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      LEROY SILVER’S ORDERS were simple enough; take out the war criminal turned businessman by any means necessary. His superior officer provided him with the complete dossier on James Tyson. It contained everything needed for the job, from his military career to when he left the army and began supplying weapons and ammunition to shady organizations.

      Silver spent a few days prepping for the assignment. It didn’t take long to familiarize himself with Tyson’s habits and movements. Most times, armed bodyguards, ex-military men and women, guarded Tyson. It was impossible to find him unprotected.

      Neutralizing him at his home was out of the question since his estate was heavily guarded. Armed sentries patrolled the compound every moment of the day, and cameras were everywhere. It made sense for Tyson to be cautious in his line of work, given his history and the enemies he created. But it made killing him more difficult.

      The kill order stated to assassinate Tyson at his daughter’s high school graduation ceremony. Silver’s superiors decided it was the perfect opportunity. It was at a small town outside of Portland, Oregon, the security was lax, and Tyson probably didn’t expect anyone to risk the lives of children to attack him.

      Silver didn’t approve of the plan, but since it was government sanctioned, he went along with it. Gaining access to the school wasn’t much of a problem. He broke into the campus a couple of days earlier and stashed his weapons bag inside a bathroom stall ceiling. He then wore a sports jacket and jeans to sneak into the school along with the proud families of the graduating students. The only hurdle Silver faced earlier was finding the perfect vantage point—somewhere hidden from the security cameras. He settled for the gymnasium roof. It offered a view over the field where the ceremony was, and it was near where he parked his car. He kept low and removed the rifle stock and the barrel-and-bolt assembly from his bag before connecting the two parts with an Allen wrench. Reaching back into the bag, he removed a scope and a suppressor. He attached the suppressor to the muzzle, flipped the bipod under the barrel, and rested the butt of the stock on the roof floor. After mounting the scope and adjusting for eye relief, he lay in wait. Tyson arrived just moments after the ceremony started. He wore a charcoal suit, his brown hair slicked back with gray showing at the sideburns, and two guards flanked either side of him.

      Orders came specifying Silver make a headshot since it was possible for Tyson to wear a bulletproof vest under his suit. If Silver missed, he wouldn’t get another chance at taking his target out again since Tyson’s security would more than likely triple. Watching the principal hand out diplomas to excited kids, Silver’s gut tightened, and his breath briefly filled his lungs. He had a clean shot of Tyson sitting in the front row bleachers.

      Now, James Tyson was a terrible person—responsible for thousands of deaths. Silver knew assassinating the war criminal was necessary to prevent more deaths. To him, killing Tyson was easy, but not in front of his family. Silver didn’t want to put them through such trauma, knowing firsthand how such things could destroy a child’s future. When the principal handed out the last diploma, and the parents stood to congratulate their kids, Silver knew he missed his window; and he was okay with it. For all his flaws and evil deeds, at that moment, James Tyson was just a proud father—happy to see his kid graduate high school. Killing him in front of his family would have been despicable.

      This will ruffle some feathers, Silver thought while packing his stuff.

      As soon as he vacated the school, Silver’s phone started buzzing. He already knew who it was and had been expecting the call. He waited until he was inside his car and driving away from the scene before answering it.

      “Was the mission successful?” the voice asked as soon as he picked up.

      “Negative, there was a complication,” Silver replied.

      The line went silent for a couple of moments, and he wondered if the other man had dropped the call.

      “Report back to HQ now,” the voice commanded.

      “Roger that,” Silver replied before the line went dead. He knew the government would be less than thrilled about his failure to complete the assignment.

      The next morning Silver flew into LaGuardia Airport. Alone in first-class, he was first to exit the plane. The airport was noisy and crowded as he passed through and outside to ground transportation. He found an empty taxi queue, waved down a cab, and ducked in the back seat. The aroma of a sausage and egg sandwich hit his nose. He watched as the driver wiped the crumbs from his mouth.

      “Where to?” the cabbie asked, still chewing.

      Silver gave him the address and spent the next thirty minutes listening to the man talk about his newborn child and how great New York City was. The driver stopped at a park in Lower Manhattan, and Silver paid him before sliding out of the car. He waited until the cab left before walking across the street to a twenty-plus-story concrete structure. The building, set off to itself, was a dirty gray color and surrounded by a four-foot-tall cement wall. The only way in was through a gate next to a security hut. He approached the entrance, and a guard stepped out of the hut, holding a Heckler & Koch HK assault rifle. Silver flashed his badge and handed it to the armed man.

      “One moment, sir,” the man said, holding the badge to the guardhouse window.

      Another guard inside the hut scanned the badge using a small electronic device before dropping his head in front of a computer screen, then peeking up at Silver every few seconds as if he were confirming his physical attributes. After fifteen seconds, he nodded to his partner and the armed guard handed Silver back the badge.

      “Thank you, sir. You can go in.”

      Silver nodded, and as he walked toward the entrance, the gate slid apart.

      Inside were unmarked vehicles and more armed patrols. Another guard checked Silver’s badge at the front door. After he cleared the bomb-sniffing dogs, an explosive trace detector, and a metal detector, another guard checked one last time.

      Silver took the elevator up to his superior’s, that was, his handler’s office. He hesitated before knocking on the door. When called inside, he opened it and entered. Seated behind a desk in a tailored, slate-blue suit was Captain Matt Anderson. He was looking down at a notepad, writing. The office was practically empty, save for the desk, chairs, and potted plant on the windowsill. Anderson’s office had looked the same since Silver first started reporting to him. You’d think he started using the office only recently since there weren’t any personal effects in sight, not even a picture of his family. Captain Matt Anderson had been Silver’s handler ever since he got assigned to the arm of the government responsible for fixing the country’s messes. Silver worked for a secret unit that very few people knew existed. Their job was to eliminate some of the world’s most dangerous and influential people, preventing them from risking or taking the lives of the country’s citizens. After they recruited Silver from the army, Captain Anderson took him under his wings. He was one of the few people Silver could call a friend.

      Anderson looked above the bridge of his reading glasses at Silver. “Take a seat,” he said as soon as Silver shut the door behind himself.

      Silver settled into the chair opposite of his superior’s desk. “This has to be the best view in the building,” he said, looking at the window.

      Anderson removed his glasses and brushed his hand through his short dirty blond hair. “So, explain to me why the target is still very much alive,” he asked, sighing at the end of his question.

      “I couldn’t bring myself to take the shot,” Silver answered, still looking in the window’s direction. “Way too many civilians on the premises,” he finished, turning to Anderson.

      “You’ve taken out several targets before in sizeable crowds without endangering the lives of the civilians in proximity,” Anderson pointed out. “Why was this any different?” he asked.

      “Maybe it’s because I was supposed to kill a man at his daughter’s high school graduation?” Silver replied. “It just didn’t sit right with me.”

      “It's the job you signed up for. How you feel about the situation shouldn’t prevent you from completing your assignment. The higher-ups won’t be happy when they hear about this.”

      “Of course, they won’t,” Silver sighed. “But I’m pretty sure they can find someone else who wouldn’t mind blowing off Tyson’s head in front of his family. Unfortunately for them, that person just isn’t me,” he concluded, shaking his head.

      “Leroy, do you know how hard it was to get that particular intel about Tyson?” Anderson asked. “You just blew the best chance the government had of eliminating the country’s most notorious war criminal.”

      “Come on,” Silver said in an exasperated tone. “How was I supposed to blow a hole in the guy’s head while his daughter was being handed her certificate?” He got up from his chair and started pacing the office. “That’s just cruel—even for this agency. The kid would’ve been in therapy all her life. Imagine having to relive that moment every single day. It would be better if I neutralize Tyson privately—away from his family.”

      “I agree with the situation not being ideal,” Anderson stated. “I know that, but this was the best shot we had in a long time. Tyson leaves for his private island tomorrow, and no one can get to him there. If you think his house is Fort Knox, the island is ten times more secure. His family would have recovered, eventually. Everyone has trauma they’re dealing with. They wouldn’t be the first.”

      “We’re supposed to protect the lives of civilians,” Silver insisted. “The stadium was filled with women and children. There’s no way everybody would’ve made it out safe after I shot. People would’ve gotten hurt.”

      “Worrying about the lives of others wasn’t your top priority,” Anderson replied. “All that mattered to the government was putting an end to James Tyson’s terrorism. Any loss incurred would’ve been considered collateral damage.”

      “Collateral damage?” Silver exclaimed. “These are kids we’re talking about. They don’t deserve that.”

      “No one deserves that, but we didn’t have any choice in the matter,” Anderson sighed. “It would have been for the greater good. Now, I know you grew up in foster care, and family is a touchy subject, but think of all the families Tyson has destroyed over the years. You blew one of the best chances we had at eliminating him. What’re a few lives when compared to the loss of thousands?”

      Silver sighed before sitting back down. “So, what are we going to do now?” he asked his friend.

      “I have to report this failure to my superiors,” Anderson replied. “We’ll know what happens after I’m done meeting with them. In the meantime, go home and rest. I’ll contact you sometime tomorrow.”

      “Alright then.” Silver got up from the chair and shook hands with Anderson. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”
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        * * *

      

      Instead of going straight home, Silver made a detour to his favorite bar in Downtown Manhattan. Worked up, he wanted a drink, and McLarens Pub was just the place for him. It was a small and cozy bar he discovered a couple of months after moving to New York. He had tailed one of his targets to the place one evening during a reconnaissance mission. He went for the job but stayed for the beer and warm atmosphere.

      McLarens was one of the few bars in the city that had Silver’s favorite drink. It was still early in the afternoon, so the place was empty when Silver arrived. Julia, his favorite bartender, was on duty, so he pulled up a stool and joined her. She was a red-bone and exotic looking. He remembered her telling him her mother was Irish-American and her father was Bahamian. That combination with a fit body and delightful smile made her alluring, and he felt his mystique attracted her to him. But neither acted on it—they were just very friendly with each other.

      “Hey, Lee,” she greeted him, whipping her long curly hair with a few thin braids at the temples over her shoulder. “You look like you’ve had a long day, and it’s not even three yet.”

      “Hey, Jules,” he said, nodding at her.

      “Bad day at work?” she asked, wincing as she handed him a bottle.

      Silver downed the whole thing before replying. “Something like that,” he grunted. “Seems like it’ll only get worse.” He couldn’t help but worry that he made a huge mistake letting Tyson go.

      “That bad, huh?” Julia sympathized. “Is today the day you finally tell me what it is you do for a living? I know you work for the government only because I’ve seen your badge.”

      “Like I’ve told you every single time you asked,” Silver smirked, “if I tell you what I do for a living, I’d have to kill you. And I’d miss you way too much if that happened.”

      “Ha-ha, very funny,” Julia said, rolling her eyes. “Haven’t you heard of bartender-customer privilege?”

      “Nope,” Silver replied. “I’m pretty sure that’s not a real thing.”

      “You’d be surprised at how many drunk customers spill their guts to me,” Julia said. “Like I was their shrink or something. And I’ve been told I give pretty great advice too.”

      “I’ll be sure to take you up on your offer if I ever need a shrink,” Silver said, smiling. “In the meantime, could I get another drink, please?”

      “Sure thing.” Julia sighed and said, “One of these days, I’ll get you to spill your guts to me just like the rest do.”

      Silver watched as Julia went to fetch him another bottle from the fridge. For her sake, he hoped that day wouldn’t come.
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      THE BUZZING OF Silver’s phone woke him. He unlocked it to discover the ping was a text Anderson sent him. His handler wanted them to meet near Upper Manhattan at 11:30 A.M., but the current time was 11:02 A.M. Silver jumped from the bed and threw on some clothes, nearly tripping over the bedsheets on his way out of the room.

      It took him thirty minutes to reach the rendezvous point, which was a small café tucked in a corner of Harlem. When Silver walked in, he spotted Anderson occupying a small booth near the windows. The restaurant was virtually empty—save for two customers drinking coffee in a corner.

      “You’re late,” Anderson said as soon as Silver sat across from him.

      “I know,” Silver replied. “Sorry. I got your message late.”

      “Rough night, huh?” Anderson asked. “Well, things are about to get rougher.”

      Silver frowned. “Let me guess, the higher-ups aren’t happy I let Tyson go.”

      “You got that right,” Anderson replied.

      Silver sighed. “So, what’s the verdict? Am I suspended or what?”

      Anderson looked down at the table. “I’m sorry, Leroy,” he said before placing his eyes back on Silver. “They want you to turn in your badge and weapons. Effective immediately, your contract has been terminated.”

      “Wait... what? They’re firing me for this one incident? I’ve worked for them close to ten years now. I’m the best man in the whole unit! They can still use me, just not
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