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      London—Nobody could remember exactly when or how long the unidentified man had been waiting in the hospital lobby. It was a busy night, and he never checked in at the desk or asked for assistance. It wasn’t until he fell off the chair and laid unconscious on the floor that anybody really paid much attention to him. His long trench coat had covered up the gunshot wound to his stomach, but his white shirt had now turned red thanks to blood soaking into it for a few hours. They immediately took him to the emergency room and put him on the operating table. The doctors needed to take the bullet out and stop the bleeding as soon as possible. After an hour of surgery, the doctors successfully removed the bullet. Luckily for the man, no major organs had been damaged, other than a very minor graze to part of his liver. Once he was stitched up, they wheeled him to the fifth floor and a private room for his recovery.

      A couple of hours after the surgery, the man had awoken in a considerable amount of pain. He was holding his side and feeling where the bandages now were. He grimaced as he looked around at his surroundings, not remembering how he got there. A few minutes later a nurse came in to check on him.

      “Hey!” The smiling nurse greeted him. “Nice to finally see you awake.”

      “Hi.”

      “How are you feeling?”

      “I’ve had better days.”

      “Yeah, I bet. My name’s Kelly. Can I get you anything?”

      “Yeah. My release papers.”

      She laughed. “That might take a little while.”

      “I can’t stay here,” he said.

      “Why? You in some sort of trouble? Is that what the gunshot was from? Somebody after you? I can get the police here for you.”

      “No. Don’t call the police.”

      Kelly looked at him a little strangely. The police would be there anyway, but usually the people that came in there that didn’t want the police involved were in most cases running from them. Not that it mattered to her in how she treated the patient. Law-breaking or law-abiding, she did her duties the same way no matter what.

      “You didn’t have any identification on you when you came in,” Kelly said. “What’s your name?”

      The man thought about it for a minute, knowing what would happen if he revealed his true name. At least the one he was going by now. If he gave that, his name would ping up in somebody’s computer and they could come back to try to finish the job.

      “Uh… it’s John. John Smith.”

      Kelly raised her eyebrows as she looked at him over the top of the clipboard that she was writing on. She knew it was a fake name right away, but being an experienced nurse of over ten years, knew not to take issue with it. If that was the name he wanted to use, that was his business.

      “John Smith, huh? That’s what you’re gonna go with?” She scribbled on his notes then hung the clipboard over the end of his bed.

      “Yeah.”

      “You remember how you got here?”

      “Umm… no, not really.”

      “Apparently, you were waiting in the lobby and you suddenly passed out. Nobody could remember when you came in or if somebody brought you in.”

      “I came in on my own.”

      “So, you remember. Anybody you want me to call to let them know you’re here?” She knew what his answer would be.

      “No.”

      “Friends, family, anyone?”

      “I don’t have any friends or family here.”

      Kelly stayed with him for a few more minutes, asking him some more questions that he mostly evaded. She checked his vital signs, all of which seemed to be OK. As she wrapped things up, she let Smith know that a doctor would be in to see him in a few minutes. That doctor wound up walking in about ten minutes later.

      “Mr…” The doctor picked up the chart and examined it, “Smith. I’m Dr. Karlson. How are you feeling?”

      “Fantastic.”

      “Well, considering what happened, I’d say you’re a very lucky man. We removed the bullet. Luckily it didn’t hit any major organs… well, it did hit a very tiny piece of your liver, but it was such a small piece it really wasn’t much at all. Most people with a gunshot to their stomach or abdomen don’t fare quite as well as you.”

      “No kidding. So, what’s my recovery timeline?” Smith said.

      “You should be up and about and out of here in two or three days I’d say.”

      “Long-term effects?”

      “Difficult to say right now. Full recovery will be anywhere from three to six months if you don’t do anything too strenuous. No climbing mountains or obstacle courses or anything like that. You never truly know whether someone will ever get back to a hundred percent after something like this. Some people will get to eighty or ninety percent and that’s as far as they’ll ever go. Now, you seem like you’re in decent shape so I would imagine you’ll get there, if not, then pretty close to it.”

      After Smith’s conversation with the doctor, he worried about what might happen next. He knew that the law required the hospital to notify the police of a gunshot injury. Since gunshot wounds were not very common in England, Smith knew the police would be there soon, and with questions he didn’t want to answer.

      He hit the button for the nurse’s station to get Kelly. She came in just a few seconds.

      She poked her head around the door. “What can I do for you?”

      “Is there any way I can get a shirt or something? Kind of cold just laying here like this.”

      “I should be able to find something. Give me a couple of minutes.”

      “Thank you.” Smith smiled.

      He was going to have to speed up his recovery time and exit the hospital sooner than the doctors had planned. He couldn’t risk the police asking questions and poking around. It only took five minutes for Kelly to return with a plain black shirt.

      “This OK?” She held it up for him as she walked in.

      “Should do fine. Thank you.”

      “Got you a large. You don’t quite look like a medium.”

      “Just my size,” Smith said, slowly putting the shirt on.

      “Better?”

      “Yes. Any idea on when the police will be here?”

      “The police?”

      “Yeah. They’re coming, right? Gunshot wounds have to be reported, right?”

      A little taken aback by the questions, Kelly wondered why he was inquiring. It seemed strange to her. “I believe they were just called. Thirty minutes ago? Everything OK?”

      “Everything’s fine. Just wanted to know when to expect company. Could you just give me a minute or two’s notice when they get here? I hate surprises.”

      “Sure thing.”

      It took a few minutes for him to come up with a plan, but Smith knew anything was better than staying there. He unhooked all his monitors and gingerly got off the bed, walking over to the window where his trench coat was draped over a chair. Just as he was putting it on, Kelly came rushing into the room.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” She stood in front of him, hands on hips.

      “I’m afraid I have to go.”

      “Oh, no you don’t. You’re gonna lay right back down,” she said, gripping his arm.

      Smith resisted and gently removed her hand from his bicep. “Thank you for patching me up and everything but staying here isn’t an option.”

      Kelly objected again, but he shrugged off her attempts to keep him there. Smith walked out of the room and down the hall, right past a team of doctors and nurses, all of whom were wondering what was going on.

      “You still need attention.” Kelly stayed two steps behind him.

      “You’ve done enough,” Smith said, not even bothering to turn around.

      He kept walking until he found an elevator, Kelly running after him. Once the doors opened, he stepped in and pushed for the main floor, Kelly just barely getting in before the doors closed again.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” Kelly said, watching the brightly lit numbers count down.

      “Leaving.”

      “Can I ask why?”

      “Already told you. Can’t stay here.”

      “Who are you running from?”

      “You don’t wanna know.”

      “The police? Or a criminal?”

      “Neither.”

      “What else is there?”

      “There are people looking for me more powerful than either of those. And once they know I’m here, they’ll come looking for me,” Smith said.

      “We can try to protect you while you heal.”

      “Afraid not. Not from these people.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Because I used to be one of them.”

      “Used to be?”

      “Up until last night.”

      The elevator doors opened and Smith walked out, Kelly following for a few steps. Eventually she stopped without saying another word, knowing that there was nothing else she could do to prevent him from leaving. A couple of police officers entered the hospital and walked right past Smith on his way to the exit. As soon as he passed the officers, Smith looked back at Kelly, wondering if she’d inform them of his presence. Kelly looked at the officers but let them pass by her without a word, watching them get into the elevator. Smith looked at the nurse and gave a smile, nodding slightly as if to say thank you to her.

      “Take care of yourself,” she said.

      

      Philadelphia—It’d been six months since his shooting and he figured he’d spent enough time laying low. After arriving at Philadelphia International Airport, Smith had just picked up his bags and started walking through the corridor when he stopped suddenly. There was a man standing there, holding a placard with his name on it. John Smith. There was a second man standing next to the one with the sign.

      He sighed, resigned to the fact that they had finally found him, ready to submit to what had started in London. He knew it would be futile to resist, knowing that agents were watching from several locations. He took a quick glance around to see if he could spot any guns with him in its sights, though he couldn’t pick anyone out. The man put his hand out, indicating to Smith that he should follow him.

      Ready to accept whatever was coming, he followed the man over to a restaurant. Smith was instructed to wait there while the man walked over to a table where another gentleman was sitting. Sitting with his back to him, and dressed in a nice black suit, Smith couldn’t make out the identity of the person. From behind, it didn’t appear to be anyone that he’d ever met before. The man waved Smith over to have a seat with the gentleman that was sitting, who never turned around to look at him. Smith walked leisurely over to the table, not keen to hear whatever the person had to say to him. Smith sat down across from the well-dressed man, still unsure who the hell he was. He wasn’t the type of person Smith expected to see if he was ever caught. The man was eating tomato soup but stopped when Smith sat.

      “Mr. Smith, it’s a pleasure to meet you,” the man said, putting his hand out.

      Smith wasn’t sure about shaking hands, but decided to do so, anyway. “Wish I could say the same to you but you seem to have the advantage of actually knowing who I am. I can’t say the same about you.”

      “You can call me David,” the man said in a quiet, unassuming voice.

      “Got a last name?”

      “Just David will do for now.”

      “How’d you know my name?”

      “Which one?”

      “Either.”

      “I have ways. Though I would think a man such as yourself would be able to come up with a better alias than Smith.”

      “I was in a hurry. You work for Centurion?” Smith said.

      “You can put your mind at ease, Mr. Smith. I can assure you I’m not with the CIA, or any other government agency for that matter. I’m not here to harm you in any way.”

      “Then how do you know who I am? How’d you know I would be here?”

      “There are many things that I’m aware of that I probably shouldn’t be. That’s something we can discuss at another time.”

      “What do you want from me?” Smith shifted slightly on the hard, plastic seat.

      “Well since you seem to be in transition at the moment with regards to your work, I wanted to offer you employment.”

      “Doing what?”

      “Similar to your last line of work,” David said. “Only hopefully without all the killing.”

      “Listen, I’m not sure what this is all about but you seem to talk without really telling me anything. Why don’t you just tell me what you really want?”

      David opened his mouth to start talking, but hesitated as he tried to formulate what he wanted to say. “My… goal, my aim, what I hope to accomplish… is to prevent bad things happening to good people. To do that, I need someone I can trust; who has your particular set of skills.”

      “Bad things happen to good people all the time. You can’t prevent it.”

      “But you can. I can. And if you choose to help me in this pursuit… then we can.”

      “What’re you, a detective or something?”

      David grimaced, “Not quite.”

      “Well then I’m not quite interested,” Smith said, standing up. “Am I free to go?” He looked at the two men sitting a few tables away.

      “If you like,” David nodded. “But I think it’s safe to say that if I could find you, I’m pretty sure Centurion would be able to as well.”

      “Let me worry about that.”

      “What you need is a friend who can help you in that regard.”

      “I’m all out of friends. Besides, you look like you should be working in a library or something. I doubt you can help me against Centurion.”

      “Looks can be deceiving, Mr. Smith. For instance, it’s a good thing you left the hospital in London when you did. Not only did you manage to just barely avoid the police, but Centurion agents came about two hours later to check on the man with a gunshot wound to his stomach who had no ID on him.”

      Smith sat again, wondering how he knew all that. “How’d you get that information if you don’t work for Centurion? You’re not British, so you’re not MI6 either.”

      “Let’s just say I’m good with computers and finding information that others can’t.”

      “Which means you’re either a hacker that’s on some type of government radar or you’ve worked for one of the agencies before. So, which is it?”

      “A little bit of both I would say,” David picked up his spoon. “I’d also like to let you know that it’s a good thing you had this unscheduled layover here. There were several agents waiting for you at your original destination down in Orlando. I’m quite sure they would not be giving you the courtesy of this conversation that we’re having.” He dipped his spoon in his bowl and slurped a mouthful of soup.

      Intrigued, Smith was now interested in finding out more, though he was still suspicious. Six years in the CIA had that effect on people. “If you want me to join this crusade that you got going on, then you’re going to have to spill a whole lot more information. Like exactly who you are, what you do, and how you get all this information you have. You seem to know everything about me but I know nothing about you. For all I know you’re just setting me up for a hit later.”

      “I assure you, Mr. Smith, that is not the case.”

      “I’m sure you can understand my suspicions.”

      “I can. Fine,” David said. After a little deliberation, he continued. “I’ll tell you a little about myself. How I get my information, well, I should keep that a little more guarded. At least until I know you’re as invested in this as I am.”

      “I’m all ears. You can start by telling me your name.”

      “My name is David Jones.”

      “Jones? You gave me crap about Smith and you’re using a name like Jones?”

      “I’m not supposed to be as creative as you with this alias thing. You should be better at it.”

      “It is an alias?”

      “Yes.”

      “So, why do you need an alias?”

      Jones pushed his bowl of soup aside for a moment as he thought of where to begin. “I, at one point, worked for the NSA. I had the highest level clearance as an analyst and consultant.”

      “OK?”

      “At least, until several months ago. I’d become disillusioned with the agency over the way they process and act on the information that they acquire.”

      “In what way?”

      “As you’re well aware, the NSA keeps tabs on everyone. They have mountains upon mountains of data and information, most of which the public is never aware of. In addition to trying to track terrorist activity, as well as gaining foreign intelligence, they track everything that normal people do. They have access to emails, phone calls, voice messages, almost anything you can think of, they are privy to,” Jones said.

      “And you take issue with this?”

      “Not in its basic context. They’re looking for items in reference to national security and I believe in that regard, nothing should be left to chance.”

      “So, what do you have a problem with, then?”

      “That they have access to millions of documents, emails and the rest that they do nothing with. Normal, everyday people, that have real problems, whose lives may be in danger, and the NSA does nothing to help them.”

      “And if the NSA were to act on that information, or forward it to local authorities, that information couldn’t be used in court or else it would be learned where that information came from,” Smith said.

      Jones nodded his head. “And there’d be a public outcry, more than there already is about the use of the NSA’s methods in acquiring such information.”

      “And how do you propose on helping these so-called normal people?”

      “I’ve devised a program where I have access to some of that information,” Jones said, sliding his bowl back in front of him.

      “You’re hacking the NSA?”

      Jones scooped up soup as he considered his answer. “Uh, well, I guess you could put it that way. I prefer to think of it as piggybacking to get the proper information that I need.”

      “Do they know this yet?”

      “Not that I can tell. It’s only a matter of time, however, that they do. But by that time, by the time they’ve located the source, the signal will be bounced around all over the country. I’m not particularly worried about them finding me. At least not yet. What I’m more concerned with, is acting upon the information that we acquire.”

      “Just what information is that? What kind of help do these people need? And how are you finding people who need it?” Smith said, eyeing the bowl of soup. He was hungry after his flight and it smelled great.

      “The NSA has software programs that scan every email sent, every phone call made, every voice mail, every post on Facebook, every tweet on Twitter, that looks for certain words and phrases to indicate potential problems. Now, what they currently do, is if it’s related to terrorism or foreign intelligence, they act upon it. If it’s just Mary Sue, afraid for her life from an abusive boyfriend, they ignore that information and file it away. They don’t care whether this normal, everyday woman who’s just trying to get by lives or dies. I do. I want to make a difference.”

      “You can’t save the entire world, Jones. Trying to is a futile effort. Take it from me. I’ve been all over it.”

      “I know that. I’m not trying to save the world. I have no illusions about trying to change the planet or how its people look at each other. I just want to make a difference on my end of it.”

      “So, what do you need me for?”

      “Because I can’t do the things you can do. You have a particular set of skills that I can’t duplicate. I am good at certain things… computers, finding information, things of that sort. I’ve always been in the background doing what needs to be done. What I need… is a partner who is good in the field who can do the things you do.”

      “What makes you think I’m your guy?”

      “I’ve read your file. I know everything about you. You went into the military straight out of high school, became a member of Delta Force, spent eight years in the military, then when your enlistment ended, wound up at the CIA. I know you’ve been there the last six years, the last four of which you were in a top-secret project called Centurion in which you were a foreign assassin. I also know that Centurion knew you were growing tired of your role in the agency and were seeking to get out, but with all you know about the organization, couldn’t just let you leave and sought to terminate you in London six months ago.”

      “Well then you also know that most of the people that come across my desk have a tendency of ending up dead,” Smith said.

      Jones shifted his eyes back and forth, “That is something we would have to work on.”

      “It sounds like you have a noble cause, and I’m all for it, but I’m not sure I’m your guy.”

      “On the contrary, I believe you’re the perfect guy,” Jones swallowed more soup.

      “I’m a little set in my ways. Violence tends to follow me around. I’m not a wallflower who believes in turning the other cheek.”

      “That’s where we could benefit each other. I’ve read your files and reports. You certainly don’t run from a fight, and at times seem to embrace it, but it seems like you do it for the right reasons. You don’t especially like killing but you will if you have to.”

      “What are you looking to do? Save people? Send them to the authorities? Jail? What?”

      “Whatever the situation calls for, Mr. Smith,” Jones replied. “Whatever the situation calls for.”

      “I have a feeling you’re looking for someone who’s gonna swoop in and save the day, get the girl, and leave the bad guy tied up and waiting for the police to arrive to take him to the slammer. That ain’t me. It’s not how I operate.”

      “I’m fully aware of that. And I’m not naïve enough to think everything we work on will be simple and easy with no grey moral boundaries to cross. I would prefer to do things as quietly and non-violently as possible. In saying that, there will be times when I’ll disagree with your methods. And I’m sure there’ll be times when I think you’re being too violent for the task at hand and I’ll be right and you’ll be wrong. Just like I’m equally sure they’ll be times when I think that… and you’ll be right and I’ll be wrong and that’s exactly what the situation calls for and I just can’t see it. But I believe that together we’ll complement each other. We won’t agree on everything, no. But I think we could be an effective team. If you’re of the mind to be one.”

      Jones stood up, putting on his hat and coat. He motioned to his two bodyguards that he was done, and they walked over to him.

      “Where are you going?” Smith was surprised he was leaving.

      “I have other business to attend to.”

      “I thought we were going over your business.”

      “It’s a lot to take in, I know. I really wasn’t expecting to go into so many details with you on our first encounter. I had merely planned to make this an introductory meeting. But things rarely go as planned, don’t they?” Jones said.

      “How will I contact you if I agree to this venture of yours?”

      “Don’t worry, Mr. Smith, I’ll contact you.”

      Jones reached into his pocket and took out a piece of paper, putting it down on the table in front of Smith.

      “What’s this?” Smith smoothed out the slip as he read it.

      “I took the liberty of arranging accommodation for you at a nearby hotel. That’s your check-in information and room number.”

      “What makes you think I’ll go there?”

      “Curiosity. If you’re interested in this operation, I assume you’ll be there when I check in with you tomorrow. If you’re not, then you’re not, and I wish you well in your future endeavors.”

      Smith sat there for a few moments, watching the stranger walk away, followed by his two bodyguards. Once they were out of sight, he glanced down at the piece of paper given to him and thought about the offer. Though he still wasn’t sold on the idea, he was intrigued. It would interrupt his plans in Orlando, but Smith knew what he was planning down there wasn’t likely to go over well. Jones wanted Smith to help with whatever little crusade he was planning, but if he was as good with computers as he said, and as he appeared, Jones could help Smith as well.
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      Smith was sitting on the bed watching TV when he heard a knock on the door. He went over to the peephole and saw that it was Jones, standing there with a briefcase in his hand. He opened the door and popped his head out, wondering where Jones’ guards were.

      “Where’s the muscle?”

      “I didn’t feel I had a need for them today,”

      “You mean, you no longer feel I might be dangerous to you.”

      Jones shrugged. “You never know how a first meeting will turn out. If it doesn’t go as predicted or planned, precautions must be taken.”

      “And now you’re satisfied that I’m not a sociopathic killer who doesn’t care about anything?”

      “You’re here.”

      Smith allowed Jones to come in and they sat down at the small table near the window to continue talking about Jones’ business proposition.

      “One of the first things we have to do is get you a new identity,” Jones stated. “Even if one person inside the CIA knows your Smith alias, it’s one too many. Luckily I’ve brought along several new identities for you to pick from and you can take whichever one you’d like.”

      “Not necessary. I already have one.” Smith smiled in response.

      “A new one?”

      “One of the things my mentor taught me when I just started out was to create a new identity that nobody else would know, even him, in case things went bad.”

      “So, nobody else knows it?”

      “Only me. And now you.”

      “What is it?”

      Smith went over to his bed and picked up some papers, then placed them in front of Jones for him to look at. “Michael Recker.” Jones nodded. “Looks like you have the bases covered. Passport, driver’s license, credit cards. Very impressive.”

      “We’re taught to be resourceful.”

      “So I see.”

      “I was wondering, how’d you know what plane I was flying in on?” Recker said.

      “Flight manifests are rather easy to hack into. The bigger question is why you used one of your known aliases? You must’ve known the CIA would’ve been waiting for you down in Florida once your plane arrived.”

      “I did.”

      Jones gulped, not knowing how he’d receive his next statement. “The only thing I can deduce is that you were expecting a welcoming committee and weren’t actually planning on ever leaving that airport.”

      Recker smiled. “So how do you plan on financing this operation of yours?”

      “I’ve already taken care of the finances. Money will not be an issue.”

      “Detective work, security work, vehicles, guns, supplies… all that can add up.”

      “Believe me, the amount of funds we have at our disposal will not be an issue. I’ve secured enough money to operate for several years I suspect,” Jones said.

      “How? Your own money? Or do you have a financial backer in this enterprise of yours?”

      “Why does it matter?”

      “If you want me to join this operation, I need to know who all the players are. As you can imagine, I don’t like surprises.”

      “There is no one else.”

      “How much money are we talking? How about my salary?” Recker didn’t like to be so mercenary but while the subject was on the table…

      “Our starting capital is in excess of five million dollars. Is that enough?”

      “To start with. You’ll be surprised at how fast that goes. Supplies get expensive. Guns, cars, equipment, payoffs, it adds up quickly.”

      “I understand your point, Mr. Recker. If the situation arises that we need more capital, I’m quite confident in my ability to acquire it.”

      “Are you that wealthy that you have nothing else to do with your money?”

      “Why are you so interested in the money?”

      “Like I said, I need to know all the players. You want me involved in this operation, then you need to let me know all the details. I’m not just gonna be some hired muscle to do your dirty work and get left out to dry when things go bad,” Recker said.

      Jones sighed and nodded, realizing he needed to be more forthcoming with the former assassin. “The money has been acquired from some, shall we say, less than reputable citizens.”

      “You’re in bed with criminals?”

      “I wouldn’t put it quite that way.”

      “Then how would you put it?”

      “The money’s stolen,” Jones said.

      “It’s what?”

      “I identified some individuals known for criminal activity, mostly drug players, and hacked into their bank accounts. I took around a million from five different people.”

      “And you think they won’t come looking for you?”

      “It’s not likely.” Jones smiled, this was right up his street. “I engineered it to look like the money went into accounts held by their rivals, and sent anonymous messages stating that fact. Meanwhile, the money was siphoned through several other accounts before finding its final resting spot in mine. I used some hacking skills to conceal the final whereabouts of the money. I then went into the rivals’ accounts and made it look like they had additional money that they didn’t really have.”

      “So, you’re sure they can’t trace it back to you?”

      “Yes. Each account has a different name on it, in four different countries, so I’m reasonably sure they’d be unable to trace it back to me. As for your salary,” Jones reached into his inside pocket which earned a raised eyebrow from Recker. He took a couple of credit cards slowly out of his pocket and put them on the table in front of him. “I’ve taken the liberty of establishing a bank account for you with an initial amount of one hundred thousand dollars. In addition, on the first of every month, you’ll draw a monthly salary of twenty thousand dollars that will automatically go into your account. So, you see Mr. Recker, your salary is also not an issue.” He slid the cards across the table with one finger.

      “Sounds reasonable enough,” Recker said. “How are you going about picking out people that you deem of needing our help? Gonna grab an office building and put up a neon sign?”

      Jones grinned. “Not quite what I had in mind. I get the same information the NSA is getting. It’s up to me to decipher it. Some people that we’ll look into might not actually need the help. But some will.”

      “I have one condition if I come in on this thing,” Recker said.

      “OK?”

      “I don’t help criminals. I won’t protect them. I won’t save them. If you get something on your computer about one criminal intending to kill another… I won’t help them. And I won’t get in the way.”

      “Is that a blanket statement about every person who has a criminal record, Mr. Recker?” Jones raised an eyebrow this time.

      “I’m not talking about some twenty-year-old college kid who just got busted for smoking a joint. I’m not talking about someone who got busted for shoplifting once ten years ago. I’m talking seasoned criminals who’ve got bad rap sheets. Assault, rape, murder. If one gangbanger’s trying to kill another one… I’m staying out of it. If you decipher that someone’s trying to kill them… let them.”

      Jones quickly nodded his head, agreeing to Recker’s conditions. “Agreed. So, I take it this means you’re on board?”

      “Let’s just say I’m willing to give it a shot and we’ll see how it works out.”

      “Fair enough.”

      “How many more people do you plan on recruiting on this endeavor?”

      “No one. As far as I’m concerned, the less people we have the better. Too many people involved and we risk exposing ourselves. I wish to remain as low key and inconspicuous as possible.”

      “Probably won’t be possible for very long.”

      “Regardless, let’s try to keep it that way.”

      “When do you anticipate starting this little gig?”

      “Oh, we’ve already started, Mr. Recker,” Jones answered, reaching down to the briefcase on the floor and putting it on the table.

      Jones unsnapped it and removed a bunch of papers and laid them on the table, looking at them briefly. He then moved the briefcase aside and handed one of the sheets to Recker.

      “What’s this?” Recker asked, looking the paper over.

      “I believe that would be what you call our first…,” Jones hesitated, struggling to find the proper wording. “What would you call it exactly? Assignment?”

      “Our first person in need?”

      Jones smiled, “That’ll do for now, I suppose. But yes, that’s our first victim or target… neither of those sounds quite right. Anyway, that’s who I’d like to help first.”

      “Why her?”

      “Seems like a rather straightforward case. What appears to be a decent woman who’s being abused and threatened by an ex-boyfriend. I intercepted several emails, texts, and phone calls indicating he was quite unhappy with the termination of their relationship. Well, as you can see, it’s all there for you.”

      “Why hasn’t she just gone to the police?”

      “It’s a little further down there,” Jones said, pointing to it. “But, anyway, she has. She has a protection order out on him.”

      “They’re not worth the paper they’re printed on. All it takes is one time for him to violate it and she could be dead by the time the police get there.”

      “Exactly. She appears to be a good person, no criminal record, works as a nurse at a major hospital, and volunteers for a dog adoption organization. She’s in fear for her life from this man and she needs our help.”

      Recker continued reading the paper on her. On subsequent pages, Jones had included some of the e-mails and texts the boyfriend had sent. Mia Hendricks was twenty-eight years old and worked at St. Mary’s Hospital as a pediatric nurse. Three months prior, she’d broken up with her boyfriend of six months over his physical and abusive nature. He had a propensity for drinking too much and caused several bruises on Hendricks’ arms, as well as a couple on her face, including a black eye. It was after the black eye that Hendricks’ co-workers, fearing for her life, convinced her to get away from him. In the three months they’d been apart, her ex, Stephen Eldridge, hadn’t quite gotten the message. He told her that he’d change and not drink anymore, but he was still verbally abusive and threatened to kill her if she didn’t get back with him.

      “What got her on your radar?” Recker dropped the paper back onto the table and leaned back in his seat.

      “Well, anything the software deems a physical threat is noted. Words like kill are an automatic red flag. There are other words and phrases that start sounding alarms, but that’s the gist of it. And as you can see, he used that word several times, both in emails and texts.”

      “Seems like he’s not getting the message.”

      “No, he’s not. She keeps rebuffing him, but with each subsequent contact, Eldridge’s replies are getting more dangerous and indicating he won’t stop no matter what.”

      “So, what do you want me to do? Throw him off a rooftop?”

      “Uh… while I have no doubt in the effectiveness of such a strategy, I was hoping for something a little less… noticeable,” Jones said.

      “Would you rather me whisper sweet little nothings in his ear?”

      Jones opened his mouth to speak, then closed it again as his eyes danced around, thinking of a proper reply. “I was hoping you could get him to realize the error of his ways and divert his attention to a different path.”

      “I thought you’d let me work things through my way?”

      “Merely a suggestion, Mr. Recker. Maybe try my way first…”

      “And then throw him off the rooftop?”

      “I’d prefer our first case to not wind up with a dead body.”

      “Well aren’t we picky?” Recker smiled at his own joke.

      They discussed Hendricks and her situation for a few more minutes before Recker stood up, ready to start moving. He put on his long, grey trench coat.

      “Where are you going?” Jones said.

      “Need guns and ammunition. Have to be properly equipped in case something happens.” Recker shrugged the coat onto his shoulders and patted his pockets.

      “How much money do you think you’ll need?”

      “Not sure. Have to find someone first.”

      “Can’t you just get them from a dealer?”

      “Not the kind of dealer I’m looking for.”

      “You mean criminals? The very same people we’re trying to put away?”

      “Well, buying the stuff we’ll need, you can’t just walk into a store and ask for a bunch of guns and put it on the credit card,” Recker said. “Those stores have cameras. I think it’s a good idea if we try to avoid video surveillance. Plus, you need to fill out forms, and the guns are registered. If you want to stay under the radar, you need guns that are untraceable and avoid putting your name to anything.”

      “Sounds logical.”

      “Plus there’s only so much you can learn from computers and emails and such. Sometimes you need good old-fashioned intelligence. Eyes and ears on the street. Connections. Most decent people won’t have the kind of information we’ll need sometimes.”

      “Well, I’ll take your word for it I suppose. Although I do appreciate your thoroughness, I did establish new identities for us to use so that wouldn’t be a problem.”

      “Trust me. I’ve tracked people down for a living for the past eight years. If you leave a paper trail, eventually someone will find you. No matter how careful and deceptive you think you are. If you leave a crumb, someone will eventually find it. It’s best to stick to using cash, staying out of cameras, and not filling out forms that can leave a trace.”

      “I will agree with your judgment on the matter.”

      “How will I contact you?”

      “I took the liberty of acquiring phones. They’re prepaid to avoid detection,” Jones said. “I already programmed my number in yours.”

      “Good. One other thing… we’re gonna need a base of operations to work in. Don’t tell me you’re planning on doing this out of a hotel room or a bedroom or something.”

      “On the contrary, Mr. Recker. I’ve acquired a little business just outside the city where we can set up.”

      “A business?”

      “A legitimate business on the first floor and office space on the second.”

      “Are you sure that’s wise?” Recker didn’t want this thing to fall at the first hurdle.

      “Of course. It wouldn’t look good if two men were seen going into a vacant warehouse or building all the time, would it?”

      “I suppose not.”

      “I’m the legitimate owner of a business and I have every right to use that office for whatever purpose I see fit. Who’d think twice?” Jones said.

      “You’re probably right. What kind of business is it, anyway?”

      Jones wrote down the address on a piece of paper and handed it to Recker. “Here’s the address. You’ll see when you get there. There’s a private entrance in the back with steps leading up to it.”

      “OK.”

      “Oh, Mr. Recker?” Jones said, remembering something.

      Recker had just gotten out the door when he heard Jones call for him. He came back into the room and saw Jones taking keys out of his pocket and holding them in front of him.

      “I almost forgot,” Jones said, handing the keys over.

      “What’s this for?”

      “Well it’s tough to get around the city on foot or by public transportation. So, I took the liberty of acquiring a car. An SUV to be exact. A brand new black Ford Explorer with tinted windows is in the parking lot.”

      “Company car?” Recker said with a smile.

      “On the contrary, it’s yours.”

      “Mine? Gonna take it out of my salary?”

      “No. Consider it a signing bonus.”

      Recker nodded. “Thanks, Jones.”

      “I’m gonna stay here for a few more minutes and check a few things on Ms. Hendricks. After that I’ll head back to the office. There’s still a few more things that need to be settled there.”

      “All right. After I’ve… done what I need to do, I’ll meet you over there.”

      “Sounds like a plan.”

      “By the way, you can save me a little time. Where would you suggest I go to meet some rough-looking characters who might, by chance, have some guns?”

      “There are several areas. You could try Hunting Park, that’s North Philly between second and ninth I believe. Or you could go a little farther until you hit Germantown. Or there’s Kensington. Or…”

      “Basically, what you’re telling me is just drive into the city and park anywhere.”

      “There are a lot of good parts to this city, Mr. Recker. Most areas are good. But there’s a few that’s not. You asked for the not so nice ones.”

      “Do me a favor and lock up when you’re done?” Recker said. “Unless you, by chance, took the liberty of acquiring a house or an apartment for me as well?”

      “Oh, thank you for reminding me,” Jones said, grinning. He tossed another set of keys toward Recker that he snagged out of the air. “It’s a nice little apartment, quiet community, you should like it.”

      Recker returned the smile and continued out the door. He went to the parking lot to find the new truck that he’d just received. He hit the alarm button on his keypad, saw the lights blinking on a truck parked on the far right of the lot and heard the horn sound. He walked over to it, got in, checked out the interior and fiddled around with some of the controls.

      “This gig might not be so bad after all.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      Recker drove through the city for a couple of hours, just trying to familiarize himself with his surroundings. He’d been in Philadelphia before about five years prior to this, but only for a few days, and he really didn’t get to see much of the city. He’d have to rely on Jones, at least for a little while, to get him familiar with the place.

      He did take Jones’ advice and drove around through Hunting Park. It was a rough-looking area. He turned onto sixth street near an elementary school, a three-story brick building with a raised basement. He parked near the curb as he saw several youthful looking guys in the school playground area.

      Recker watched them for a few minutes, looking like they were buying and selling drugs, as money and small bags passed between the parties. He waited until they finished their business until he made his move.

      Recker fixated on one guy and as the group broke up, he got out of his car and started walking towards him. The other four guys went separate ways. Recker looked back to make sure they were still going in the opposite direction. He started closing in on his target and picked up his pace. The guy he was following had a suspicion he was being tailed and turned his head back, seeing Recker coming towards him. He darted across the street towards a mini-mart, Recker running after him. Recker anticipated he’d run and had already begun in that direction before the guy even took off. Recker grabbed the collar of the man’s jacket and pushed him into the wall of the building.

      “Yo, man, what’d you do that for?” the man asked, turning around to face his attacker.

      “Just want some information, sonny.”

      “What’re you, a cop?”

      “Nope.”

      “You look like a cop,” the man said, noting Recker’s hairstyle and the way he dressed. “You in narcotics or somethin’?”

      “I’m not a cop.” Recker tightened his grip.

      “Well if you’re not a cop then what you want with me? You’re in the wrong neighborhood, pal.”

      “Looking for some information. I figured you were the guy that could give it to me,” Recker said, taking his hands off the guy.

      “Got the wrong guy, dude. I don’t know nothin’.”

      Recker smiled. “Oh, I think you do.”

      “If you ain’t a cop then what you want information for?”

      “What’s your name?”

      “Why should I tell you?”

      “Because I’m asking.”

      The man looked at Recker, wondering what he was up to. He didn’t look like the usual kind of guy that was in that neighborhood.

      “I need to do some business,” Recker said when the name wasn’t forthcoming. “You look like the kind of guy that can help me do that.”

      “That all depends. What kind of business you talking about?”

      “I need weapons. Unregistered and untraceable,” Recker said, looking around to make sure nobody else was nearby.

      “What you need weapons for?”

      “That’s my business.”

      “How do I know you’re not a cop just looking to set me up or something?”

      “If I was a cop, I’d have busted you and your friends back there for dealing. I’m not a cop. Now can you help me or not?”

      “Maybe. Whatcha need?”

      “A few handguns, assault rifles, maybe a few grenades, a missile launcher’d be nice,” Recker told him.

      The man’s eyes widened, surprised at the request. “What’re you, trying to start a war?”

      “Nope. Just like to be prepared.”

      “Prepared for what?”

      “Like I said, that’s my business. Can you help me or not?”

      “Uh… yeah, I might know some people.”

      “I would like to have it within the next few days if you can arrange it.”

      “You got the money ready if I can?”

      “Money’s not an object. If you can get something set up for tomorrow, I’ll give you a little something extra for your troubles,” Recker said. “I also prefer Glocks and Sig Sauers if you can get them.”

      The man moved his head around like he was thinking. “Aight. I’ll let you know.”

      “Give me a call on this number when you’re ready,” Recker said, handing him a paper with his number on it.

      The man nodded, “A’ight.”

      “One more thing… I don’t do business with people I don’t know. So, what’s your name?”

      “Tyrell.”

      “Tyrell what?”

      “Gibson. You didn’t tell me your name yet.”

      “You can call me Recker.”

      “Recker? That a nickname or something?”

      Recker shook his head, “No.”

      “That’s a fitting name then, ’cause it seems like you’re the kind of guy who likes to wreck things.”

      “Yeah. Almost like I picked the name myself or something.”

      “You like a mobster or somethin’?”

      “If I was a mobster, do you think I’d be here asking you about guns?”

      “No. I guess not.”

      “I’ll be waiting for your call.”

      “Just to warn you, these guys I’ll talk to about the guns, they’re not the kind of people you mess with. You better not be yanking their chain or try to cheat them with money or anything. You better have it. Or else. You don’t wanna mess with them.”

      “Same could be said for me.” Recker smiled.

      “I dunno man, you’re like all calm and shit, but there’s something crazy about you.”

      “Glad you noticed.”

      Recker ended the conversation and went back to his truck. He looked at the address that Jones gave to him and plugged it into the GPS in the truck. It was in Bensalem, a large suburb located just outside of the city. He took the I-95 highway to get there, arriving at the strip center business in about half an hour. There were five businesses located in the shopping center, a pharmacy, a pizza place, a self-serve laundromat, a real estate office, and an insurance office. Recker stood there by his truck, looking over the small complex. He looked at the address on the signs of the businesses until he saw the one he was looking for. He wasn’t sure what to make of it. The type of business they were running was sitting overtop of a laundromat?

      “This is a new one,” he said to himself.

      He made his way around to the back of the building and walked up the wooden steps to the second floor. Recker turned the knob, but it was locked. He knocked on the door and heard movement inside. The door opened just a sliver, with only one of Jones’ eyes visible. As soon as he saw it was Recker, he opened it further and let him in.

      “Glad to see you made it,” Jones said. “Find the place alright?”

      “Yeah, no problems. You really think having this place over a laundromat is appropriate?”

      “Why not? It’s a perfect cover. A legitimate business. People coming and going all the time. But it’s not something that needs hands on management to run, letting us focus our attention on the more important matters that we have to attend to.”

      “What if a machine breaks down? You doing the repairs?” Recker said, his question dripping with sarcasm. He didn’t think Jones liked to get his hands dirty… in any sense.

      “Don’t be silly, Mr. Recker. I’ve hired someone to look after the place every couple of days, clean, make repairs and such.”

      Recker was walking around the room, sizing up the office. He was a little surprised at how it looked. He anticipated some dingy lit room with an antique desk, maybe a lamp, and one or two computers. What he found was what seemed like a very high-tech establishment. Brightly lit, a huge L-shaped desk that had six computers on it, three of which were laptops. There were maps of the area on a wall, a big whiteboard on another one, as well as two microfiber couches.

      “How do you like it?” Jones wondered.

      “I’m impressed. I wasn’t picturing something so involved. When you first told me about all this, I thought it might be some rinky-dink operation out of your mom’s basement or something.”

      “Hardly.”

      “I’m gonna need something to house the guns and weapons we’ll need.”

      “About that… do you really think it’s going to be necessary to have all these weapons you’re talking about?”

      “If you wanna help people, then you’re gonna have to be prepared for whatever we might come across. What if I’m protecting someone? Bullet-proof vest would be nice. Night stake out? Night vision goggles would sure do the trick. It’d be easy to come back here and grab what’s needed for the assignment. If not, you might not always get the chance to go out and acquire those types of things,” Recker said. “They don’t just sell that stuff at the local supermarket you know.”

      Jones nodded. “Your point’s been made. What size will you need?”

      Recker walked over to the desk and found a pen and some paper. He jotted down a few ideas and drawings and handed it to his new partner. Jones looked at it for a few minutes.

      “I’ll see what I can do,” Jones said.

      “The sooner the better. I’ll probably be able to start stocking it tomorrow.”

      “Have something lined up with whoever you were seeking earlier?”

      “We’ll see. Looks promising though,” Recker said. “Can you run a check on a Tyrell Gibson?”

      “Should be able to. Might take a few minutes,” Jones said, sitting down at one of the laptops. “I’ll run the name through the DMV so we can get a photo so you can verify.”

      “You can hack the DMV?”

      “I can get into just about anything. Some things are easier than others, of course. Is this the guy you’re getting your equipment from?”

      “More like the third party connecting two interested people together.”

      They waited a few minutes before a match popped up, showing Gibson’s driver license photo and information.

      “That’s him,” Recker stated. “Let’s get whatever else we can on him.”

      “Why? For what purpose?”

      “He might be of some use to us. If he’s got eyes and ears on everything happening on the street, he might be someone I can pump for information if the need arises.”

      “I’ll tap into police records.”

      “Seems a little sketchy, Jones. Hacking into all these databases. Some might say you’re no better than the people you’re trying to put away.”

      “Hardly, Mr. Recker. You could scarcely compare a rapist, a child abuser, a murderer, an assault perpetrator, or someone of that ilk, to me, who’s simply acquiring information.”

      “Sounds like the rationale of a criminal, spinning whatever lawbreaking thing you’re doing to suit your own tastes and needs.” Recker was taking his chance to shake Jones’ chains.

      Jones sat back and spun his chair around, a little perturbed at what he deemed to be ridiculous accusations. While he knew he was breaking multiple laws by hacking into private government databases, he felt since he was doing so with good intentions; it wasn’t as egregious an offense as it looked, though he knew others would not have the same outlook as he did. He said as much to Recker.

      “I am not doing anything that the NSA hasn’t done, or won’t do. They’ve done the same things that I’m doing, only on a much larger scale,” Jones said.

      “I’m just messing with you. With the things I’ve done, I’m hardly in a position to be critiquing other people’s judgments,” Recker said holding up both hands in submission.

      Jones spun his chair back around and focused on his work again, pulling up what he could find on Gibson. He appeared to be a small-time criminal, no major offenses to his name. From what Jones could gather, Gibson didn’t appear to be a part of any gang that he could trace. He seemed to operate on his own.

      “Here’s what you’re looking for,” Jones said.

      Recker pulled his chair alongside the computer genius. “How’s he looking?”

      “He appears to have a modest record. Nothing major though. Mostly petty crimes. Shoplifting, robbery, theft, receiving stolen property, pick pocketing, fraud, and smuggling. Longest he spent in jail was twelve months. No hard time, just local facilities. No known gang affiliations.”

      “That’s good.”

      “Why?”

      “If he’s affiliated with a gang, it’s unlikely he’d be any help to us at all. If he’s a loner, or just small time, it’s more likely he’d be willing to talk,” Recker concentrated on the details on screen.

      “When do you expect to deal with him?”

      “He’s gonna call me later if he has a deal set up. Hopefully for tomorrow.”

      While Jones continued poring over the information that was on the laptop, Recker looked over at one of the other computers, which had a picture of Ms. Hendricks on it. He reread some of her information, before going back to her picture. He stared at it for a few minutes; her face reminding him of someone he once knew. As he looked at it, his memory went back to London, six months ago, replaying the events in his mind.
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      “Centurion Six, are you in position?” The voice crackled in his ear.

      “I’m just outside the office building now. Going in,” Smith said into his sleeve.

      “We got word his assistants left an hour ago so he should be alone.”

      “Roger that.”

      “Check back in when the job’s finished.”

      Smith entered the building through a side entrance, which was left unlocked by a security guard, just as was planned. The guard unlocked it just five minutes prior to that, right before he took a coffee break. Smith glided through the hallway until he reached the stairs in the middle of the building. Roger Coleman was supposed to be the intended target, one of the more influential members of the London Assembly.

      Just like every other mission, Smith had no clue why his victim’s number was up. Didn’t know what Coleman did, or why he was chosen to be eliminated. All Smith knew was the job at hand. He went up to the fifth floor where Coleman’s office was located and went down the hall to the fourth door on the left. Smith couldn’t see through the frosted glass door but did notice that a small light was on in the office. He took a quick look around, double checked his gun, a Sig Sauer 1911-.22 caliber pistol, took a deep breath, turned the handle, opened the door, then burst through the entrance. He quickly found the desk and was ready to fire, but found no one sitting there. Smith looked around the room, not seeing a sign of life anywhere. He walked around the other side of the desk and looked underneath. It wouldn’t have been the first time he found his victim hiding under one. He didn’t hear a single sound, unusual from someone who was either hiding, or trying to get away. Usually he’d hear heavy breathing, footsteps, or something breaking accidentally from trying to run. It was eerily quiet. The lamp on the desk was on but Smith took a closer look at the desk. It struck him as odd. It was very neat. Too neat for someone who was working late. There was a file folder on the top left corner of the desk but that was it. No disheveled papers all thrown about, no scattered pens or pencils, nothing that’d indicate someone was there.

      “Alpha One, we have a negative on our target,” Smith said. “He’s not here.”

      Smith waited about thirty seconds before trying to repeat the message. Once again, it went without a reply. He looked around the room again, alarm bells going off in his head. He quietly walked over to the door, listening for any sounds in the hallway. Thinking he may have been set up, he had a feeling someone was out there waiting for him. But he had no other options, he had to take the chance and leave sometime. Smith slipped out the door and started walking down the hallway, paying careful attention to his surroundings. He believed a person could just as easily run into trouble by going too fast and not paying attention, as you could by maintaining a steady pace. He thought it was more beneficial to know what was around you as it was to go quickly.

      Just as he passed one of the other offices, he heard the elevator chiming. He snapped his body around as the elevator doors opened, ready for someone to step off. Nobody did. He took a few more steps toward it when the door by the stairs swung open, a man immediately opening up and firing. Smith instantly went down from the blow of the first bullet, lodging into his stomach. He rolled on the floor and returned fire, hitting his attacker several times as they each emptied their pistols. Holding his stomach, blood soaking his hand, he reached around and grabbed another magazine to reload his pistol.

      Smith got to his feet, grimacing in pain as he slowly walked over to the other man lying on the ground. With the gun laying close to the man’s hand, Smith kicked the gun down the hall. Smith nudged him with his foot a couple of times, and after satisfying himself he was dead, checked his pockets for some ID. He had none on him. He saw he had an earpiece, the wire going into the back of the shirt down to back of his pants. Smith turned him over and took the earpiece out and listened to see if he could pick up anything. After a minute, a voice spoke out.

      “Centurion Twenty-One, have you finished your assignment?”

      It was the same voice that gave him his own orders. Smith thought about whether he should answer, and all the different things he could answer with, or just ignore it. If he didn’t reply, they’d know the agent failed. If Smith replied in the wrong manner, they’d also know they failed to eliminate him. He picked up the earpiece and waited for them to ask again.

      “Centurion Twenty-One, is your assignment complete?”

      “This is Twenty-One, mission successful. Target’s been eliminated.”

      “Good job. Go back to your hotel and wait for instructions.”

      “Roger that.”

      Smith went down the stairs quickly, knowing he didn’t have a lot of time, but also knowing that there may have been more than one agent sent there for him. Once he reached the bottom of the stairs he slowed down, hearing what sounded like someone pacing just outside the door. He knew it wasn’t the guard since he shouldn’t return for another hour. Holding the side of his stomach, still bleeding profusely, he closed his eyes and took a deep breath. Smith pushed the door open, his gun already raised and in firing position. He immediately saw another agent standing there and began firing, three shots landing in the agent’s chest before he could get a shot away. Smith did a three sixty in the lobby just in case anyone else was there waiting, but without having to duck any other bullets, assumed it was just the two of them. He ducked back out the side entrance and made his getaway through some bushes and trees, not knowing what was on the other side of them.

      Knowing he couldn’t go back to his hotel room in fear that the agency had someone watching it just in case, Smith wasn’t sure where else he could go. The agency had contacts everywhere, and anyone that he knew of, could burn him. He didn’t know who he could trust, if anybody. After about ten minutes, he walked out of the clump of trees. Suddenly, his thoughts turned to his girlfriend, Carrie.

      Worried that they might not have been satisfied with just taking him out and might try to eliminate anyone close to him, he got out his cell phone and tried calling her. She was the only person who really mattered to him, who he thought they might try to take out. He had no other close friends. His parents had both passed away several years ago, and being an only child, was never close with any other relatives.

      Smith dialed Carrie’s number, desperate to reach her and hear her voice, letting him know she was OK. With the time difference, Smith figured she should’ve gotten home from work about a half hour ago. Her phone kept ringing, eventually going to voicemail. Smith kept walking, trying the number again. This time, after four rings, the phone was answered. She didn’t talk though or greet him with the usual warm hello that she usually did, heightening Smith’s fears.

      “Carrie?”

      A man’s voice answered back. “I’m afraid Carrie will not be able to come to the phone right now.”

      “What have you done to her?”

      “I wouldn’t worry about her so much as I would about yourself.”

      “I swear if you hurt her, I will hunt you down and kill you,” Smith said, his heart racing.

      “Big threat from a man who won’t make it through the night.”

      “Let Carrie go. You have no beef with her. If it’s me you want, come and get me.”

      “It’s not really necessary at this point. I’m afraid you’ll never see her again.”

      “Don’t do this to her. She’s a good person.”

      “She seems that way. Too bad she fell for a man like you. That was her undoing.”

      Fearing for her life, Smith was ready to bargain. “I’ll give myself up for her.”

      “How chivalrous of you.”

      “I mean it. My life for hers. Let her go and I’ll turn myself in to whoever and wherever you want. Just tell me where.”

      “If only you had called ten minutes ago. I would’ve made the exchange in a heartbeat. I’m afraid now… it’s not possible,” the man said cryptically.

      “Why not?” Smith asked, stopping in his tracks, afraid of what he was about to hear.

      “Because five minutes ago… I killed poor, sweet Carrie. Don’t worry though. I gave her the professional courtesy of making it quick and painless. She never saw it coming.”

      Smith hunched over like he was about to throw up, though he didn’t. He straightened up again, though still wincing from the pain of the gunshot wound.

      “You didn’t have to do that! She was innocent!” Smith yelled.

      “Nobody’s innocent.”

      “She didn’t have to die! If you wanted me, come get me!”

      “Oh, we will. We will.”

      “Who are you? I’d like to know so I can make your death extra special when I look into your eyes.”

      The man laughed, amused by the threats of a man he assumed would soon be dead. “Seventeen,” he said then the line went dead.

      A whirlwind of thoughts swirled around in Smith’s head. Carrie was dead. Because of him. If she’d never have met him, she’d still be alive. Smith eventually got to a sidewalk and continued walking along the street, not really having a destination in mind. He closed his coat tightly to prevent his wound from showing to passers-by. For more than two hours he wandered around the streets of London, putting his head down, and not going anywhere in particular. He knew Centurion had people on the ground looking for him by now so he couldn’t go to anyone he already knew. Even if there were people he could trust, which there wasn’t, he wouldn’t put anyone else’s lives at risk. Not for him.

      He knew he left a fair amount of blood at the shootout at the office so he figured they’d check hospitals and any underground doctors in the area first. When the third hour after the shootout had passed, Smith finally picked his head up and looked around, amazingly finding himself standing in front of a hospital. He debated whether he wanted to go in. He wasn’t sure if he should go in. He wasn’t sure if he even wanted to go in. With Carrie gone, he thought maybe he’d just give up and join her wherever she now was. He thought maybe it was better if he just kept moving, or creeped off down some dark alley, knowing eventually he’d collapse.

      Then he thought about Carrie and knew she’d want him to carry on. His legs began moving, and he walked through the hospital doors, taking a seat. He wasn’t sure if he was doing it for Carrie, or for himself. Thoughts of rage and revenge flowed through him. If he gave up, he wouldn’t be able to extract the punishment that Centurion and especially seventeen had
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