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~  Prologue  ~

[image: ]


May 17th, 2014

“No! No, this shit ain’t happenin’!” Lionel Morris panted, spitting blood that was slowly leaking from the cuts in his lips and where his teeth had torn the inside of his mouth. “This ain’t fuckin’ happenin’!” 

He backed away from the doorway his body had been made to ruin. He had come crashing through bands of metal and sections of sheetrock – back first – only to have the glass conference table shatter under the force of the impact his body had delivered. He shook his head in disbelief, but was careful not to shake it too hard. He was already lightheaded from the beating he had received.

Lionel spat again, rolling his shoulders in hopes of lessening the pain in the left side of his neck. He turned his left shoulder to the doorway, clenching and then releasing his fists. It seemed that his hands were the only parts of his body that weren’t hurting. But he had to turn his head slightly, he was beginning to lose sight through his right eye; it was swelling shut pretty quickly.

Lionel was used to seeing this sort of thing; an MMA fighter thrown out of the sport for excessive aggression... it was just the first time he had been made to experience receiving such aggression. The man they called Breaker felt his left leg tremble, still feeling the effect of the powerful round kicks it had absorbed.

Leg kicks.

Lionel shook his head sharply, but it had the opposite effect of what he was hoping for. He staggered to his left as she walked into the conference room, adjusting her gloves. She was always adjusting her damn gloves.

“This doesn’t have to happen like this,” she hissed. “I’m not here for you. All I want is information.”

“Fuck you!” Lionel shouted. “I got some info for you in these hands!” He lifted his fists and beckoned the woman to come closer. “Come and get it.”

“As you wish,” she whispered. “Here I come!”

She stepped forward and Lionel rushed in, screaming his attack. 

It was a common approach to combat: get in close on your opponent, working your punches into their torso. It usually meant the attacker had to eat a punch in order to get into range, but the mentality then was simply to make it worth the price of admission.

There were, however, many counters to such an attack. One could withdraw or side-step... or simply deliver enough punishment to show the attacker the error of their ways. Sonya’s approach took a bit from all three. She withdrew enough to set her feet and throw her punch with maximum power. In this case, it was her overhand right that landed hard in the middle of the man’s face. In throwing the punch, she’d turned and stepped to the side before pivoting on her left foot and throwing an uppercut from the knees.

Both punches landed hard, much harder than Lionel wanted them to. His attempt to grasp the woman failed as his head came up from her second punch. Before he could bring his chin down, her right hand landed a strike to his neck. Now he could barely stand as he struggled to breathe, reaching for his neck. All he could do was watch the woman deliver a turning, spinning back-kick that was a thing of beauty. At least, that’s what his eyes thought of the motion. His sternum didn’t appreciate the woman in the least, and Lionel found himself too weak to stand. But she didn’t keep him on his knees for long. Her spinning backfist hammered against the side of his head, sending him to the carpet.

“Any chance you want to reconsider your answer, Breaker?” she asked. “You’d be making the worst mistake in thinking that I’m a patient woman. So far, you’ve only lost a little blood and sweat. I’m going to start on your bones next. You think you want to be made to feel what you did to Alejandro Torres in Tempe?”

“Dear God in heaven,” he thought, remembering the illegal street fight. If memory served, it had cost $100,000 just to get onto the property and watch the fight. Lionel had earned himself a nice purse of $450,000 after fees and fines. “How does she know about that?!” 

Not able to speak clearly, Lionel shook his head ‘no’. 

“Ah, progress... at last,” she said before turning away. “You take a moment there, Breaker.”

“I got your moment, bitch!” Lionel thought, demanding his body answer the call of his desires just one more time. Something had to be done for the disrespect she had just shown him, turning her back to him like that. “I got your fuckin’ moment!”

Lionel sat up without making a sound and set his feet under him, going for another lunging attack. Before his hands could reach the back of her head, her foot swung across his forearms, kicking him wide of his target.

Lionel cried out, forcing his body to stop, his right backhand whipping out for her head. But she was already low and spinning. Another damn leg kick. This one knocked his feet out from under him.

Henry was the only sighted person watching who didn’t flinch, watching Sonya jump and land, shattering Lionel’s left ankle.

“Can’t cry foul,” Henry muttered. “The man was warned.”

“Sounded like she came down on the side of the ankle,” John added.

“Yeah, she did,” Henry smirked, finding mirth in how he could hear the difference.

“Thought so,” John said softly, “you don’t get that sound from a front break.”

“How can the two of you just sit there and say that?!” Brenda signed, her speakers matching her sentiment almost perfectly.

“He was warned!” both men said simultaneously and with equal conviction. They stopped and turned to face one another.

“You two are getting scary,” Charles commented, shaking his head. “But it looks like Breaker’s about to have a break-thru!”

The man rolled on the floor, grabbing his left leg and screaming. The edge of Sonya’s knife – placed firmly against the skin at his neck – made him stop screaming. He looked up at Sonya as she shook her head ‘no’ and lifted her blade like she was about to stab the man.

“I don’t know!” Lionel screamed. “I never know where he is. The only one I ever know about is Picket! I swear to God!”

Putting a knee in his chest, Sonya used her gloves to select one of her pre-loaded responses.

“Talk! And I mean right now!”

“Diego! Picket’s got a place in San Diego!” Lionel cried before he gave the woman an address and the process of how to approach the building safely.

Sonya sheathed the blade. “Now, Breaker, what are the chances that the second I walk out that door, you run to a phone and warn Picket that I’m coming?”

Lionel shook his head as he slowly sat up. “I... I wouldn’t do that.”

“Two... three... two... Winslow!” Sonya signed slowly.

“What is she talking about?” Brenda asked, looking over at three men whose facial expressions clearly indicated they knew what Sonya was saying, two of them showing varying degrees of surprise. She went with the one who wasn’t surprised at all. “Lefty, what is she talking about?!” 

“232 Winslow Avenue. That’s the address of Mr. Morris’ mother,” he shared. “Calamari’s letting him know this is going to get personal if he gets in the way.”

“And I would hope you’d know better than to ask the obvious question, Mixer,” John stressed. 

“Lionel Morris’ mother is innocent!” Brenda argued.

“She’s innocent-adjacent,” John retorted. “And the Field Leader made her call.”

“And what is that supposed to mean? That the discussion ends there?!”

“While our people are in the field, yes!” John snapped, getting up from his seat. “This is not the debate room, this is the Support Room because that’s we do! Now if you can’t handle that, just give me the word and we will make the necessary arrangements! Because these methods are too dark for you,” John said in a softer tone, returning to his seat. “... suddenly!”

“Calamari’s headed for the exit,” Charles noted. “And she’s – God Damn! What happened there?”

Most heads turned to the large monitor. Henry leaned over toward John and started to explain what he saw.

“I already know,” John asserted. “I could hear Wheelman going to work as she was mixing it up with Breaker. She dealt with one... he dealt with six!”

“Yeah, and it looks like ol’ Lionel got the better end of the deal,” Henry remarked, looking at Michael adjusting his gloves.

“Ready to go?” Michael signed.

“No, but we’re done here. We might as well get back to base.”

“Let’s recall the drones, Runner,” John commanded, getting up from his chair again. “I’ll be at the computer station, seeing what I can get on the address Mr. Morris gave Calamari.”
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May 17th, 2014 

Getting out of her car, Rachel Forentz looked at her watch. She was running late, but it simply couldn’t be avoided. She had been in the middle of an interrogation when she received the summons and the traffic in Tel Aviv was always challenging when it rained hard. Her driver had done what he could but the numbers had been against him. She had exited the car before he could even get out and open the door for her.

“I’m sorry for being this late,” she panted, running into the meeting room. “The rain is making several of the streets impassable.” 

“And you think that is just cause for you being late for a meeting you called?” Jamel Kovonski questioned.

“What?” Rachel stammered, looking confused by the question.

“She didn’t call this meeting,” the Administrative Director whispered, leaning back in his chair and pressing his lips together.

“No, she did not,” Bob said, stepping into the room just behind Rachel. 

“I would ask everyone to remain calm!” he said in a louder tone, giving his words a moment to resonate with his audience. “If we had wanted this to be a violent incident, blood would have already been spilt. As it happens, neither you nor any of your personnel are in any immediate danger. Ms. Forentz, if you would please have a seat, we can continue.

“Why don’t we come to the crux of the matter?” Bob suggested, beginning to slowly pace around the room. “Here we are, two very different bodies. At this very moment we both can say that we have something that the other party wants.”

“That’s quite the assumption,” Gloria Belderel, the Director of Field Operations said, crossing her arms.

“Is it?” Bob pressed. “What makes you say that? After all, we – and by that particular ‘we’, I am referring to the Arsenal, the organization I am here representing – are in a position to know a number of things. Take a look around you. We knew enough to arrange this meeting. Surely that will be allowed to stand for something! Or am I barking up the wrong tree with you?”

“You’re among the more stylish thugs we’ve had to deal with, I’ll give you that,” the woman estimated. “But a thug nonetheless.”

“Hmmm,” Bob said before turning to face the woman, flinging his right arm toward her. “Asked and answered. Got it!”

Gloria was no novice in the Intelligence Community. She had authored regime changes in over a dozen countries, making very visible, very tangible impacts on the world. Countless lives had been changed in the aftermath of her orchestrations. There wasn’t a country on the globe where she didn’t have incredible resources at her fingertips; a fact she planned on making this Arsenal man aware of once this farce of a meeting was done. She didn’t expect for Bob to have other plans. 

Three dart shuriken – thrown in a single motion – landed in her body, making a straight line from her chest to the center of her forehead. She rocked back in her chair from the impact of the missile weapons but fell dead without so much as a sigh coming from her.

Bob looked at the woman for a moment. “Woof, woof.

“Okay, just where was I?” he asked, turning to look at Jamel.

“We both have something that the other party wants,” the man answered in a clear and concise tone before half-looking over his left shoulder and saying, “Let’s do something about that, please.

“And would you care to take a seat, Mr. ...”

“Call me Bob. And I don’t mind if I do.”

Taking a moment to cross his legs and clear his throat, Jamel offered, “Hopefully I’m not being difficult, Bob, but could you be more specific about these aforementioned things?”

“The particular thing you possess that I want is your database on the American Central Intelligence Agency. The thing I have that you want are seven of the top Targets of Opportunity for your organization.”

“Seven? Seems like and odd number. Might I ask–”

“Actually, it’s ten total,” Bob interrupted, lifting his left hand. Three masked associates approached Jamel and each placed a small, black, metal case on the floor beside his chair. “I thought these three would make the ideal good-faith offering. Perhaps I should have said the seven remaining of your listed Top Ten. 

“For your edification, these three also happened to be individuals who were listed as Wanted: Dead or Alive. So I thought... why not?”

“And if memory serves...”

“Numbers Four, Six, and Nine,” Bob clarified. “Nine was just moved to Dead or Alive yesterday morning.”

Jamel’s nostrils flared as he calculated how quickly the Arsenal would had to have moved in order to strike so quickly and still penetrate Mossad Headquarters.

“Inasmuch as we’re being completely honest with one another–”

“Yes, we want the backdoors that not even some of your superiors are aware that you possess,” Bob asserted.

“Making said backdoors useless!”

“Not necessarily so,” Bob returned. “The CIA would have to know the doors were used. The Arsenal prides itself on its ability to render itself invisible and intangible... until it suits our needs to be otherwise.”

“I have no doubt. But I’m going to need to ask for more than seven targets.”

“Oh?”

“I’d like a direct line to you as well.”

“No, but you can have a direct line to one of my students... one of my more accomplished students,” Bob stressed. 

“That will suffice.”

“Good then,” Bob said, standing up. The masked members of the Arsenal stepped back into the darkness. “I will give you three days to prepare the requested information.” Bob tossed a card onto the desk in front of Rachel. “You can call my student to make the arrangements for the meeting. It was good meeting you, Director.”

Bob did not move, but it appeared that the shadows in the dimly lit room moved over the assassin. When light returned to the place where the Arsenal operative had been standing, Bob was nowhere to be seen.

“I want Protocol to open a file,” Jamel directed. “Entitle it ‘Phantoms’, and register it as ‘Top Secret, Director’s Eyes Only’! Once that is done, let’s get word to all the necessary parties that we’ve lost our Operations Director. You may include in the statement that I am assuming her position until such time that I am relieved or replaced. That is all for now.”

Jamel got up and exited the room, walking directly to his car. He waited until the building was out of sight before speaking. “Was that a lesson geared towards getting me to understand that I need to monitor what I say to you in passing?”

Bob laughed as he drove the car. “Not at all, Jams. We both knew Gloria was going to be problematic. This way, at least she delivered a mutually beneficial service; something she never would have, left to her own devices. 

“And don’t think I’ve missed the opportunity to appreciate your position,” Bob quickly added. “You were on top of the world. Coming into a new position. Though you wanted the Field Ops chair, they made you the Chief Administrator. Still, a raise is a raise. Add to that, you’ve got an adoring wife you love and cherish – and for good reason, I might add – and two mistresses you could rely on to relieve you of your daily pressure. Definitely a good life. 

“That is, until a third mistress – your most recent addition... Bella, I believe – hands you a phone with a Master from the Arsenal on the other end. I’ve noticed you haven’t visited the Bella in five months. She’s still living in the apartment you rented for her... waiting for your call. Don’t tell me you’re one of those men intimidated by a woman who possesses the skills to kill him if she so chose to. You should know, she’s not Arsenal, but don’t go selling her short either. It won’t be pretty.

“Anyway,” Bob continued, “recently, Mossad agents have been dropping in some pretty ugly numbers. All of this will give you the tools to stop the hemorrhaging while passing on your ills to the CIA.”

“Either way, you get what you want, right?” Jamel asked.

“I’m not out here for my health,” Bob stressed. “It’s a shitty situation you’re in, Jams. But let’s not dance around it in the name of making you feel better. You either cooperate or die. 

“And I know the notion’s got to come across your mind,” Bob quickly added. “You’re thinking, ‘there’s no way can they afford to just up and kill everyone who doesn’t jump through their proverbial hoops’. Right or wrong, what difference will that make to you once you’re dead?!”

Nothing else was said and Bob drove Jamel to his helipad.

“I’ll be in touch very soon,” Jamel informed before opening the door. “Are you sure you want to do this?”

“Someone’s got to keep the big, bad, American wolf in check,” Bob replied. “This way I get to hit multiple targets with one shot... and without making too much of a mess.”

“But the CIA has a division devoted entirely to uninvited advances into their network.”

“No they don’t. That’s a pipe dream they sold to the FSB to give them something to chew on and chase while the Americans infiltrated their organizations. Yeah, that farm in New Hampshire... that is one big, expensive red herring.  It’s no better than your Tel Aviv shop.”

“Now that is a red herring,” Jamel  shot back. “You can’t possibly believe that!”

“No, and I’m glad you don’t either. The budget for that fake wing of operations is just over three-quarters the cost of what it takes to run all of the Mossad. They definitely have the better toys and tons more personnel.”

“Which is why you’re taking this approach!” Jamel concluded. 

“Gotta love it when they give you the answer,” Bob thought. 

“It seemed... expedient,” the assassin replied, looking as if that conclusion had just been reached. “But you need to be more fixated on the report you’re going to file. I’ll see you around, Jams.

“And that should’ve given the perch-man time enough to identify me,” Bob thought as he drove away from Jamel and his approaching helicopter.

“Let him file his report,” Bob said aloud. “The moment he’s done, however, I leave his status to your discretion. And call Bella to give her a heads-up and a chance to clear out before things get messy.”
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May 17th, 2014

An hour after the Intelligence Asset was identified at a morgue, the sighting report the sniper had filed an hour prior to his death wound up on the desk of Earl Whittig. It had been nearly thirty years since he last heard the word Arsenal outside the European Football league. It didn’t take him long to send word to his superiors and get clearance to run point on this issue. 

He asked for the best to be his operations team. 

It had been made clear to Earl that Malcolm Needles was running an operation in the United Kingdom and was really just starting to make some headway into infiltrating an organization calling themselves the Holy World Order. Calling him away from that meant six months’ work would be for naught. But the prospect of getting information on the Arsenal was too pressing. Earl had been reminded of who sat in the seats of power. Their collective memory was long and had continued to hold him in a superlative light.

“Though these days, they call it having the juice,” he had thought.

* * * * *
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The front door closed, giving Malcolm Needles the signal he needed to receive before he would open his blue eyes. He tapped his watch twice after sitting up in the makeshift pallet he and his departing guest had used for a bed.

“Who do I have this morning?” he asked, getting up and making his way to the kitchen window. He stopped for a moment near the bookshelf to take down A History of the Boy Scouts.

“Same one you had last night,” Maura Hibbersham replied. The woman closed her eyes, pressing her lips together, wishing she had recognized her faux pas before she had said it.

“Yeah, no one on the line needs me to explain that one,” Malcolm replied. “And it looks like our target is using the eastside exit.”

“Affirmative,” Maura noted, typing commands into her computer. “We’ve got it covered.”

Malcolm frowned, opening the book and taking out a set of binoculars that gave the sound of powering up the moment he removed them from their cut-out compartment. Looking through the binoculars, he swept over the area.

“How? I’m not seeing anyone!”

“Well, they wouldn’t be covert if you could easily see them, would they?” the young woman returned. “And how do you know she’s taking the east exit?”

“Elevator stopped on the second floor.”

“And when did you hit my circuit to know that?”

“Didn’t have to,” Malcolm said. “Elevator always makes a double clang just before it reaches the ground floor. No clang means it stopped before one. Stairway on the second floor gives the option of heading down or taking the fire exit.”

“We’ll talk later about when you looked up the blueprints for that building,” Maura said in an agitated tone. “Confirmed: Sal’s in position.”

“Sal?!” Malcolm said, looking even more intently. “You put the evil genius on this?!”

“You handle your job, I’ll handle mine!” the woman sent back. “Besides, didn’t think you’d mind risking him... seeing as how his name doesn’t start with ‘M’. You know, you should really think about talking to someone about that. Only two people on your team don’t–”

“His name rhymes with mine; Mal and Sal.”

Maura closed her eyes and sighed. “Issues! You have very serious issues.”

“Okay, we’ve got a car entering the alley,” Malcolm said.

“That’d be the car she hired when you were rolling over on your side,” Maura stated. “... before the note, but after the shower. What did the note say anyway?”

“Haven’t read it yet,” Malcolm answered. “Waiting for the contact poison she sprayed on the paper to evaporate.”

“That’ll take hours. And you know, there’s this new thing all the kids are talking about,” Maura said, verifying Sal’s Ready Status. “They’re called gloves! Works wonders for touching poisoned things, I’m told!”

“And the car is stopping! Still no joy on the visuals.”

“You mention that again and I’ll drop the line!” Maura exclaimed.

Malcolm lowered the binoculars, lifting his brow. “Sounds like someone might be a little over-caffeinated this morning. 

“There’s our girl,” Malcolm noted. “Roger that, she’s out in the open.”

“Confirmed,” Maura noted. “I’ve got visuals.”

“Well where the devil is–” 

Just before the back passenger-side door of the sedan could close, something trailing smoke streaked from the side of the building, flying into the rear of the car. The door closed and an explosion of blue smoke erupted inside.

Malcolm started singing Blue Moon as the back door opened. The thick, blue smoke rolled out of the car. It seemed to cling to the operation’s target as she coughed, gasping for air. She got out of the car and fell after making her second step.

A man wearing a gas mask and a full-length raincoat climbed out of the first-floor window, grabbing the woman’s wrist with one hand while tossing a device into the back seat of the car and closing the door with the other. A second explosion seemed to instantly dispel the blue cloud that was in the car.

A van backed into the alley and the masked man dragged the unconscious woman toward it. A rather muscular man quickly exited the vehicle and punched the woman in the face. 

“Nice catch,” Malcolm commented, believing that the woman’s state of unconsciousness was now genuine.

The two men picked up the woman and put her in the van. Malcolm turned away from the window, returning the binoculars to the book.

“Target acquired and secured,” Maura reported. “You might want to get dressed. Reclamations team will be there in fifteen seconds.”

“I can stand the heat if they can,” Malcolm smiled. “Nicely done, Maura. Sorry about the way I questioned your ability. You even managed to keep the evil genius in check. Nicely done.” Malcolm stopped walking, lifting his arm to look at his watch

“Appreciated. Shall I send the doctor to remove the sub-dermal earpiece?” she asked as a beeping noise came from her computer. “Okay, nixing that. Summons received. Wheels up in fifteen.”

“Oh yeah? Where to?” Malcolm asked.

“Athens. See you on the plane.”

“Athens,” Malcolm repeated. It wasn’t a long trip, coming from London, but a meeting in Athens meant a meeting off-book. “Nothing like officially un-official work.”

* * * * *
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May 18th, 2014

Earl arrived in Athens nearly an hour before Malcolm and his team, allowing him to get to the meeting site and get comfortable with his surroundings. After getting the walk-thru tour, Earl went to the range and fired off a few rounds. At first, he attracted attention with the sound of his .44 hand cannon going off, but then a few more people came through, sending texts to their friends about the ol-timer scoring kill shots with relative ease.

“Wow, that was almost perfect,” one of the observers commented.

“Almost?” Earl asked, reloading his weapon.

“Yeah, you only got the shoulder of that guy over there,” the young man pointed. “It was a nice move though; the roll and the firing. Pretty impressive.”

“What’s your name, son?”

“MacNamor,” the young man replied. “Oswald MacNamor.”

“Oswald?!”

“Yes sir. Everyone just calls me Mackie.”

“They do, do they? Come here a second, Mackie.” The young man moved without hesitation, walking over to Earl as the older agent holstered his weapon. “Check my firing angle on the shoulder shot and tell me again what you think.”

Oswald went down on one knee and looked up. He then leaned to his left. Another target was swinging from taking a bullet to center mass. Along the bottom of the swaying target, the word ‘bonus’ was spelled out in bold, gold letters.

“Holy cow!” the young man exclaimed, pointing up at the target. “You got the bonus target. Wait! You found the bonus target! 

“Mike, is that the bonus target you keep telling me that I’ve missed?!”

“That’s the one, Mackie,” the Weapons Master said over the speakers. “Agent Whittig has not only found the most elusive Bonus Target, he scored a bull’s-eye on it! That’s gets him a perfect score, breaking our sixteen-month, three-week record!”

“Over a year?!” Earl thought, ignoring the applause as he grabbed his jacket. He then turned to look at Oswald, surprised to see a bright smile on his face as he offered the older man his hand.

“That’s some of the most impressive shooting I’ve ever seen, sir.”

“Not ‘sir’,” he said plainly. “It’s Earl. You need to tell your section leader that you just got pulled onto my team. Go tell them now and then come find me. I should be done with my meeting by then.”

Nearly awestruck, Oswald nodded his head as he slowly back-pedaled. “Yes. Yes sir! I mean, Earl sir. I mean–”

“Get out of here, kid,” Earl said with a smile. He walked to the front of the building, opening the doors as Malcolm Needles was getting out of a taxi.

Hand-combing his blonde hair, Malcolm stopped halfway up the short stairway. “Earl Justin Whittig?!”

Earl looked down at himself. “Didn’t know I was wearing a name tag.”

“You don’t ever have to, sir!” Malcolm said, walking up to the man. “Might I ask why you’re here?”

Earl shook the man’s hand, trying to get a read on him. It wasn’t easy, and he couldn’t really be sure of his findings because they were contradictory. “This one likes to get right to it,” he thought. “Good!

“I’m going hunting. Hunting for things that no sane individual would try to track and bag if not kill. I asked them to send me the best. Obviously the definition of the word has changed since I was last in the field. When I said I wanted the best, I was expecting human, not a god-damned super-hero! Maybe it was a good idea I got out of the field.” 

“Well, you’ve got to be wrong about something, sir. Might as well be wrong about that.”

“And it begins,” Earl said, holding the door open for Malcolm. “Were you ever stationed in Athens, Needles?”

“Uhm, yeah, almost a year and a half ago.” Malcolm walked inside and then stopped. “You’re not asking me about Mike’s little surprise, are you?”

“Not anymore. It’s feeling like Christmas all of a sudden! But we need to sit down and talk about the boogeyman and I will ask, only once, that you mark the tone of my voice when I say that.”

“Already marked, sir. Are we going after The Ghast?”

“Jesus, he’s read my book!” Earl thought. “I found the one person who’s actually read my book! And I thought I was cracking a joke when I said it’s Christmas!

“That’s the plan, son. That is the plan!”
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May 26th, 2014

Terrence Lucas allowed his head to rest against the back of the seat, slowly releasing a sigh of relief. The roar of the jet engines flooded out the screams of protests and the curses damning him to the darkest of fates which spewed, without pause, from a very excited woman.

“You snooze... you lose!” he sighed. “Hate it for ya, Wetback!”

Jessilae watched as the jet sped away from the private airfield. She looked down on her man who stood there, his hands on his knees, panting for air.

“That son-of-a-bitch left us,” Thomas whispered. 

“Let’s not act like this is a new trick for that dog!” she hissed. “We just didn’t think he’d try it while I’ve got his codes.”

Thomas stood up straight, breathing in deeply and slowly. He started looking around, noticing how quiet it was, even for a private airfield. “And these are the codes you’ve got hidden away?” 

“You know they’re hidden, baby.”

“Any chance you can verify that storage place is still standing?” he said, motioning for them to head for the parking lot.

“It better be standing!” Jessilae said, quickly taking out her phone. She hit a speed dial code and waited for a beep. “Caribbean gravy,” she said, much to Thomas’ surprise.

“Damn strong password!” he remarked. The gunshot to his stomach kept Jessilae from smiling.

“THOMAS!” she screamed, falling to the ground with him. “Thomas, please! Oh dear God, no!”

“That wasn’t half bad, man!” a young man remarked, coming from the hangar where the plane had been stored. “They were almost at the parking lot, too.”

“Half bad, my ass!” the taller man replied, holding out his hand. “You bet. You lost. Pay up!”

“Let’s handle the rest of the job first, okay?”

“Man, don’t try to slide with my money.”

Four men joined the first two as they checked their weapons, beginning to jog.

Tears welled up in Jessilae’s eyes when Thomas moved to cover her mouth with his hand. He then pointed at his own body. He opened his shirt to show that he was wearing body armor. “You’re supposed to be wearing one of these too, right?” 

Jessilae remembered as tears fell from her eyes. She nodded yes, quickly moving to hug her man.

“No time for that, baby,” he whispered in her ear. “If they’re here for me, they’re here for you too. We talked about this, baby, remember?”

Jessilae batted her eyes and started to reach for her pistol, but Thomas kept her from reaching it. 

“We know there’s at least one. No way Terrence would leave just one man to kill me. I need you to keep crying. Scream and cry as loud as you can, making a run for the car.”

“I’ll be bait,” she whispered. “You clean them up. Show me the vest!”

Thomas nodded once, lifting his shirt. “See, no blood.”

“And your ribs?”
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