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The parade was in full swing. The otherwise dull and boring streets of Denver had come alive in a spectacular explosion of colors and sounds. Parents made small talk with one another while the children squealed in delight as they weaved between the legs of the grown-ups.

So how did you guys meet?

The marching band struck up a tune and trumpets blared to the rhythmic drilling of the drums.

We met at an online cooking class. Canyoubelieveit?

Meat sizzled on various grills down Colfax Avenue, filling the entire street with the aroma of frying sausages and burger patties. The floats slowly slid down the road, each showcasing extravagant sets and props created by the talented art majors of Metro State. So far, everything was going perfectly according to schedule for Mayor Duncan Brown’s inauguration ceremony.

I heard he single-handedly saved an entire platoon in Afghanistan.

The anticipation for the new mayor’s arrival was electric, the excitement tangible.

I heard he once ran into a burning building to save someone’s kitten.

A few feet beneath the crowd, a lone figure latched the last pieces of a rifle together. The vantage point and angle from the storm drain was sufficient enough to expose the target for a fraction of a moment. The assassin had three to four seconds max to get the target in scope and pull the trigger. Only three people in the FBI database were capable of making the shot successfully, and this gun-for-hire wasn’t one of them. This was not because of a lack of skill. In fact, it was because of exceptional skill that the assassin had managed to avoid landing on the database in the first place. In this profession, being watched by the Feds was a surefire way of never landing any contracts.

On street level, the crowd cheered, loudly announcing the arrival of Mayor Brown.

Showtime!

The figure picked up the rifle and stepped out into the thin sliver of light that spilled into the storm drain. The cones with the “Wet Cement – Do Not Cross!” tape were still in place, and so far the public—especially the children—complied faithfully. All it would take was one nosey cop, one kid running after a dog, and the entire plan would be ruined.

The assassin brought the rifle up to the thin opening of the storm drain and positioned it in line with where the target was calculated to be. Mayor Brown would be in the back seat, sitting in an upright position as he waved at his loyal subjects.

They say he helped create thousands of jobs with the space mining project.

The figure breathed in deeply through the nose and out slowly through the mouth. One always executed an action on an exhale: a punch, a high jump, the squeeze of a trigger—all of them most effective if performed on an exhale.

The cheers of the crowd exploded in ecstasy as the mayor’s convoy came around the bend of the Civic Center Park. In the distance, a low rumbling sound grew gradually louder and louder. Everything went according to plan.

Inhale slowly.

The first two vehicles at the front of the convoy were police bikes.

Exhale.

A black sedan with tinted windows and a blue light in the front window followed right behind.

The rumble grew louder in intensity as the fighter jets approached.

Inhale.

The mayor’s arm entered the scope first.

Then the shoulder.

Then the face.

Exhale.

The assassin instinctively squeezed the trigger, and almost immediately the face in the scope exploded into a misty cloud of red puff. The ear-piercing rumble of the fighter jets muffled the shot as they blasted past overhead, ensuring that the sniper’s location remained undetected.

People at street level screamed in fear and panic while diving to the ground for cover. As predicted, the security detail protecting the mayor instinctively looked skyward toward rooftops and the parking lot across the street, their service pistols drawn and pointed in every direction.

The figure below street level pressed two makeshift buttons on the rifle and twisted two ends of the gun into opposite directions. Various sections of the weapon broke off into smaller components, and in a matter of seconds, the rifle had been reduced to nothing more than metal scraps that the assassin then placed into a small duffel bag that was filled with similar pieces of scrap metal.

Oh my God! Someone shot him!

The figure was already moving swiftly down the sewage tunnel by the time those in the convoy realized what had transpired. At the foot of a service ladder, the figure hunched down and pushed a layer of rubble aside to reveal a plastic bag that contained urine-stained clothes, a fake moustache, beard and a wig. The assassin gagged at the overwhelming stench of the urine and took a few slow breaths through the nose in order to get used to the rancid smell.

Is he dead?

The assassin squinted at the sunlight that flash-flooded the tunnel as the manhole slid to one side. In the alley, the hobo with the scruffy beard and urine-stained clothes dumped the duffel bag into a pre-hidden shopping cart and piled random bits of garbage and empty cardboard boxes on top of it.

“Hey!” a voice shouted from the side. “Thatsssh mine.”

The assassin didn’t say anything, but with lightning fast reflex, pulled out a concealed pistol and pressed the barrel against the real homeless person’s temple.

The bum threw his hands in the air. “I...I been mistaken,” he said. “I sheee mine ish over there.”

The assassin kept the gun aimed at the hobo as he moved to the side and stumbled away. Only when he was considered a safe distance away did the gun return to its hiding spot. The hobo then slowly pushed the shopping cart out of the alleyway and onto the sidewalk.

Three uniformed policemen ran from the top of the street, two passing right by the hobo while the third one stopped—most probably to catch his breath—in order to take a closer look at the shopping cart.

“Did you see anyone leaving any of these buildings?” The officer asked rhetorically as he rummaged through the rubble in the shopping cart.

A mere shake of the head answered the question.

The cop saw the duffel bag and reached for it.

“Rob, where are you?” The officer’s radio squawked on his shoulder. The cop pressed the button and confirmed his location.

“We think we got him,” the voice said. “Get down here, now!”

The policeman looked at the hobo. “Get outta here,” he said, and as he continued running down the road he shouted over his shoulder, “and take a damn bath.”

The hobo pushed the shopping cart in the opposite direction, and two blocks farther, pushed it into another alley and brought it to a standstill behind the cover of a dumpster. Just then, a squad of cop cars chased past, sirens blaring. The bum looked around to ensure that the coast was clear, and once satisfied, removed a package stuck to the back of the dumpster with duct tape. The fake facial hair and wig was ripped off in one fluid motion and shoved into the duffel bag, followed by the urine-stained clothes and finally the body suit that the assassin wore in the sewers.

Laura Walters undid the bun at the back of her head and shook her long black hair out until it flowed over her naked, half-Indian shoulders like a waterfall. She ripped the package open and used the spray can inside to rid her body of any lingering odors of the hobo suit and then slipped into the elegant evening dress.

She removed a set of car keys from a side pocket of the duffel bag and pressed a button. Deeper down the alleyway a Mercedes-Benz SLK flashed its indicators as the alarm disarmed and the doors unlocked. Laura hid the duffel bag in a secret compartment rigged in the trunk of the car and grabbed the high heel shoes she had left in there earlier. With perfect stride, she got in behind the steering wheel and applied lipstick before slowly driving the car out of the alleyway.

Blocks away, local police and Secret Service kicked down the maintenance door to the roof of the Crown Plaza and discovered the body of a man lying next to a sniper rifle. He lay sprawled on his back against a wall with a pistol clenched in his hand. The cavity at the back of his skull told the cops all they needed to know. This man shot Mayor Brown and then turned the gun on himself. According to them, it was an open and shut case.

Laura was stopped only once on her way out of Denver. She fluttered her almond shaped eyes and pretended to be unaware of the chaos ensuing only a few blocks down.

“Where you headed?” The cop asked her cleavage.

“Going to visit my sick grandmother in the hospital,” she said in a voice that dripped with sweetness.

“Do you know someone got shot?”

She held her hand up to her mouth. “Oh dear,” she said. “Did anyone get hurt?”

“We’re not sure yet, ma’am, but you best drive safe, okay?” The cop said and tugged at his belt.

“Thank you, mister officer,” she said and winked as the SLK sped off toward the I-25.
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How could I have done that? Peyton wondered and struggled to keep down the sob that pitted itself as a massive lump in her dry throat. The image still haunted her every time she closed her eyes and flashed between the gun, Erica and the shot, vivid and clear; but above all, it preoccupied her mind like a constant recurring dream.

I am a murderer.

The statement shocked her to the core. When she was abducted, she initially rebelled with all her might, but soon realized that in order for her to survive, two things needed to happen: First, she had to play along with everything they taught her, from the lectures to the weapons and survival training. It went well and soon she was seen as a committed member, funny enough she even excelled in the weapons and survival training. Weeks slowly trickled into months, and with every progression through the ranks of The Network she gained more freedom to move around. It led her to explore the facility that housed them, and soon she understood the inner workings and how to get out through the ventilation shafts inside and around the mountain base. However, Peyton also realized she needed absolute freedom of motion to stand a chance of escape. In The Network, that meant the ability to move around as you pleased and also the end of the three-hourly headcount. And that all boiled down to the second thing she needed to do for survival, and that was
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