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“People like us, who believe in physics, know
that the distinction between past, present, and future is only a
stubbornly persistent illusion.”

Albert Einstein


Chapter 1

 


 


“Shut it down!” The General yelled over the
near deafening whine. Flustered, Dr. Morgan reached to initiate the
emergency shut down sequence. The sleeve of his white coat caught
on the lip of his coffee cup, and it fell onto the control
keyboard. Sparks flew as he jumped back. “Shut it down, damn you!”
General Atwater yelled again as he stared into the inner lab.
Inside, Ted ran through the gaping hole in the machine as blue
sparks swirled around the opening. Morgan stabbed uselessly at the
smoking keyboard in a vane attempt to shut down the machine. His
assistant stepped past him and snatched the keyboard connection
loose from the control computer. He plugged another in, and began
to bang out a sequence of instructions. Ted emerged from the
swirling storm of arcing electricity, as he struggled to drag a
lifeless figure down the ramp. The sparks behind him began to slow,
as the pitch of the whine began to lower.

Atwater frantically punched at the door’s
open button repeatedly. As he watched, Ted rolled the uniformed
soldier onto his back, and checked for a pulse. Immediately he
began C.P.R.

“Get this damn thing shut down, now!” Atwater
yelled back at Morgan, who stood motionless, as he watched his
assistant complete the shutdown commands. Ted gave the soldier
mouth to mouth, and then continued with chest compressions. Behind
him, the spinning machine slowed further, as the gaping hole began
to slowly close in on itself. “Get the medics down here!” Atwater
yelled, as the door in front of him finally opened. He burst
through and ran to Ted and the fallen man. Ted stopped the
compressions and once again forced air into the soldier’s lungs.
Atwater began C.P.R. Behind them, the hole had closed completely
and the revolving motion of the metallic plates on the machine had
almost come to a stop when the medic crew finally arrived. Atwater
and Ted moved out of the way as they took over.

“Damn it!” Ted said, as he turned away. After
a quick check of the patient’s vitals, the soldier was loaded onto
the gurney. One of the medics climbed up on top, and began chest
compressions again as he straddled the unresponsive body. Ted
turned back and watched after them as the gurney was wheeled
out.

“Morgan! Get your ass in here!” Atwater
yelled. The Doctor scrambled into the inner lab. The fear was
evident on his expression. “What the hell happened?”

“Well, sir. It’s the same issues we’ve had. I
assure you that I am working on the profile and that it-”

“Working on it? Have you lost your damned
mind? Did you see what just happened? Did you see it?” Atwater
screamed at him. Drops of spittle flew from his lips as he stepped
up into the smaller man’s face. “That was my man! That was my
soldier! That wasn’t an…an issue, you son-of-a-bitch! That was my
man!” He stormed past the Doctor, and slammed his hand against the
door jamb as he left. Ted remained at the bottom of the ramp.

“I thought I had it.” Morgan said to himself
meekly. He looked up at Ted. “I thought I had it.”

“Tell that to Jones.” Ted said quietly. “And
his family.” He shook his head, and walked calmly past the
befuddled Doctor. He couldn’t believe that it had happened again.
That another soldier had been affected. He still remembered all to
well the last casualty on this God forsaken project. The last time
he had seen Private Willis, he had tried not to notice the constant
stream of drool that had hung from his chin, or his wide eyes that
perpetually stared into oblivion. He had been glad when the nurse
had finally told him that he had to leave. He couldn’t wait to get
out of the psych ward that day. He glanced up at the assistant as
he walked through the outer lab. “Thanks, Phillips.” The man looked
up, and nodded, but his expression mirrored that of Ted’s. Failure
and loss. “Keep an eye on him.” Ted said, as he nodded back towards
the doctor. “We need him.” Phillips nodded.

He made his way to Atwater’s office, and was
almost surprised when Atwater answered at his knock. He closed the
door behind him and approached the standard military issue desk.
Atwater sat behind it. A bottle of whiskey sat open next to him.
Atwater drained the coffee cup in his hand, and poured more.

“A drink?” He asked. Ted shook his head.
Atwater downed his cup again, and slammed it down on the desk. It
shattered. Atwater glanced down at the cascade of broken shards,
and in anger, swept them off the side of the desk. Ted remained
silent. “How many is that?” Atwater asked.

“Six, sir.”

“Six.” Atwater said, the defeat in his voice
evident. He looked up. “Six men, Truman. Six. Count them. Six.”

“Yes, sir.”

“I don’t have any faith in that
son-of-a-bitch.” Atwater said, as he rose from his chair.

“He’s trying, sir. He did recognize that the
issue has been based on the psychological profile of the-”

“I don’t give a flying shit what he thinks
he’s figured out, Truman. I care that my men are down. I care that
because of his fuck ups, that I’ve got another fucking turnip on my
hands. A fucking vegetable, Truman. A vegetable.” He turned away,
and brought his hand to his face. “Where’s the dignity in that?”
Suddenly he spun around. “A soldier dies with honor. A soldier lays
his life on the line on the battlefield. A soldier fights for love
of country. But these boys…” He turned away again. The emotion was
evident in his voice.

“Sir?”

“What?” Atwater answered quietly. He took a
deep breath, and turned back around.

“You know that Morgan is the only choice. You
know that he’s the only one to ever have gotten as far as we’ve
come. Sir…Steve…you know he’s the answer.”

“But to what end?”

“The last test produced verifiable results,
sir. Verifiable and reproducible. No one has ever done that before,
sir. No one.” Atwater sat back down, and nodded.

“But how many more men, Truman? How many
more?”

“I don’t know, sir. But you’re the one who
taught me…sometimes the end justifies the means.” Atwater looked up
at him, and stared into his eyes for a few moments. His expression
relaxed, though he did not say a word. “I know it works, sir. I’ve
been through. I’ve been to the other side.”


Chapter 2

 


 


As soon as the last of the targets had been
incapacitated, he walked to the thermostat and dropped the
temperature to its lowest setting. He wiped his brow with the arm
of his coat, dabbing at the beads of sweat that had already
developed. He was roasting, he thought, as he stepped into the
dining room. He took off his long black coat, and gently draped it
across one of the chairs. He took a brief look at the table, with
its three place settings, and dabbed at his forehead again. He
looked up at the air vent overhead, and could feel the cool air as
it began to blow. Better, he thought, as he turned and re-entered
the living room. The father lay on the hardwood floor by the front
door, face down with his arms sprawled out. As he approached the
prone figure, he could see that he had already begun to show signs
of recovery. He nudged the body with his foot, and the man groaned
softly. No time to waste, he thought, as he bent down and grabbed
the man’s feet. It was only a few yards from the front door to the
large couch in the living room, but the unconscious man was fairly
large, and manipulating him was not easy. In a few seconds he
dragged drug the body to the couch. The man moaned slightly as he
was heaved up, and tossed onto the couch. The tall man positioned
the body into the far right corner of the couch. He pulled his gun
from his shoulder holster, and took two steps back. He closed one
eye shut, as he aimed down the barrel. He squeezed the trigger.
With a brief flash of light, and a silenced whine, a bullet hole
appeared in the center of the man’s forehead. His body became
still.

The tall man slid the gun back into the
holster as he headed for the kitchen. He stepped over the woman on
the floor, and turned the burners off on the stove. Curious, he
lifted the cover on the pan, and sniffed. Bouillabaisse. A smile
entered his expression, as he made a mental note that French would
be an excellent choice for dinner tonight. He sat the lid back
down, and opened the oven. Just as he expected from the strong
smell of garlic, he found a pan of sliced bread toasting in the
oven, covered in a creamy rouille. The oven suddenly began to beep.
He closed the oven door, and reached over and turned off the timer
and the oven. He glanced at the woman on the floor. She lay face
down, her blonde hair sprawled around her. Her figure was drawn up
into a near fetal position. He nudged her with his foot, and she
moaned softly. She would wake up soon, he thought, as he bent down
and grabbed her by the hair. He quickly hauled her body into the
living room and hoisted her up onto the couch beside her dead
husband. He stepped back and raised his gun, just as she suddenly
slumped to the side. He emitted a sound of exasperation, as he
lowered the gun, stepped forward, and repositioned her. Satisfied
with her placement, he stepped back, raised his weapon, and fired.
Her head moved ever so slightly when the bullet entered her brain.
Another perfectly centered shot. He smiled. One more to go.

He left the living room, and went down the
short hallway to the bedroom area. He entered the first bedroom,
and flicked on the overhead light. He disliked the putrefying
pinkness of the walls, and cringed inside at the whisps of lacey
purple fabrics that hung from the ceiling and surrounded the bed.
Even the rainbow painted on the far wall turned his stomach. He was
not opposed to color, he liked color in fact. But something about
this combination had always made him react this way. He assumed it
had something to do with his sister. He rarely thought of her
anymore, and almost never dreamed of her. Not since he had killed
her that night so long ago. The same night he had killed his
parents.

He did his best to ignore the pinkness as he
stepped over to the bed where the little girl lay, and swept aside
the revolting lace. She lay there quietly, still unconscious. Her
blonde curls were puddled around her face angelically. He took a
deep breath, grabbed her around her waist, and gently lifted her
into his arms. He flipped the light off as he left the disgusting
room, and a smile began to edge back into his expression as he
walked towards the living room. He felt better just being out of
that horrid room. He gently positioned the little girl on the couch
next to her dead mother. He took the mother’s arm, and wrapped it
around her baby in a loving position. His smile grew as he stepped
back and glanced over his art work. The perfect family, he thought,
as he pulled his gun and raised it.

He closed one eye, and looked down the
barrel. He inhaled, and then slowly began to let the air seep out
of his lungs. His finger tightened on the trigger as he began to
squeeze. He watched carefully as the front blade of the gun sight
wavered ever so slightly and rhythmically in the framing of the
back sights. The pressure reached its pinnacle, and the firing
mechanism released. The firing pin struck the primer cap of the
shell casing, and the explosion forced the pressure inside the
casing to ignite the gunpowder. The ensuing fireball forced the
jacketed hollow point bullet out of the shell and down the barrel,
where it spiraled through the silencer, crossed the few feet of
air, and found its target.

A small and perfect hole appeared in the
center of the little girl’s forehead. Her expression did not
change. He holstered his weapon again, and stared at the couch for
a few minutes. The perfect family, he thought, as endorphins rushed
through his body as they usually did after a kill. He took another
deep breath and let it out slowly, as he embraced the feeling. A
minute or two passed, before he walked into the dining room and
grabbed his coat. He put it on as he came back into the living
room, and pulled his phone from the pocket. He activated the camera
application, and turned it sideways. He tapped through the variety
of image special effects until he found his favorite, and tapped
the sepia tone feature. The framed image turned into shades of
brown, like the antique photos he remembered from history books. He
smiled as he tapped the shutter button, and the image froze. He
tapped the phone’s screen to share the image, and sent it to an
email address stored in his contact list. His client would be
proud, he thought, as he slid the phone back into his pocket.


Chapter 3

 


 


“I think this is the last box, Trace.” Jack
said as he propped the box against the wall beside the front door.
He carefully balanced it as he attempted to open the door.

“If I run across anything else, I’ll put it
aside for you, Jack.” She said, her gaze averted down to keep from
looking at him eye to eye. The golden strands of her hair framed
her face.

“I guess this is it, isn’t it?”

“No, Jack. Like I told you the other night.
It’s been over for years.” She looked towards him, but not at him.
Her gaze lingered on the floor between their feet.

“Trace, I-” He began.

“Don’t, Jack! Just don’t! We discussed
everything there was to say the other night, and you know how I
feel. I will always love you, Jack, but my love is not enough.” She
said as the tears began to well up in her eyes.

“You know I love you, Trace, you know I-”
Fire grew in her pale blues eyes, as the tears began to flow, and
she looked him dead in his eyes. As much as he had wanted her to
look at him, he wished now that she would turn her fierce gaze
away.

“Damn it, Jack! Can’t you see! Can’t you get
it through your damn thick head! You don’t know how to love
anymore. Not me...not the kids...not anything. Not even your job,
no matter how hard you throw yourself into it. You’re not the same
anymore, Jack. You’re not the same man that I married. The man I
fell in love with. The man that loved me. That man died when you
quit the Army!”

“You know damn well that I didn’t quit the
Army, Trace! I was forced out!” He fired back angrily. She dropped
her gaze again, and tried to calm herself so that she could reason
with him.

“You have to let the past go, and learn to
live again, Jack. To love again.” She said as she tried to control
her emotions. Slowly she brought her hand to her cheek and wiped
away the tears.

“The past is what I am, Tracey. It has made
me what I am.” Jack explained.

“You see! You see what I mean! You’ve got to
let it go. It doesn’t matter to me. It doesn’t make you less of a
man...or less of a father.” She said, as the tears began to flow
down her cheeks again.

“Trace, I don’t want to go.” Jack said as a
tear rolled down his cheek. Tracey walked over to the door and
opened it for him.

“Go, Jack. Just go.” As she looked down at
her feet, her body shook as she sobbed. Jack’s brother, Mike , was
outside at the car. He looked up from tying the trunk lid down over
piles of other boxes, and waved as he saw Tracey at the door.

“Trace-” Jack began.

“Goodbye, Jack.” She turned and walked back
into the house, and left him to stand there alone with the door
open. He took a moment to gather himself, and heard the bedroom
door upstairs slam shut. It was time to leave. Even after ten years
of marriage, it was finally over. He stepped outside, inserted his
key and locked the deadbolt, and heard the shrill beep of the alarm
pad as it automatically armed itself.

“System, active.” A female voice said from
inside. “Perimeter, armed.”

As he bent down and scooped up the box, he
couldn’t help but wonder if there would ever be a chance for him to
make things right with the only woman that he had ever loved. As he
turned towards the driveway, his eyes scanned over the flower
garden that he and Tracey had worked so hard on last spring. The
tears flowed harder. He knew she was right. He guessed that she had
always been right. When he was forced to quit the Army, a part of
him had died. The part of him that had always allowed him to open
up to others, to trust, and even to love.

As an M.P. he had felt as though he were on
top of the world. He thought that he was capable of solving any
crime. That he would always find the required answers, and that he
could stop any injustice. But when that injustice had been against
him, he had been completely powerless. From the day that he had
first joined the Army, he had wanted to be an M.P., and had
stressed that to his superiors. They guided him through the proper
training, and he had enjoyed every minute of it. He could never
forget the look on Tracey’s face when he told her that he was
finally going to graduate as an M.P., and it was that same day that
he asked her to marry him. Life had been so good then.

When Tracey had first told him that she was
pregnant with Bella, Jack had already been on cloud nine. That day
he had collared his first real criminal. As the years went on, and
Brandon was born, everything seemed to come together. His marriage
blossomed. He excelled at his job and moved up into the Criminal
Investigation Division. And he loved being a father. But then
things suddenly fell apart. He had been working a case that
involved a suspicious death, and felt sure that foul play was
involved. From his viewpoint, an apparent homicide had occurred on
base right under his own nose. Normally a homicide on a government
installation would fall under federal jurisdiction, but usually the
FBI would leave it to the CID. He had little evidence, and
virtually no leads, but he felt sure that he could crack the case,
when suddenly charges were brought against him by a supposed friend
for illegal drug use. Though he had never taken any drug more
potent than aspirin in his life, they searched his quarters without
hesitation, and much to his and Tracey’s surprise, they found a
stash of cocaine. A half a kilo, no less. He was quickly given a
choice, face a court martial or resign. A court martial could have
led to years in prison. He had no option, but to resign. To go. And
again, ten years later, here he was, he thought. Going again.

He walked to the rear of his car, and set the
box down inside the back seat. He shoved at the boxes and slammed
the door. Mike sat in the passenger seat quietly. Their
relationship had always been a close one, and each had always been
there for the other. When Mike’s wife had left him last year, Jack
had been there to console him and to be his friend, but usually it
was Mike who had all the answers. Two years older, but often
decades wiser was how Jack regarded his brother.

Jack took one last lingering look at the
house that he had called home for the last few years, and then
quietly opened the car door and got in. As he stuck the key in the
ignition, and listened to the motor come to life, he looked up to
their bedroom window. He hoped to see his wife, but watched the
drawn drapes stand motionless instead. A minute or two passed
before he finally accepted the reality, and dropped the car into
reverse. He backed down the driveway. It was time to go. After the
second stop sign had passed in dead silence, Mike finally began to
speak.

“You okay?” Jack thought about the question
for a moment before he responded.

“No. I don’t think I will be until we get
this straightened out, Mike. You know how much I love her.”

“I know buddy, but for now this is best. Like
I told you the other day, she thinks that this is the only answer,
and either she is right or as time passes she’ll realize that she’s
not. Either way, I see a day in the future where life will be good,
and everybody will be happy. All you have to do between now and
then is survive.”

“It sounds easy enough, but it sure hurts
now.” Jack said.

“Time heals all wounds, Jack. You should know
that by now.”

“Time heals most wounds, Mike. That’s what
this is all about. Something that happened a long time ago.”

“If you could let it go, it would heal.
That’s all she wants.”

“I know, but since that happened, with Ted
turning against me, and being forced out...Mike you’re the only
person I can trust.”

“I appreciate the vote of confidence,
brother, but she’s your wife.”

“I didn’t say it made any sense, I’m just
telling you how I feel.”

“Well maybe a few days, or even a week or two
will changes things. In the meantime, we’ll get your apartment set
up, and I’ll teach enough about cooking so that you can
survive.”

“Trace already tried. A cook, I am not.” Jack
answered.

“What? You burn water?” Mike asked.

“No. I don’t burn it, but I can make it taste
bad.” He said, as a grin came to his lips. Mike’s eyes brightened
when he saw the smile creep across his brother’s face. Jack would
be okay, he thought. Not happy, for a while a least, but he was
strong and he would make it.

It was a relatively short drive to the
neighborhood that his precinct was located in, and Jack turned into
an apartment building only three blocks from the station. This
particular apartment complex had been Tracey’s idea. She knew that
he would want to be close to work. That she had suggested it was of
some comfort, no matter how small. He drove into the underground
parking area, and eventually located his parking space. Slowly he
pulled to a stop, put the car in park, and slumped over the wheel.
He did not want to do this, but he had no option. Mike nudged him
silently and flipped his thumb towards the rear of the car. Jack
nodded and got out slowly. He stretched as he headed towards the
trunk. As they lugged the boxes from the car to the elevator, he
wondered about small things. How would he be able to sleep tonight,
without her next to him? What would it be like, to not be able to
kiss the kids goodnight? What would he do about dinner? Suddenly
thousands of simple things began to overwhelm him, because without
Tracey, he didn’t know if he could carry on.

Luckily the apartment came furnished. He knew
that there was no way that he could have gone out and actually
picked out furniture. Though it was plain, it seemed so foreign to
him. One by one, he began to unpack his boxes. Near the bottom of
the first box, he came across a picture of the whole family. He
knew that he hadn’t put it in the box, though if he had seen it, he
would have. It was Tracey that had put it there. As he held it, and
stared at it, he began to cry. Tears dripped onto the glass of the
frame. Mike passed through the living room, and saw him. He
hesitated, and started towards him, but stopped instead, and left
him alone with his grief. He knew that this was a part of the
healing process, and here, his interference could not help.


Chapter 4

 


 


“Enter.” Atwater said, as he responded to the
knock at his door.

“Sir.” Ted said, as he poked his head through
the partially opened door.

“What Truman?”

“Have you got a moment?” Ted stepped into the
doorway, as Atwater put down the file in his hand.

“Go.” Atwater replied. Ted opened the door
fully and entered the General’s office. He turned back and motioned
behind him. A reluctant Doctor Morgan sheepishly entered behind
him, followed by his assistant, Phillips.

“Sir, it appears as though we have made some
significant progress.” Ted began.

“Oh yeah? On what part?” Atwater asked
sarcastically.

“It’s the profile, sir.” Phillips spoke up.
Ted nodded.

“Yes. The profile.” Morgan chimed in
quietly.

“What about it?”

“Well…we seemed to have isolated the issue
with the most recent-” Morgan began.

“We believe we’ve found the problem, sir.”
Ted said. “Phillips?”

“Yes, sir.” Phillips said, as he stepped
towards the desk. “The last profile was actually correct, sir.”

“Correct? Are you all fucking crazy? Didn’t
you see what happened to my man?”

“I know, sir. We are all painfully aware of
what happened to Jones.” Ted responded.

“Then what the fuck are you talking
about?”

“The problem was the evals themselves,
sir.”

“What do you mean?” Atwater asked. Ted
responded.

“The psychological profile developed by
Doctor Morgan, and confirmed by Phillips here, is based on the
standard weighting criteria of the Army PSYOPs deep profile exam.”
Ted explained.

“Yes.” Continued Morgan. “The PSYOP deep
profile examination also requires that a portion of the examination
be conducted while the patient is under hypnosis, as well as a
section that is completed while the patient is under
interrogation.” He cleared his throat. “So you see, that is the
problem.”

“I don’t see anything. What the hell has that
got to do with Jones? Or the others?”

“Well, sir.” Phillips spoke up. “With the
others, we had not yet determined that the profile was a
requirement to successfully-”

“And Jones? You had your fucking profile
then! What happened?” Atwater asked, the agitation in his voice
obvious. Ted continued.

“Sir, the profile on Private Jones was a
perfect fit with my own examination by PSYOPs. The problem lies
with his profile itself. The profile that we compared to my
baseline profile was not conducted by PSYOPs.”

“Then who did his profile?”

“NYU, sir.” Phillips interjected. Doctor
Morgan spoke up.

“Yes. It seems as though the profile we were
given for comparison came from an examination given to him just
prior to his enlistment. Being a civilian profile, the weighting of
the results could not be accurately compared with the profile we
have developed based on the PYSOPs examinations. Had we known, we
would have had him re-examined, I assure you.” Morgan
explained.

“You mean to tell me that Jones is going to
be a fucking zombie for the rest of his life because you
buffoons…assumed?”

“Sir. We made a mistake. But at least now we
know what that mistake was, and can ensure it will not happen
again.” Ted countered. Atwater glared at him. Morgan opened his
mouth to speak, but Ted laid his hand on his shoulder. Morgan
closed his mouth. “That will be all.” Ted said to them, and
escorted them out the office. He shut the door and turned back to
Atwater.

“So does this mean we have the answer on the
profile, or are we just ready to ruin some other poor saps life?”
Atwater asked him.

“I think we have it, sir. You yourself have
gone through a PSYOPs examination. You know how thorough they
are.”

“I’d rather forget. Not my favorite time, no
doubt.”

“Sir. I ran the profile through the existing
PSYOPs database.” Atwater looked up.

“Any matches?”

“Three so far.”

“Anyone here?”

“No, sir. Not assigned here anyway. One is
currently active in Turkey. Another is in Japan. There is one
that’s local, but he’s not active anymore.”

“Is it someone we can re-activate? Maybe in
the reserves?”

“No, sir. Not exactly. He was discharged ten
years ago.”

“Well hell, give me his number. I’ll call
him. A little God and country speech always gets them fired up.”
Ted sat down in one of the chairs at the front of the desk.

“Sir, all due respect, but I don’t think he
would take your call.” Atwater, reared back in his chair, a puzzled
look on his face.

“Do I know this guy?”

“Yes, sir, you do. It’s Jack King.” Ted
replied.

“King, King…I know that name.”

“CID.”

“CID? That King?” Recognition entered
Atwater’s face, but no smile erupted.

“That King.” Ted replied.

“You’re right. He won’t take my call.”

“Or mine either, sir. Look, he doesn’t
realize what you did for him back then. Or what I did for that
matter. I’m sure he blames us for the whole thing.”

“But we saved him.” Atwater replied.

“You did, sir. And I still appreciate what
you did. Making it so he could opt for the honorable discharge. He
might not have appreciated it, but I certainly did. You did a good
thing, sir.”

“What’s he doing now?”

“Local PD. Homicide.”

“Why don’t you look him up. See what he’s
working on. Maybe you can somehow rekindle the relationship you
guys had.”

“I doubt that’s gonna happen, sir.” Ted
replied.

“Well try it anyway. Meanwhile get someone on
those other two guys. See if you can get them re-assigned.” Ted
nodded.

“Well, get the hell out of here. You’ve got
things to do.”


Chapter 5

 


 


He stared at the silent TV screen, as his
elongated figure sat awkwardly upright in the chair by the window.
He did not concentrate at all on the images as they flickered
across the screen, but relaxed his mind instead. He was here to do
a job for a repeat client, and patiently waited for the message to
arrive on his phone. It was a high tech smart phone, activated and
billed to a Mr. Willard Appleton, though Mr. Appleton never saw the
bill and would never know of its existence. He had helped this
client of his several times through the years. Always on a
professional level. They would never be confused as being friends,
or for that matter, even acquaintances. They had never spoken, nor
had they ever met. When the message came through to the specially
created online email account, the subject line of the email would
be the location where he would be able to find the target
information. Once the job was completed, he’d receive another
message with the location of the account number and pass code of
the offshore account where his payment had been deposited. It was
safe, secure, and little other involvement if any was ever
needed.

In the last week, he had completed another
job for this client. He had carefully and meticulously tied up a
few loose ends, as directed. Payment had been on time as always,
which was why he so patiently awaited his next contact. A local
commercial for honest used cars began to parade across the small
screen that sat on top of the hotel dresser, when the phone
suddenly chimed. Slowly, deliberately he glanced over at the phone
on the table beside him. He reached for it, triggered the unlock
sequence and read the message. A set of numbers appeared across the
screen. He immediately recognized them as Global Positioning
Satellite coordinates. He activated the navigation application, fed
in the coordinates, and clicked find. Instantly a map appeared. It
zoomed to a closeup view of the city, then as he toggled the zoom
bar, the detail became clearer frame by frame until finally it
reached street level. The coordinates indicated an intersection
downtown, one that he was familiar with as he had been there many
times. He knew that the coordinates would lead him into the bus
station, and more specifically into the men’s restroom at the north
end. In this drop location, he knew that in one of the stalls, he
would find a key taped under the tank of the toilet. A key to a
locker in the bus station. His client seemed to like this method of
assigning his targets, but to him, it mattered little. This was
just another job. He put on his coat, pocketed the phone, and
headed for the door.

In the elevator, he removed his gun from its
holster. He checked the clip, and snapped it back into place. He
pulled the slide back, as he checked the chamber, then let it pop
back into place. He engaged the safety, and then double checked
that the silencer was firmly attached to front of the barrel.
Satisfied, he slid the weapon back into the specially designed
shoulder holster. His jacket slid back into place just as the
elevator door slid open. He stepped into the lobby, nodded at the
concierge who had looked up as the door had opened, then exited the
lobby onto the busy street outside. Horns honked and cabbies yelled
at the intersection, as he crossed the street in the tide of
pedestrians at the crosswalk. It was only a few blocks to his
destination, and he knew in this sea of humanity that he would
appear to be just another citizen making his way to his
destination. Even though his appearance might be considered
unorthodox, in a city as large as this, he wouldn’t be considered
unusual or even noteworthy.

As he approached the bus station, he
activated the GPS application, and glanced at the coordinates. He
entered the building and headed straight for the north restroom,
and smiled ever so slightly as the numbers began to get closer and
closer to the coordinates that he sought. Here, occasionally a
passerby would look at him, put aside by his height, his slim build
wrapped in the long dark coat that he wore, his smooth shaven head
as it glistened in the light, or the fact that he had no eyebrows.
He paid them no mind. It was the bus station after all, he couldn’t
possibly look that out of place. He reached the door to the
restroom and glanced around. A small boy glared intently at him
from behind a bench on the opposite side of the corridor. The boy
was frozen in his stare, like a frightened animal in oncoming
headlights. He looked back at the boy harshly, but after a moment,
his expression turned warm and an ever so slight smile crept across
his face. The boy continued to stare back in fear.

He entered the restroom just as another man
exited. A quick glance revealed only one other man bent over at the
bank of sinks. The young man at the sink had a nervous look about
him, and glanced quickly at and then away from him. He dismissed
the young man at the sink and walked up to the first urinal, and
began to relieve himself. The sounds of the running water in the
sink echoed throughout the room. He felt relief as the steady
stream of urine spattered in the urinal. Suddenly with a flash of
steel, a knife was at his throat.

“Give me your damn money, motherfucker!” The
young punk yelled. The tall man continued to relieve himself. “I
said give me your damn money, or I’m gonna slit your fucking
throat!” He pressed the blade deeper into the tall mans throat, but
still received no response. “What are you, deaf? I said give me
your fucking money!” The tall man finished, and carefully zipped
his pants. He had still not acknowledged the young punk who
nervously continued to push the knife deeper against his throat. He
reached up to push the button that would flush the urinal. “What
are you deaf and dumb. I’m gonna cut your fucking throat you
lousy-” In one swift lightning quick move, the tall man spun
around, faced the man, and slammed his hand upward into the mans
face. Bones broke as the punk’s nose was driven back into his face
and erupted with a sudden flood of blood. As the punk flew
backwards across the room, and slammed into the far wall, his knife
clattered harmlessly onto the tile floor. The tall man approached
slowly as the younger man lay in a heap. He was unconscious and
slumped against the wall where he had landed. He stopped and picked
up the knife which seconds ago had been at his throat.

“Will they never learn?” He said to himself
as he approached the crumpled figure against the wall. He grabbed
the young man by his hair, and deftly dragged him with one hand to
a large waste container that sat near the row of sinks. He let the
young man fall back to the floor as he removed the top of the
container, then grabbed him by his hair again and lifted his
unconscious body upright.

“I believe you dropped this, sir.” He said as
he plunged the knife into the punk’s throat. As blood began to ooze
from the newly created wound, he shoved him head first into the
container, folding the body slightly. He gently replaced the top to
the container. He shook his head slightly in contempt of the young
man’s actions, and thereby demise, and walked to the sink and began
to wash the blood from his hands. As he finished, another man
walked into the restroom, nodded at him and disappeared into the
first stall. The tall man dried his hands, and then looked back at
his phone. As he walked past the first stall, the numbers became
closer to those that he was looking for, and finally lined up on
the third stall. Inside, taped under the tank of the toilet he
found the key. As he removed the tape, he heard the other man flush
and exit the stall. A few seconds passed before he heard the water
began to run in the sink. He slid the key into his pocket, dropped
the wad of tape into the toilet bowl and flushed it. He exited the
stall as the other man turned off the water and reached for the
towel dispenser to dry his hands. As he reached the exit door he
looked back as the other man attempted to put his used towels into
the waste container which contained the punk’s body. He tried
several times to push the flaps at the top inward, but they banged
on the contents inside. Finally exasperated, the man laid his
crumpled towels on top of the container and he too headed for the
door.

As the tall man exited the restroom, he once
again caught the eye of the small boy that still hid behind the
bench. He smiled softly at the young boy, but his focus had shifted
now. He was on a job. He headed for the locker area, adjacent to
the restrooms. In seconds he had located the correct locker, and
opened it carefully, using the lockers themselves to shield his
body. He had lost associates through the years due to booby trapped
drop sites, but usually when payment was overdue, rarely when the
target was being assigned. Still he was too careful to allow any
mistakes. After all he had been in this business for well over ten
years, and expected to continue for some time to come. As the
locker opened, it appeared empty, except for a single small white
envelope that lay at the bottom to the rear. He carefully picked up
the envelope, shoved into his coat pocket, closed the locker and
left.

He nonchalantly exited the bus station, and
headed down the side walk towards the parking garage a block down
the road. As he walked he removed the antibacterial gel from his
pants pocket, squirted a small amount into his hand, and rubbed
them together vigorously. He hated the idea of someone’s blood on
his hands. You never knew what diseases they might have, he
thought, as he squirted more of the gel into his hand and repeated
the process. Soon he entered the pedestrian entrance to the garage,
and reached out with his elbow to activate the elevator call
button. The door in front of him opened immediately. He watched as
it slid open and revealed the empty elevator. He stepped back and
watched as the door hesitated, and then slid back shut. He reached
into his jacket, and removed his phone, and activated a small slide
switch on the battery compartment. His thumb pressed a concealed
button on the other side and an arc of blue sparks shot across the
front edge of the phone. The smell of ozone entered his nostrils.
He smiled. He waited.


Chapter 6

 


 


Tracey sat in her car in the school parking
lot, and stared off into the distance. What she had done that
morning had been the hardest thing that she had ever had to do. She
could hardly believe that she had forced the only man that she had
ever really loved out of her house. That she had pushed away the
father of her two beautiful children. That she had created a
monstrous void between her and her best friend. She knew that she
could never love another man the way that she loved Jack, but she
just hoped that he would be able to finally understand the pain
that she felt.

She wasn’t exactly sure what she would tell
the kids about their Dad. Bella was as smart as a whip, and would
see right through any type of stall. Dad couldn’t be on vacation,
or just gone for a few weeks, because she would immediately
recognize that many of his things were gone. Brandon would be
devastated that he was gone at all. Whether this was temporary or
permanent would make no difference. In the distance, she heard the
school bell ring. She quickly checked her makeup in the rearview
mirror. She didn’t want the kids to see that she had been crying
almost constantly since Jack had left. The kids dashed across the
parking lot to Tracey’s car, opened the doors to the backseat, and
jumped in.

“Hey guys. How was school?” Tracey asked.

“I had a good day.” Bella exclaimed. “We were
out on the playground, and Mrs. Stevens said that we didn’t have to
run the race if we didn’t want to, so me and Paul played on the
monkey bars.” She said as she held up her hands and showed her
reddened palms to her mother.

“Let me see!” Brandon said, as he tried to
peek around her hand.

“What about you, Brandon? How was your day?”
Tracey asked.

“It was okay.” He said, clearly distracted by
the palms of his sister’s hands.

“Did you turn in your homework from last
night?” Tracey asked him.

“Yeah.” He answered, as he shut his door.

“Excuse me, sir?”

“I mean, Yes, mam.” He said carefully.

“Do you have any homework tonight,
Bella?”

“No, mam.”

“Do you have any homework, Brandon?”

“No, mam.”

“Good, how would you guys feel about going
out for pizza?”

“Pizza? All right!” Brandon yelled as Bella
chimed in. They buckled their seatbelts as Tracey started the car.
Maybe they would understand, she thought. She knew that if she
bribed them with pizza it wasn’t going to hurt anything. It might
just make it easier for them to deal with the news that she had to
share. She knew how much they loved their father, and already they
missed him because he spent so much time with his job. She took a
deep breath and fought back the tears that wanted to come.

When they
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