concerns.

Downey graduated with honors, in awe of his roommate. Cracks in Hannah’s personality, though, showed a defiance of authority and a rebellious streak toward the status quo, an unusual trait in mathematics majors where order was the name of the game.

Downey followed his love of math and duty to country, along with an adventurous streak to the FBI in Quantico. Hannah bounced from firm to firm, then job to job, until his marriage fell apart and his life spiraled. Downey caught wind of Hannah’s high stakes poker lifestyle and knew that one day, he would forget when to fold them.

His friend and college roommate would either end up broke or dead. 

They arrived at the deli around the corner from Hannah’s condo and grabbed a small booth at the window. “You get an appetite yet, Pally?”

“Not much, but hey, it’s my birthday.”

The diner was crowded for a late morning, leaving only a couple of free tables from the dozen available. A view of the water was its charm. The prices on the menu guaranteed exclusivity. 

Downey ordered a smoked chicken on rye and Hannah ordered a glass of water and an “I’ll see in a bit.” The server sauntered away.

“I’m sorry I haven’t been around a lot lately, Robert.” Downey said. 

“Not a problem. I was busy training for the marathon, anyway. Then I slept in.” Hannah said. 

Agent Downey chuckled as he reached into the breast pocket of his overcoat. He pulled out a small booklet with a few sheets of loose paper.

“Pictures of the girls?” Hannah asked. 

“The girls?” Downey parroted. “And their names are...”?

Hannah shook his head. Downey wondered how much damage the booze was doing.

“Emma and Bailey are good. They really are the cutest girls.” Downey answered.

“They get that from their mother, I trust.”

“Thank God,” Downey quipped. “Last thing we need is a balding near adolescent in the house. It was our old dog that took after me.”

The food arrived with Hannah’s tall glass of ice water as Downey watched the silence unnerve his friend. Finally, Hannah asked, “So, the FBI agent said something about a puzzle?”

Downey wiped his mouth of the mayo and flipped open the booklet on the table.

“Before I say anything further, two important points.” He stated.

“Agent Downey, may I interrupt to state that the first point requires extreme discretion by all involved? I am not to share the details of my birthday present, and you must not be identified as the source of this information.”

Downey fought the urge to smirk. Apparently, the present was working. He was seeing glimpses of his old roommate.

“That is correct, Pally. The second is even more important. You must not work on the puzzle. Ever.”

Downey watched the bewilderment wash over Hannah’s face. As he sat stone-faced, the server materialized to ask how Downey was enjoying his sandwich, and if Hannah was ready to order yet.

“Pastrami on rye, please. Oh, with a candle in it, if that’s OK? It’s my birthday.”
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Chapter Three
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“Never? What good is a puzzle if I can’t ever try to solve it? What sort of masochist brings a puzzle you can’t solve for a guy’s birthday?” Hannah exclaimed.

“Because I can only show you part of the puzzle. I only want you to see if there is anything to solve. If there is no actual answer to the puzzle, then happy birthday. But if you arrive at a solution, tell me the answer, then leave it alone.”

Hannah nodded. “So, you want me to write act one of a play without telling you how it ends?”

Downey shook his head. “Absolutely not. I want you to tell me if there is a play at all. I’ll then determine how it ends.”

Hannah flexed his hands as his face betrayed his wandering mind. Downey had seen it years ago in lecture halls, at poker tables, and occasionally late at night when he struggled to make use of his gifts.

Hannah said, “Remember the part in The Firm when Tom Cruise is making supper while the envelope with the law firm’s offer is sitting on the kitchen table? His wife wants to open it, but he says not to because he knows what’s inside?”

“Of course,” Downey said.

“Is that my present today? A piece of a puzzle that you know I can solve, hoping I’ll be drawn into the bigger picture?”

“No, Pally. I wish I had something that big for you. I am no Tom Cruise if you haven’t noticed. So, I’ll come clean. You guessed one part. I have a bit of a puzzle, but I don’t have time to waste if it’s nothing. But if it is something, I don’t want to fluff it off. So, I thought, who better to take this on ‘for free’ than my college roommate genius? Do you still want it? Even if it is a waste of time and a bit of a pity present to keep you busy?”

“Wait,” Hannah said. “You brought along some random FBI shit that may be nothing as a birthday present to keep me sober?”

“When you put it like that, I should feel bad, but I don’t. Do you want it or not?” Downey asked.

Hannah smiled. “Hell, yeah.”

Back at the condo, Hannah flipped through the half dozen photocopies of notes from Agent Downey. “Three people died over the past four months. Do you want to see if they are related?” He asked.

“Yeah. To go back to Harvard, my FBI confirmation bias is looking for a criminal pattern in the clustering illusion of these three deaths. But there is no evidence a crime was committed. Just three rich dudes who died.”

Hannah laughed at the memory of the reference. “So, what’s the puzzle?”

“Look at the deaths and see if there is a pattern. Is there any way they could be connected? I’ve googled their business associates, their common interests, and there is nothing.”

“So, why are you investigating at all?” Hannah asked.

“Great question, Pally. We got a call from the Kansas City office about the guy in January who slipped under a bus after the Chief’s playoff win. Crushed him. Me? I think...big deal? But they thought it looked too fishy, though witnesses were vague. Then we got a report from Lansing, Michigan, about a wealthy art collector who supposedly killed himself by taking a quick trip out of a twelfth-floor window.”

“Supposedly?” Hannah asked.

“Yeah, apparently, his phone was chock full of appointments and exhibit appraisal meetings, so suicide was a shock to his associates. They urged an investigation, but it went nowhere. Disillusionment runs rampant in the Midwest. It happens.”

“And the third guy?”

“This is where my stomach got the puzzle butterflies. A high-priced lawyer was found dead in a park while walking his dog in Louisville. When the EMTs arrived, they found a wad of gum lodged in his throat. There must have been two or three enormous pieces of bubble gum. Thing is, according to associates, the guy never chewed gum. Found it disgusting. I had them send the profile, and he suffered from a condition known as ‘spasmodic dysphonia’.”

“It makes your throat spasm and can affect your voice.”

“Exactly. So, it was suspicious that a guy who hated chewing gum because of his condition would be found dead in a spasm position with a gag-inducing wad in his mouth.”

“What have the police found?”

“Little to date. That only happened a couple of weeks ago. It crossed my desk last week.”

Hannah sat back. Three men died in accidental or self-inducing manners within weeks of each other. Each in a different city. Total strangers to each other. 

“I’ll assume you’ve put this through the ‘Improbability Principle’?” Hannah asked.

“Anecdotally, but outside of the strange details of their deaths, there is really no evidence of a crime. Each can be explained away as a tragic accident or suicide.”

“Okay,” Hannah said, “so let’s do it now. How often do you get details of a strange death that appears to be accidental?”

Downey considered the question. “Often.” He answered.

“How many of them are male?” Hannah asked.

“The vast majority of them. Most women die as obvious victims. Or by their own hand.”

“Okay, how many are rich men?”

Downey paused. “That I would have to look up.”

Hannah grew more interested in the details of the puzzle. “So, now the Improbability Principle shows itself. When you look up your ‘rich men’ statistics, see how many rich men die accidentally in clusters of three within four months. My guess is that rarely happens.” Hannah said.

“Okay, smart guy,” Downey countered, “but the Improbability Principle is supposed to thwart the belief that random things are just that. It confirms that most coincidences are actually more common than we believe.”

“Precisely, Dr. Watson,” Hannah said. “But, if someone, or someones, are involved in killing rich single men in monthly clusters that appear random but are in fact linked, then we don’t have a puzzle at all. We have a pattern.”

Downey blinked. “I didn’t say they were single.” He reached for the papers. “Are they single?”

Hannah laughed. “Of course they are. There isn’t a single statement from a grieving spouse. One, two or all three may be divorced, but at the time they shook off their mortal coil, there was no one to mourn their passing.”

Hannah collected the sheets, tapped them on the table to straighten them into a neat pile, and handed them back to his former college roommate.

“Find out how often four rich single men die accidentally in a four-month period, and you will have your solution. If the answer is ‘never,’ then you need to decide what to make of that. Either way, thank you for my birthday present and the puzzle.”

Downey collected the sheet as he stood. “Four men? Do you think there is another?”

Hannah walked his friend to the condo door. “Yes, I do. And if there is, then that is the confirmation. Remember my Beatles party puzzle?”

Agent Downey laughed. “Oh, my God, you don’t still use that on girls, do you?”

“Not as often now. Few know the Beatles by name. But if I asked, what four men are grouped when you hear the names, John, Paul...and of course, everyone says, ‘The Beatles!’”

Downey finished the puzzle, “Until you say, ‘Peter and Andrew’.”

“If the girls quickly say ‘Beatles’, then I have a chance. If they say ‘Apostles and Saints’, then I leave them alone.”

Agent Downey laughed. “You always got the girl, Pally. So, what am I looking for then?”

“You’re looking for Ringo, CD. The death that confirms the other three. The fourth that completes the pattern. But at least you have a timeline.”

“I do?” Downey asked.

“It would have happened in February. Look for a random accidental death of a single rich man in February. These sheets show one in January, March, and April. Find Mr. February, and you have your answer.”

Hannah opened the door, but before Downey left, he turned and asked, “What did you mean when you said ‘thanks for the birthday present and the puzzle’? The puzzle was your present.”

Hannah softened his crusty gaze at his longtime friend. The only friend he had left. The only one who took the time. “No, Curt. You stopping by was my real present.” 
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Chapter Four
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The Client put the finishing touches on the May submission. The first four months of the year had helped to confirm the process. Dive deep into profiles, study album pics, engage if necessary to determine attitude.

After all, The Client knew they only needed one. If there was a choice, they simply kept the second as a consideration for later, provided they fit the criteria.

Mr. May had been on the radar since March. Wealthy, slick, and entitled. He was single by choice. 

A player.

There were few pictures, but his persona oozed through the profile. Words such as “affluent”, “cultured” and The Client’s (least) favorite, “selective”, as if interested individuals were nothing more than menu items. 

They debated whether to add a concern to this package. The Client had high praise for the killer’s work, but the terms insisted on discretion. They had left the manner of death in the hands of The Bumper, though there would be pertinent details from the soon-to-be victim’s life that might enable him to tailor a specific action. But The Client had a growing concern the attacks were becoming too public, and therefore more likely to attract attention.

A click back brought up the news story of Alex Dunn, dubbed Mr. April. His manner of death in a park was public enough that a few enterprising witnesses had snapped some social media pics of the scene, and they had made their way on-line. The Client understood that perhaps an odd death would gain traction, but three of them had made the news in the first four months. 

To The Client, that was the opposite of discreet.

It was vital to the plan that The Bumper carry out orders unimpeded to the very end. In fact, it was the purpose of the plan. If he should be caught, then the entire operation was a failure. 

Twelve months, twelve victims. 

The Client could jump to the very end, but the symmetry provided the beauty. No, The Bumper had to show more tact and less flair in his executions. 

They added a note to that effect in the email and sent the submission through the routing channels. It would take almost eighteen hours for the file to reach his inbox only a few states away.

The Client might quietly admit that if the deaths were never connected, then the plan was proceeding as conceived. Still, arrogance was a luxury they could not afford.

Surely, no one would be gifted enough to follow all the breadcrumbs back to the source, but they hadn’t expected the assassin to be so brazen. 

“Perhaps I should have been clearer at the outset,” thought The Client.

The calendar was ticking. Eight months to go. No one had yet made a single connection, and even if suspicions would be raised down the road, the separate law enforcement agencies would chase their tails. By the time anyone caught a whiff of the clues, it would be too late.

The game would be over before anyone knew one had started.

This made The Client smile. 

They closed the laptop and turned to look out the window.

It was going to be another lovely day in the desert.

The Bumper woke to the familiar ping of his email notification. He gave himself a few precious seconds to clear his mind of sleep before opening it. 

Much like his payment, The Client’s profile submission always arrived within minutes of its allotted timeframe, the first day of the month at seven a.m. local time. 

He got up from his motel bed and padded to the bathroom for nature’s call. A quick shower, teeth brushing and a shave. Appearance was everything if you wanted to blend in.

At seven-thirty, The Bumper opened the submission and frowned at the accompanying note. It was the first time in which his methods were discussed, let alone criticized. He bristled at the word “discretion,” as if his actions were impulsive. 

The money was good, but this task was becoming bothersome. He considered a tart reply, but his better judgement chimed in. The Client was in charge. 

“I won’t let their apprehension cloud my process,” he said aloud. What was that American saying? Ah, yes. “This says more about them than it does about me.”

He let his anger dissipate before he clicked open the dossier. As he did, he felt another stab of irritation. It took too long from the email opening to the file opening. Surely The Client would receive timed notifications on both. They would know he spent some time reading the notes and gave it consideration. The consideration that made them regret hiring him.

The Bumper got up and walked around the room. He was losing his cool despite feeling justified by having his professionalism questioned. The Bulgarian assassin had to calm down, but it was a tough way to wake up. No one had a clue that he was a one-man execution team across the United States. No one could put it together by the time Christmas rolled around.

Eight more kills, then he could go home. He let that sink in.

He slumped behind the laptop. The Bumper studied the profile of another man who had encountered The Client. Big mistake. 

The Bumper had long wondered how these individuals could have made such a horrible impression from so far away. In just four months, he had traveled to New York, then driven to Missouri. From there, he had weaved a web through the other states on the list. Clearly, The Client must be a jet-setter as well, because they were keeping tabs on him. Enough to know when the job was complete.

After reading enough about his May mission, he looked back at the location.

Where is Ohio?
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Chapter Five
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Hannah tried to silence his phone by blindly stabbing at the screen. It continued to ring unabated. Sliding it off the bed to the floor was unsuccessful as well. 

Daylight seeped through the floor-to-ceiling drapes that shielded him from the view of the Charles River on sunny mornings. It was an expensive view to miss, but one he was determined to avoid. It would still be there in the afternoon.

The caller clearly had other ideas. Rather than leave a considerate voice message, they were committing a serious infraction. Rousing Hannah from slumber prior to the very moment he deemed the day to begin was a major faux pas.

Call once, an inconsideration. Repeated calls? A serious breach of etiquette that would cost them a Robert Hannah tongue lashing or something less emphatic. They might suffer the cold shoulder for a week.

Hannah slid his head down the side of the bed, spotted the form of his phone on the side throw rug, and retrieved the offending device. He made out the name of his ex-roommate and clicked the bottom green button. “You seemed to have forgotten a lot about me, compadre.” he said.

“No, I was going to keep calling until I got a live human, even if they sound as dead as you do at eleven-fifteen,” Downey replied.

Hannah cracked an eye fully open and searched his screen. Yup, eleven-seventeen a.m.

“What if I was busy with my latest conquest? Or out saving cats in trees?”

Downey laughed through the phone. “Dude, we are still hooked up on ‘location finder.’ I can practically see you in bed.”

“Must be important if you called so early.”

“Important phone calls come, Pally. Hell, telemarketers start before dawn. Calls around eleven-fifteen are what we refer to as ‘wellness checks.’ I’m making sure you’re alive.”

“I am good, CD. In fact, if you like, I’ll download the SNUG app. Gives me a daily affirmation quote and everything.” Hannah said.

“You do that, but in the meantime, I wanted to let you know I found some hits on your February victim. Wanted to run them by you to see which ones were more likely than the others. You awake enough yet?”

Hannah sat up, suddenly interested. While he hadn’t forgotten his chat with Downey, he had expected nothing so soon. “Wow, I guess the FBI works faster than I thought.”

“We have phones and the internet. It’s amazing. You can do more than just play poker on it.” Downey replied.

“Give me a second, Curt.”

Hannah slipped on a pair of jogging pants and yesterday’s t-shirt and slid past the living room into his open kitchen. He rinsed a dirty glass from the sink and grabbed some orange juice, and hit the speaker button on his phone.

“Okay, go ahead.” Hannah said.

“Clean glass or dirty glass?” Downey asked.

“I’m hanging up now, Special Agent Downey.”

“No, you’re not. I found four suspicious deaths of interest. Not one of the four raised a red flag, but the victim in each case was noteworthy.”

“The other three victims you told me about had similar circumstances.” Hannah said.

“Exactly. I started with that process. Each of these guys was single and well off. I had a few others, but eliminated them because of circumstances. One had been missing after going hiking and was found days later, dead from a heart attack.”

“In February? Who goes hiking in February?” Hannah asked.

“Rich guys in California. It’s not cold everywhere, Pally.”

“Right, so you narrowed it down to four.”

“I did, so you have your choice of a slip and fall on concrete steps, a skiing accident, or one of two traffic fatalities.” Downey said.

“The slip and fall would show a pattern after the January death in Kansas City. Is that too coincidental?”

“Yeah, maybe. I didn’t like that as much.”

“Tell me about the skiing accident,” Hannah said, finishing the orange juice and refilling his glass. 

“It was reported at a small resort as a tragic accident. Skier hit a tree and was killed. It happened off a groomed run, so they didn’t know why the guy had gone off the trail. In fact, he may have laid there for as much as twenty or thirty minutes before anyone noticed him in the woods.”

“Was he experienced?”

“I’ll assume so, but I get why you’re asking. Good skiers don’t veer off into wooded areas.” Downey said.

“No signs of a struggle? Any witnesses see a race or something?” Hannah asked.

“According to the report, no one saw anything. It was early afternoon, so a lot of skiers were in the chalet for lunch.”

“Interesting. That has potential. Maybe he had taken an early lunch and someone had tampered with his skies. Stuck around to make sure it did the job.” Hannah suggested.

“True. And if he was an experienced skier, he’d be on the tougher ski runs, so a snapped ski binding on a steep run would be fatal. I’ll look into that.”

“Where did that happen? Vermont?” Hannah asked.

“No. Indianapolis.”

“What about the ‘slip and fall’?

Hannah heard the shuffling of papers over the phone as Downey hemmed and hawed. “Uh, Madison, Wisconsin. The guy was found at the bottom of a set of stairs outside the main branch of the library. Slipped backward and banged his head. Died later in hospital.”

“Rich guy who reads, huh? Leave it with me, CD. If I can come up with anything, I’ll be in touch.”

“Thanks, I appreciate it. Actually, I’d appreciate if you’d stay in touch even if you don’t think of anything. In fact, if you make yourself presentable, Laurel and the girls would like to see you if you feel like popping over for dinner.”

Hannah was touched by his generosity. “I’ll think about it CD. Thanks for the offer.”

Hannah took a long shower, trying to wash the sleep out of him. He mulled over the details of Downey’s call, looking for the connection. He knew it was wrong to make the details fit any theory he could come up with. He had to let the facts lead him to the answer.

Hannah dressed in jeans and a thick hoodie, opting for a drive in his Audi rather than a walk around the corner. He wanted to think, not bump into people he may have out-hustled at a poker table. Hannah grabbed a coffee and muffin at a drive-thru and settled into the empty parking lot of a nearby baseball field. He strolled over to the metal bleachers and settled on a second-tier bench. The warmth of the sun and smell of the grass did wonders for his imagination. His mind automatically took him back half a lifetime ago when he patrolled the outfield, climbing the wall and throwing out runners. He had a cannon for an arm and an archer’s aim.

He dismissively shook off the memories. So many missed opportunities, so many regrets.

Hannah finished the muffin, thinking about his buddy, Curt Downey. It had already occurred to him that Curt might play him, somehow. That Downey had already solved the case but was throwing his washed-up roommate a lifeline. The invitation to dinner seemed genuine, though. He should take him up on it. He wondered whether Laurel was truly enthusiastic about it.

Still, the details of the February deaths lingered. Hannah thought over the four of them. The two accidents seemed plausible, if not benign. Each of the other deaths, if they were part of a pattern, were so public and dramatic. Shoved under a bus, falling from a twelve-story window, choking on a wad of gum while walking your dog? Those were statement deaths. The type that would generate some buzz on-line.

“Humph,” Hannah grunted. “Generate clicks?” He said aloud. His pulse snapped up a notch as he ran the two other February deaths through that lens. The “slip and fall” in Madison, Wisconsin, had potential because of the public setting, while the skiing accident in Indianapolis was the stronger contender for click generation on-line. 

Hannah visualized the U.S. and drew a mental circle around the cities. Lansing was a state capital, as were both Indianapolis and Madison, so it couldn’t be based on that criterion. Kansas City and Louisville were major cities, so the population made sense from a crime point of view. Lots of murders, not a lot to see.

So, would Madison or Indianapolis fit the bill? Both were large municipalities. A killer could easily blend in and get out with minimal attention.

Hannah sat up. “Wait a minute,” he stammered out loud. “Kansas City was first, then this death, then Lansing and Louisville.” He chastised himself for the blunder of organizing the clues in the order he’d been given, not the order of events.

Hannah opened a mapping app on his phone and moved to Kansas City. He shrunk the view to include Madison, Wisconsin. How long a drive would that be? A couple clicks later, it gave him the answer of seven-and-a-half hours. 

Piece of cake. He cleared the search and tried Indianapolis. Seven hours, twenty minutes.

If these four men were murdered by a single perpetrator, then distance was a factor. Indianapolis, Indiana or Madison, Wisconsin, would be a day’s drive from the Kansas City murder, giving the killer a month to scope out their next victim. Following this, the next victim had been killed in Lansing, Michigan. Again, not that far to drive.

Also, major cities had larger potential victim pools. Metropolitan areas were far more likely to have an abundance of affluent single men than smaller towns. 

“Fish where the fish are,” Hannah said aloud.

He gave the baseball field one more look, knowing he’d be back next week for another “session” and hopped down from the bleachers. He ambled back to the Audi, pocketing his phone when the answer struck him. 

Hannah reopened his phone and punched in Downey’s number. His impatience got the better of him as each automated phone prompt brought him no closer to his FBI ex-roommate. Finally, Downey picked up.

Before the agent could even say a word, Hannah yelled into the phone, “It’s Indianapolis! And I think I know where he’s going next!”
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Chapter Six
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Agent Downey worked out of the FBI Boston field office. His jurisdiction spread across much of New England, and he often worked with the other resident agencies in Massachusetts, Rhode Island, New Hampshire and Maine. Downey alerted his captain to his suspicions based on tips from local police agencies that had been floating around Quantico, the headquarters of the FBI Criminal Division. 

“So, why you?” Captain Lockwood asked.

Agent Downey answered, “I got a hunch and a buddy from Harvard. I may have something.”

Lockwood asked, “What do you need?”

“For now? Just a room and a few curious souls you can spare for a brainstorming session, sir. If it turns into something, I may need your support to work on the case.”

“And this buddy?” Captain Lockwood asked.

“He’s a little different, Captain. But he’s the reason I think there is a case, so I can’t ignore his hunch.”

Downey prepared the briefing room for a small group of interested investigators and Hannah. Maybe Captain Lockwood would want to attend. He hoped not. Hannah could be off-putting.

“So, this buddy of yours is some math genius?” An agent asked, wandering into the boardroom. Agent Howard Bradley was a ladder-climbing pain in the ass. But Downey knew that if Hannah was right and if they had a cross-country serial killer operating well under the radar, Bradley would be the first guy to jump on the task force and the first to claim credit.

“Harvard math genius, but also a self-described puzzle guru. The guy is a pattern-finder.”

“How does a Harvard math genius have the time to educate us lowly FBI agents?” Bradley asked, grabbing a coffee and donut.

“It’s complicated, Howard,” Downey said. “Play nice. He is a civilian helping us out with his unique skills and he may have something.”

Agent Howard Bradley shrugged and wandered back out into the hallway, no doubt content to have fired his opening salvo of blame if this turned out to be nothing. 

Downey’s phone buzzed, and he texted back to bring Hannah upstairs. He stuck his head out of the boardroom and called to the six hand-picked agents for his team that their consultant had arrived. Three junior agents took their spots around the table, cautious of their locations. All three chose seats at the back, far from the whiteboard. Senior agents took the closer spots. Agent Downey would stand throughout the presentation.

Downey wasn’t surprised that Agent Howard Bradley hadn’t returned yet. He’d be fashionably two or three minutes late. He’d already gotten his coffee and donut, and was such a “busy guy.” 

Hannah strode into the boardroom with a confident ease, dressed in khakis and an off-blue flannel shirt. Downey was horrified that he’d put on the silk tie he gave him for his birthday. It looked hideous against the shirt, but at least he’d shaved and seemed purposeful.

Introductions were made as Hannah awkwardly looked at the remaining seats.

“Sit up here, Robert,” Downey pointed. “Okay, as I mentioned in the memo briefing, this is Robert Hannah, my old college roommate. He has an advanced degree from Harvard in mathematics with a specialty in patternicity.”

“When I’m not suffering from apophenia,” Hannah interjected. He turned to look at the blank faces of the agents as Agent Bradley boldly strode in and plopped down at the front. “What did I miss?”

“You missed a fine introduction,” Hannah said, turning to the tardy task force member. “Punctuality is not a thing in the FBI?”

“Robert,” cautioned Downey, “you’re a guest here. This is all pretty informal at this point.”

“As to what you missed,” Hannah continued as if his friend hadn’t spoken, “that is the reason I am here. There is a series of murders taking place right under your nose that no one has detected until Agent Downey brought the circumstances to my attention. In the future, please take my time seriously and be prepared when the meeting is to begin.” Hannah finished.

Downey’s face rose to a level of pink knowing how Agent Bradley would spin the insult into a grievance with the higher-ups. This was not the way he wanted it to go.

“Let’s just settle down here. Agent Bradley, thank you for giving us some of your busy time to help, and everyone, Robert, doesn’t know the corporate culture or work habits of the FBI. But he has graciously offered to help us detect a pattern in these seemingly unrelated crimes.”

“Oh, I understand the corporate culture, CD.” Hannah said, flipping his birthday present. “I even wore a tie. But behavior analysis concludes that in every random grouping of people, there are statistical consistencies. For example, in a room here with nine people, there is always going to be the one person whose personality drives them to be late so that they might make an entrance. They know they will be coddled and explained away, so they don’t believe it to be rude. In fact, it is a defense mechanism to hide their insecurities. That is apparently you, Agent Bradley. Of the other eight, one of you will always be the first in the room. You are highly motivated by the search and derive no pleasure from outside recognition. Two or three of you will slowly exit this task force when I am difficult to work with and the results are fruitless. In the end, there will be five of us when we apprehend our naughty friend.”

“Well, thanks for wasting my time with an insulting circus sideshow, Agent Downey,” Bradley sneered as he rose from the table. “I’m sure the captain will appreciate my update on your minor project.” He stood straight as he buttoned his suit jacket before leaving the boardroom. 

“Not nice to meet you,” Hannah called after him.

Agent Downey grimaced as he closed his eyes in a failed attempt at stress relief. He knew bringing in Hannah was a crazy idea, but he’d hoped that his old roommate would have played nice long enough to prove his effectiveness before the eccentricities had the run of the boardroom. 

“Robert, that was not smart.”

“On the contrary, CD. It was necessary. I don’t know that man from anyone else, but his presence was going to be a constant distraction and a colossal waste of time, and time is something we can’t waste.” Hannah stood up and moved over beside Agent Downey, who shuffled a little out of the way, unsure what was going to happen now.

“Agent Downey is probably my best friend. We were roommates at Harvard, and he brought this little situation to me last week. Puzzles and patterns, I know I’m good at. I play poker for a living, which requires not only strong math skills but also superior interpersonal skills. As they say, you don’t have to know the cards your opponent is holding. Know your opponent.” Hannah pointed to the door. “That guy is bad for this group. You don’t have to agree with everything we talk about in here, but we trust that we all want the same thing. If I didn’t believe in Agent Downey’s leadership, I wouldn’t be here. Agent Bradley is bad chemistry. You all have to toe the line in here, but I don’t, and I don’t want to work with him.”

Hannah stopped and looked over at Downey, who shrugged in response. 

“I call him CD because those are his initials and it rolls off the tongue well. He calls me ‘Pally’ because my last name is a palindrome. It is the same front as back. My first name is ‘Robert’, but I wanted to be Bob. Palindrome again. So, you can call me Robert, or Pally, or Hannah. I’m not a formal guy. I will always be on time and respect your time and talents. However, we should have no use for showboats and trouble-makers. Now, I may have gotten my friend here in trouble, but better that than get bogged down in his drama when we have so little time to catch the guy. Or girl.”

Hannah turned and looked at the chart set up on the whiteboard. “It started in January of this year. I went back in an on-line search of December of last year and found no unusual deaths of affluent men. So, someone made this a New Year’s resolution.”

Two younger agents smiled, and Agent Downey felt a lightness in the room. Hannah seemed to have made a good call after all, even if there would be ramifications.

“Kansas City in January; Indianapolis in February, Lansing in March, and Louisville a couple of weeks ago in April. Four unrelated deaths of single affluent men, all made to look like accidents or suicides.”

A woman near the back politely raised her hand and didn’t
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