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Prologue
He didn’t like this transformation, this man he had become, this embracing of the darker side of himself. A man with his background should be a man of peace. He was a life-giver, not a life-taker. Yet, here he was, changed. Looking back on the last forty-eight hours he could see no path he could have chosen other than the one he was now on. This metamorphosis of himself had been necessary. He understood that. Yet, the change had left a stain on his soul and a putrid foulness that he could almost smell. If he dwelled on it, he winced from the man he was becoming. But there was no time to meditate on his transformation. There were still dark deeds that needed doing.
The beast of a man on the other side of this door must be dealt with. Violently. Justice was supposed to be blind, but that was a lie of good intentions. The truth was that the law had failed over and over again to bury his adversary deep within a prison.
The other was simply too connected. The other had paid off all the right people. As far as the law was concerned, the other was invulnerable.
No, violence was the only thing that would correct this situation. Bloodshed was the only thing to right this wrong.
Death was the only thing that governed the other’s actions. So, death was the only gavel to end this tyrant’s reign of terror. DJ
would take on the burden of being the judge to swing it, even if it left a taint on his soul.
He looked down at his hands, sticky with his own blood.
His body was spent and near failure, but he must go on. Just one more battle was all he asked of it. Just one more and he could finally rest. He reached deep within to wring out the last remaining drops from his reservoir of strength. Then, with the butt of a pistol clenched in each bloody hand, he charged the open doorway.
The end was here. Finally.
Chapter 1: Ambush
David John Slaughter leaned on the open window of the red, four-door Jeep Wrangler and half-closed his eyes. Warm wind swirled around the inside of the compartment and he gave a brief smile to himself, savoring the moment, enjoying the summer breeze and the view. No one ever referred to him by his given name. As far back as he could remember, he had always gone by DJ.
With one hand on the steering wheel and the other hanging out of the driver-side window, DJ sat relaxed, guiding the four-wheel-drive along the mountain road that was effectively his driveway. The gravel path meandered for nearly two miles, twisting and snaking its way along a thin mountain stream. Behind him sat his cabin, nestled deep in the boxed canyon. Ahead of him, somewhere still out of view, was the road that connected him to civilization.
He loved it out here. It was a quiet retreat from the world; a twisted world that had robbed him of his family and left him searching for a reason to live. He never did find that reason, but he did find a peaceful existence in his hermit-styled solitude.
His isolated cabin sat far away from a world of complexity and angry people. Out there was only chaos. Here, no one tried to kill each other.
As he drove along breathing in the southern Colorado air, he considered the path that brought him full circle to where he was now. He started his life in Colorado. He left it for a time, but now found himself returned to his roots. His was not the story of a prodigal son’s return, however. It was decidedly more tragic.
His father died when he was a teenager. An aggressive form of the ‘The Big C’ took him with very little warning. To make ends meet, his mother had to work three jobs. In DJ’s eyes, she became a super-mom. Without his father in the picture, his mother became his everything. He clung to her emotionally like a drowning man does a life raft. But at eighteen, just a few years later, reality took another hard turn, brutally slamming him against the wall of life. A car accident stole her away from him.
DJ was devastated. He dropped out of the high school he
attended in Boulder and joined the Navy on a waiver. He knew it now to be nothing more than an attempt to run away from life.
He enlisted as a Corpsman but didn’t quite make it four years. A nasty tumble down the side of a hill with a squad of Marines on patrol in Soran, Iraq, left him with a titanium plate in his head and a medical discharge. However, what should have been another sudden and tragic detour in life, turned into a blessing. It was lying in a bed at Bethesda Navy Hospital in Maryland where he met his future wife.
Cassie was a volunteer at the hospital; a modern-day Candy Striper who showed up on the weekends to help where she could and try to put a smile on wounded warrior’s faces. As far as he was concerned, it was love at first sight. As far as she was concerned, he was just another sailor who needed cheering up. DJ was persistent though, and she soon fell in love too.
After less than a year of dating, they married, and he moved her back to her home town in Oklahoma. He saw little reason to return to Colorado. Oklahoma was just as good a place to live as any. Moving her back near her family and adopting them as his own had certainly seemed appealing.
For a few years, he stayed unemployed and directionless.
They lived off his meager medical pension and the odd handy-man job. Eventually, he was talked into trying options trading by a friend at church. DJ soon learned that he could see patterns in the confusion of the stock market. He found that he could anticipate things that were about to happen. It was an art form, and DJ seemed to have a knack for it.
Within a few years, they had a nice house, bulging bank accounts, and two beautiful twin girls. Lindsey and Kelsey became a pair of planetary bodies around which DJ and Cassie’s whole lives orbited like hovering moons. The twins were only two years old when the evils of this world directed their attention to his family. Life ambushed him. Again. Only this time it was far worse; forever changing him, leaving him a broken and shattered soul.
DJ was snapped out of the wanderings of his mind by a spine-jarring bump in the winding gravel road, snatching him from the past and slamming him into the present. It nearly ripped the steering wheel from his hand, severely upsetting the vehicle,
and he reflexively grabbed the wheel with his left in order to correct the Jeep’s direction. He jumped hard on the brakes, skidding to a halt with the growling grate of knobby tires on gravel. Shifting into reverse, he backed up and leaned out of the window to see what had nearly thrown him from the road.
Rain runoff from last night’s storm funneled off the steep valley walls had cut a deep but narrow channel across the gravel drive, heading to the creek that divided the valley down the middle. Sunlight had mixed with the grime on the windshield and had obscured the trench. If DJ had hit it any harder, he would have been ejected from the road and into the creek below.
He would need to get that fixed. It would involve recreating a runoff path beneath the road through some heavy gauge PVC, and burying it below the gravel. That meant he would need a new battery for the aging tractor he hadn’t started since last year. He might as well pick one up while he was in town. There went his weekend. Nothing like finding an odd job that needed completing on a Friday afternoon. He was hoping to spend his Saturday doing something far more relaxing than rebuilding a section of road.
Making the last bend at the end of the canyon, he was greeted by the narrow, two-lane blacktop that was Highway 160.
He pulled through the split rail fence and over the cattleguard that marked the border to his property. He paused at the road, looked both ways, and took a left heading to South Fork.
South Fork was a small town in lower Colorado. It sat at the intersection of two wide valleys and along the banks of two merging mountain rivers. The Rio Grande cut east and west through the mountains. The very same Rio Grande that eventually turned and made its way south to become the border between Texas and Mexico. It was met with a smaller tributary coming in from the south, aptly named the South Fork Rio Grande. Locals just referred to it as ‘The South Fork’. It was along the latter he now drove, headed north into town.
South Fork was about as picturesque a place as you could find; a small town in size with the atmosphere to go along with it. It was here he picked up supplies once or twice per month, checked his mail at a privately-owned mail store once or
twice a week, and occasionally had a bite to eat at a small diner known as Uncle Henry’s.
Henry, the proprietor of the diner, was the closest thing to a friend DJ had. They were friendly, but not close. The aging black man with wrinkled eyes would serve him pan-fried trout caught fresh from the river behind the diner on the edge of town.
They would talk about the weather and fishing. How much snow were they going to get come winter? How was Henry’s wife currently faring in perfecting her homemade pickle recipe? How was DJ doing with his growing redneck gun collection and what was his most recent purchase? But that was about it. Henry knew nothing about DJ’s past, sensing it was an area off-topic, and DJ
never volunteered anything. Thinking about this one relationship he had in his life turned the wheels of time backward in his mind, once more contemplating what had returned him to Colorado.
After tragedy stole his family, DJ felt he had nothing left to live for. He found little comfort in associating with the few friends and relatives he had left. He had made friends at the small church they attended in Oklahoma, plus Cassie’s parents still lived there, but while they did their best to help him cope with the loss of his wife and children, every time he saw their faces, he was only reminded of his loss. It mired him in sadness that eventually morphed into anger and contempt.
One day, while checking his email, he saw a spam ad for acreage in Colorado. Since he was originally from the state, he impulsively clicked on it. The expansive properties seemingly far away from civilization and all the evils that came along with it pulled on him. Suddenly, he just wanted to run away. He wanted to flee from life; run away from the people that reminded him of his loss. Just as he had done after his mom’s death. Only this time, he wanted to extricate himself from everyone, not just the ones he knew.
Within a few weeks, he sold his house and everything in it, both of the cars, and boarded a one-way flight to Denver. He caught a ride from a ride-share app to a Jeep dealership. He paid cash for the red Wrangler he now drove. The next day, he met with a realtor who drove him out to a sprawling 6,800-acre piece of property that stretched along a deep, high-walled valley and
ended in a boxed canyon. It was labeled a ranch, but one could tell it had never functioned as such. It contained a nearly 140-year-old abandoned gold mine, a decaying gravel road that stretched to a dilapidated old hunters’ cabin, its own fresh mountain stream fed from a natural spring, and it was surrounded by national forest. It was about as isolated as you could get without being on another planet. Still, it was within driving distance to the nearby town of South Fork, offering a source of supplies for the necessities of life.
DJ signed the paperwork that afternoon and paid cash for it all. It cut his bank account into nearly half. He had done well in the market, however, and had nothing else to spend his money on, so he really didn’t care. Besides, the investments he had trained himself to buy and sell would have his money replenished in no time.
He contracted someone to build a small two-story house on piers. He had it outfitted with solar and wind-power so it was off the grid. He even had a water-catch system built with a cistern. He put in satellite for internet, and as long as he kept the snow off of it in the winter, the connection was plenty fast enough for anything he would want to do. It was quiet, remote, and peaceful, but still not enough to keep the pain and anger away.
About three months after completing the house and with nothing else left to occupy his thoughts, his grief finally overtook him. He had purchased a rifle right after acquiring the property. It was a heavy-caliber bolt-action Savage with a scope.
The realtor had advised it on account of bears that roamed the area. It had never been fired or zeroed. He took the rifle, sat down in a chair on the porch, placed one round in the chamber, and rested the stock on the ground. After placing the barrel in his mouth, he could barely reach the trigger. But it was enough. He closed his eyes, applied pressure to the trigger, and…
Nothing.
Taking the gun out of his mouth, he picked it up to look closer at the trigger. He pulled the trigger again, but it simply would not budge. Was it defective? He looked even closer, turning it over in his hands, searching for a clue. Finally, he noticed the safety was on. The sheer lunacy of not realizing it
might be switched to safe caused him to laugh out loud. He pushed the safety off and tested the trigger again with it still resting in his lap.
The rifle exploded with light, volume, and pure violence.
It leaped from his hands and clattered to the decking of the porch. All the normal sounds associated with his remote cabin, the wind, birds, the babbling brook, instantly vanished. His ears were filled with a high-pitch ringing scream. He jerked both his hands furtively over his ears as if it would somehow help. He was aware that he cursed out loud and even knew exactly what he said, but his own voice was muffled by his ringing ears. It stabbed at him like an icepick to the brain. He stood up and kicked at the rifle as hard as he could, furious, cursing yet again.
He missed, lost his balance, and stumbled backward into his chair to sit once more. Cursing a third time, he slowly leaned over his knees and began to weep.
Cassie would not have approved of his language no matter the circumstance. For that matter, she would not have approved of him taking his own life. But he missed her so much.
He missed them all so much. The pain knotted in his chest, gripping his heart with clenched fists, twisting and rending the muscle nearly in two. The pain was more than he could bear.
“Cassie,” he sobbed. “I am so sorry.” The tears drained from his face, dripping nonstop onto the rifle at his feet as he stared at it. Over and over again, he repeated his apology to his dead wife. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”
After a long while, the sobbing slowed, eventually stopping altogether. As he sat with his red eyes focused on the rifle at his feet, and with his hearing still somewhat impaired, he reprimanded himself out loud. “If I am going to shoot myself in the head, I at least should know a bit more about the last act I will ever do.”
It was a misconception to assume that anyone in the military must know a lot about firearms. That was not necessarily true. In DJ’s case, he was a corpsman. His primary job was patching up Sailors and Marines. He focused on keeping them alive long enough to make it back to an actual doctor.
While he carried the same M4 Assault rifle that any basic rifleman carried, and could shoot it with reasonable skill, it was
never really much of a focus for his job. Aside from that one rifle he had been outfitted with, he had never fired another gun in his life.
Over the next few days, he scoured the internet learning all he could about guns and shooting. A mild curiosity rapidly turned into something for him to really focus on; something that could occupy his thoughts. The desire to blow his brains out faded into the background. He had discovered a new hobby.
Just as happened with options trading on the stock market, he began to see patterns in the things he was reading online. He could visualize the mechanics and engineering behind the art of shooting. He learned the human requirements for being proficient. He watched videos on the internet to learn, not only about the act of shooting, but about the science behind the weapons themselves. He ordered books written by and about famous marksmen. He purchased technical manuals that taught him how to reload his own ammunition.
Over the last two years, he began to acquire a rather extensive collection of firearms and most of the things associated with them. Some, he purchased from the sporting goods store in town. Some, he bought used. He discovered a website that was essentially a collection of online personals ads for people selling their used guns. There, he would find people in his own state looking to unload their used weapons. If he spotted one he was interested in, he would contact them by email and then phone, arrange for a neutral meeting place, and pay them cash for the weapon if it met his expectations.
To date, he now owned over 75 various rifles, pistols, and shotguns. He even had a well-equipped shop to service them all and to custom load his ammunition. It was a recent add-on to the cabin last year. Previously, he had been using the second bedroom upstairs, but he had run out of space. He specifically hired a contractor from outside the state to add it to the house for secrecy. He paid the man cash to avoid a permit and inspection by the state. It ran along the entire backside of the house and contained a secret room for storage. In fact, the secret room even possessed a hidden storage area under the floor; a secret in a secret, as it were. He hid most of his collection in the larger, hidden room, his most prized possessions tucked away below.
It was for this new hobby that he was now coming to town. He had found a guy awhile back who had wanted to sell a high-end small-caliber pistol. It was a beautiful, handmade job worth nearly three-grand. Apparently, it was left to him by his grandfather. He met the guy at the end of a department-store parking lot and paid cash for it on the spot.
A couple of days ago, the same man reached out to him again. The man said he had a friend wanting to get rid of his entire collection because he was hard up for cash. The friend’s wife had come down with cancer and he needed the money. The collection included a mix of some real heirlooms, and some newer, more modern weapons. One of those was a hand-fitted military-grade sniper rifle. It was a platform that would run almost $6,000 by itself,and DJ began to drool over it as soon as he saw the pictures.
In total, it was nearly $20,000 worth of firearms for half the price. It was a deal too good to pass up. DJ quickly arranged to meet the man’s friend. The guy even agreed to drive over two hours to make the exchange. Plus, the man sounded like he might even be able to be talked down off his price as he was that desperate. DJ would never do so seeing that the seller was trying to save the life of his wife. It didn’t seem right. In fact, DJ was considering paying him more.
A quick glance at his watch told him he was early. He would have time to run a few errands first. He drove past Uncle Henry’s Diner on the right as he entered the town. The meet would be in the parking lot. DJ figured he could catch something to eat afterward. Maybe ole Henry would have a jar of the latest batch of pickles from his wife.
DJ turned left onto highway 149 in the middle of town and then pulled into the auto parts store for the battery he needed. The place was empty except for a pimply-faced young man sitting on a padded stool behind the counter. The kid looked like he would rather be anywhere else, fiddling with his phone and a look of boredom on his pimpled face. DJ figured the guy couldn’t have been more than 19. The young man barely looked up as DJ entered.
“Hey, man,” Pimple Face said, not bothering to stand.
DJ merely nodded and headed to the battery display to make his
selection. He settled on one a bit larger than he needed and made his way back to the counter. Pimple Face slowly stood and started the process of ringing him up. “You got one to trade?”
Pimple Face asked.
“Nope. Just this,” DJ replied.
“OK, well it's gonna cost you ten bucks more if you ain’t got one to recycle.” The red tint to Pimple Face’s eyes along with the skunky odor DJ picked up from being so close to him, gave it away that the young man was freely partaking of Colorado’s legalization of marijuana. Although, he certainly seemed too young to make the purchase himself.
“Understood.” DJ reached into the left breast pocket of his gray work shirt and produced a small wad of bills. While he waited patiently for Pimple Face to find the right combination of buttons on his terminal, DJ casually looked around. To his right was a cylindrical display for sunglasses containing an assortment of choices. The mirror used for checking yourself out was facing his direction and DJ couldn’t help but spot his reflection.
He winced at the image staring back at him. A scraggly, brown beard showing no signs of trimming in a long while covered a large portion of his face and neck. Chaotic tufts of brown hair poked out from the edges of his camouflaged ball cap. The mirror even reflected the hollow, haunted look in his grey-blue eyes. DJ looked every part the gun collecting, backwoods redneck he was slowly turning into. Cassie would not have approved of his physical transformation. She would have wrinkled her nose at seeing his hair covered face. She loved it best right after he shaved in the morning.
Just like that, he was not standing at the counter of an auto parts store. He was standing in a steamy bathroom with a towel wrapped around his waist, looking down into the green eyes of his wife. She grinned up at him and caressed his newly shaven face. In the background, from down the hall, he could hear the girls playing. A child’s giggle softly made its way to his ears and his wife’s grin deepened even more.
“Sir? Hey sir… Sir, are you OK?” The memory was gone, ambushed by a pimply-faced teenager in an auto parts store with bloodshot eyes and an ‘Assistant Manager’ badge pinned to his shirt. “Umm… That’ll be $129.52.”
“Keep the change,” DJ snapped, dropping a collection of bills on the counter. He snatched up the battery, quickly making his way through the front door, ignoring the shocked look of young Mr. Pimply Face.
With time still left before his meeting, he drove to the private postal exchange. Aptly named ‘The Mail Store’, it was run by a grizzled old veteran named Mike. He reminded DJ of an angry version of Santa Claus. White hair sat on his head like a cloud with a matching white beard attached to his chin and cheeks. A rotund belly decorated his middle. The similarities were purely physical. Mike was short with his customers, opinionated about politics, which he eagerly shared with anyone who would listen, and had about as much patience as a toddler in need of nappy time.
“Got a box for ya’,” Santa Mike snapped. “Why do your boxes always weigh so much? You’re gonna have to come around and get it yourself.” He poked his thumb over his shoulder to indicate where the box was stashed.
DJ nodded and stepped behind the counter. He located his box in a stack of packages and picked it up. In Santa Mike’s defense, it was indeed on the heavy side. Judging from the logo it was a thousand rounds of 9mm ammo DJ ordered last week.
He tended to reload most of the other calibers himself, but he had found a place online that had a pretty good remanufactured
‘9’ for cheaper than he could make it.
Santa Mike watched him carry it around the counter.
“What you got in there?” the gruff man asked with a growl.
“Bullets,” DJ replied flatly, not bothering to keep it a secret. “Got a coyote problem.”
“That’s a lot of ammo for a few coyotes. Must plan on missing a lot.” Mike looked at him with unmasked disdain.
DJ shrugged. “I just never could pass up a good sale.
Got anything else for me?”
“Just what’s in your wall box.” Mike turned around and flipped on a wall-mounted TV. A popular cable news channel instantly filled the air with the latest happenings in the world.
“What you think about the latest crap your government just pulled?” Mike asked over his shoulder, his attention now firmly on the TV.
“Bunch of crap, for sure,” DJ replied. Truthfully, he had no idea what Mike was talking about and really didn’t want to know. He sat the box down on the floor and fished out his keys from his jeans pockets. He quickly located his mailbox along the wall and unlocked it, finding an envelope with a handwritten address. It was a letter from Cassie’s mother.
He stared at it for a long few seconds. She had written to him often, but he never found the courage to reply. He folded it over and shoved it into his left back pocket next to his wallet. He picked up his box, and without even saying goodbye to Mike, who was now fixated on the news, headed back to the Jeep.
DJ hoped the meeting with the gun seller would go down quickly. He was starving. It was now 3 pm and still too early for supper, but he had skipped lunch because of a late breakfast. His stomach was starting to think his throat had been cut. He smiled at the thought. It was a line from a set of Louis L’Amour westerns he had read when he was a kid. His hunger wasn’t quite that bad yet, but he was indeed starting to get hungry.
The diner parking lot was just a large patch of gravel with no clear entrance or exit. One could simply pull off the road at any angle and park anywhere they liked. As DJ approached from the north, he spotted a white, late-model pickup near the road and facing out. It was angled perfectly for an easy exit and positioned right next to the blacktop. A man in his late twenties leaned against the driver’s door smoking a cigarette. He was wearing jeans and a long-sleeve button-up, untucked, and over the top of some sort of dark printed t-shirt. There was a khaki ball cap perched on his head. He was a white guy, clean-shaven except for a strip of black hair stretching from his bottom lip to the base of his chin. What did they call that? A soul-patch?
Regardless, he matched the description the seller gave DJ over the phone.
DJ waved as he pulled past him, stopped the Jeep parallel to the road, and aimed towards the direction of home. He figured he would meet the guy, take a look at the guns, and then back the Jeep up to the tailgate if he was happy with what he saw. DJ didn’t expect there would be an issue, however. He had already been emailed pictures of all seven weapons. He was really looking forward to making this deal.
As he stepped out, he left the engine running and the door open, and began the walk towards Soul Patch. Soul Patch’s face lit up with a big smile and he crossed the gravel to meet DJ
halfway. “You must be the guy I’m looking for,” Soul Patch said. As they drew closer, the man extended his hand to shake.
DJ smiled back and met the seller’s hand with his own. He instantly regretted it. Soul Patch’s hand was clammy and gross.
Not like the sweat-soaked hand of a laborer, but more like a sick person running a fever. Or someone nervous.
“If you’re the seller, then I’m the buyer,” DJ replied.
Releasing his grip, he casually wiped his hand against the leg of his jeans.
“What did you say your name was again?” Soul Patch looked around as he asked, checking out the parking lot like he was nervous. Being a bit nervous made perfect sense to DJ. After all, the guy had some valuable weapons stretched out in the back of the truck under the bed cover. Soul Patch was probably more than a little concerned with being robbed. It made the way he was dressed make more sense. It was a little warm for a long-sleeved shirt. The man was no doubt concealing a handgun underneath that button-up he was wearing like a jacket.
DJ understood completely. He had made deals like this a few times before and had a Glock 19 tucked underneath his own shirt for protection. He obtained his Concealed Carry Permit sometime back. In this part of the country, if you exercised your Second Amendment rights, odds were you had a permit to carry.
Both parties bringing one to a deal like this was just par for the course. It was both perfectly legal, and completely understandable. So far, this deal was going down just like every other purchase before it.
DJ answered the question with a lie. “Sam. The name is Sam.” He never gave his real name just to be on the safe side. He glanced around the parking lot as well. Henry’s truck was parked on the north side of the building and facing them. He could clearly see the silhouette of Henry’s shotgun in the gun rack.
Aside from that, there was no one else here. The evening customers would be coming in soon, and along with them, the one waitress that worked both the breakfast and dinner crowds.
The lunch group was small enough for Henry to work the diner by himself. Right then the place was empty.
“So, let’s see what you got,” DJ stated. He made to walk around Soul Patch and head towards the truck.
Soul Patch side-stepped to move in front of him, holding both hands up in a ‘stop right there’ motion. “No offense, buddy, but I got a lot riding on this. Did you bring the cash?” Soul Patch’s countenance of slight nervousness had transitioned to one of a sterner nature.
“You bet,” DJ replied, still smiling. He reached around behind him and produced a fat envelope from his right back pocket. “Right here.” He patted the envelope reassuringly with his other hand. “So… can we take a look?”
Soul Patch looked at the envelope for a second, then dropping his hands, smiled again. “Sorry about that. Just kinda nervous.” DJ returned the envelope to his pocket and followed Soul Patch around to the rear of the truck. “You know,” Soul Patch lamented, “I’ve heard about people getting robbed doing this kind of thing. I know you already bought a gun off my friend, but still. Forgive me for being cautious. I got a lot riding on this.”
Soul Patch folded the bed cover back and dropped the tailgate down, but not before DJ got a look at the license plate.
What he saw caused alarm bells to go off in his head. “Hang on a sec,” DJ said. “I thought you said you drove down from the other side of Breckenridge?”
Soul Patch looked blankly at him before replying.
“That’s right. Lived there all my life.”
“How come your license plate says Missouri?”
Another flat stare before replying. “Oh… Yeah, well I bought this one used from a guy yesterday. I had to sell the new one we had. You know, because of needing money for my wife.
I promise I’m from Colorado. I know selling across state lines is illegal.”
The nervous nature of Mr. Soul Patch was back. DJ
watched as beads of sweat were beginning to form above the seller’s upper lip. For DJ, those alarm bells were now ringing even louder. He only had one more question for Mr. Soul Patch,
but DJ already knew he wasn’t going to like the answer “So, why does your vanity plate read ‘Porsche Lover’?”
Yet another flat stare before speaking, “Um… What?”
Wrong answer, DJ thought to himself. He took aim at that annoying tuft of hair on Soul Patch’s chin and punched the man as hard as he could.
Chapter 2: Not a Young Man When the white, single-cab pickup pulled into the diner parking lot, Henry figured he might pick up some extra business.
After all, it wasn’t a truck he recognized. Most of his customers were predictable locals. When it swung around and pointed its way out, he sighed with regret. He guessed they were just looking for a bathroom. Most eaters pulled straight in to park right in front of the building. People not staying long tended to point their vehicles out. It wasn’t uncommon to see. State Highway 160 was one of only a handful of roads that crossed through the mountains taking travelers north and south. Highway 149 that merged with it in the middle of town, took travelers east and west along the Rio Grande. Neither was a main road; just two-lane blacktops that carved their way through the mountains.
Henry watched as three men climbed out and looked around. They talked for a second, then two of them headed for the front door. The other leaned against the truck and fired up a smoke. Yep, Henry reasoned, a bathroom pit-stop.
Henry, a black man now in his late fifties, had run this small diner for more than thirty years. It wasn’t a great living, but it paid the bills. It was even paying for his daughter to go to a community college a few towns east. In his glory days, Henry was a football player on a scholarship at the University of Colorado; a heavy-set lineman looking at a future in the NFL.
However, a blown knee sidelined him. Fortunately, a brief stint as a spokesman for a local car dealership afforded him enough cash to start this place.
He was still heavy set, but muscle had turned into softer things. His once handsome, chiseled face had been replaced with hair that had receded like the ocean tide, and laugh-lines were etched into the corners of his eyes.
Henry finished wiping down the counter as the two strangers entered. To his surprise, both sat down on padded stools and looked as if they might stay awhile. He smiled at them and dropped two menus on the counter. “Can I get you boys something to drink while you look over the menu?”
Both men looked pretty young. Maybe in their mid-twenties. Both white. Both were dressed in jeans and t-shirts.
The taller blonde was wearing a vintage military jacket. The shorter one had his head shaved and was sporting a lightweight leather jacket. It was warm for coats, but in the mountains, it did get cool when the sun dropped down. It didn’t seem too out of place. Weren’t many of the younger crowd running around in wool caps in the summer? At least their pants weren’t down past the crack of their butts. Henry hated that with a passion.
The taller one spoke up. “We’re just going to be a few minutes. We’re meeting someone. I’ll take a Mountain Dew if you got one, though.”
“Same,” the other said. He ran his hand across the top of his smooth head as he spun the stool swivel to gaze through the windows behind him, leaning against the bar.
“No problem,” Henry replied. He quickly filled their orders and returned to prepping for the evening dinner rush. The two strangers chatted quietly with each other while he worked, facing the windows and their friend loitering in the parking lot.
He largely ignored them while he worked filling fry baskets with frozen potato wedges and stacking dishes next to the stove. He paid only enough attention to them in order to monitor the level of liquids in their glasses should they need a refill. Good tips were the product of good service, after all.
The third stranger stayed in the parking lot, firing up yet another smoke right after finishing the first. That’s when Henry noticed the license plate. He couldn’t quite make out the state from so far away, but he could clearly read the rest. PORSCHE-LVR was stenciled across the surface. Now who in the world puts a custom plate declaring their love for a German sports car on the back of an American truck, he wondered?
The familiar red Wrangler of DJ’s swung in and stopped alongside the road. He watched as DJ dismounted and walked over to shake the stranger’s hand. So, that’s who they’re meeting, Henry mused. For a minute, he thought there would be a confrontation when DJ made to walk around the other and the stranger stepped in front of him to block his path. Apparently, the two at the counter thought the same. They both stood and started for the door, but then hesitated.
Henry reached under the counter and laid one hand lightly on the baseball bat he kept stashed there. Three against
one was not exactly an even match, and he wasn’t going to let anything happen to one of his best customers.
He saw DJ produce an envelope from behind his back and show it to the stranger. Whatever was in it must have really meant something to the young man in the parking lot. Everything returned to being friendly. Henry relaxed and pulled his hand away from the bat. He stole a glance at the two strangers now standing at the windows. They didn’t seem to relax at all. In fact, they seemed wound tighter than springs.
Something was wrong. Henry didn’t like how this was beginning to look. Once more, he placed his hand on the baseball bat and returned his attention to the parking lot.
Out of the blue, DJ punched the other guy right in the kisser. The stranger flew backward against the open tailgate, almost collapsing into the bed of the truck. He recovered somewhat, but then began to stagger sideways across the parking lot. DJ was in hot pursuit with his hands balled into fists and preparing to hit him again. Both the strangers exploded towards the door, the shaved-headed guy leading the way. Henry grabbed the bat and started hauling his large frame over the counter.
Yelling at them to stop as he went, he momentarily focused his attention on the floor as he came across to make sure he landed good. He wasn’t a young man anymore, and that knee still gave him fits from time to time. When Henry looked up, he was staring into the barrel of a shiny, chromed-out revolver aimed right at him.
Chapter 3: A Simple Plan
All the pieces of this puzzle were falling into place for DJ. The truck was stolen and the plates had been swapped to throw off the cops. Whoever swapped them obviously hadn’t thought the whole thing through or they would have never stolen vanity plates from a Porsche. It was a stupid move. A very stupid move. The fact that Soul Patch didn’t know what the plates said indicated that someone else was involved. Whoever that person was must not have let Soul Patch know the specifics about the plates, or he wouldn’t have been taken by surprise at DJ’s question.
There was no question that Soul Patch was here to steal the money; the ten grand in cash located in DJ’s back pocket. He still wasn’t sure about a few of the details, however. What about the friend that DJ purchased the other gun from and who had turned him on to this guy? Was he a victim himself? Was he complicit? Was he the one who swapped the plates for Soul Patch? If the other guy was in on it, that likely meant the first gun DJ bought was stolen. Otherwise, when DJ eventually called the cops it would be traced back to the first man. That, in turn, would lead to Soul Patch.
This made the most sense to DJ as he considered all the details. The other one had to be involved. But if that were the case, then why did this guy come alone and without his friend to back him up? Maybe to throw off suspicion?
These were thoughts that blitz-screened DJ’s brain as he pursued the staggering Soul Patch across the parking lot, hitting him a second time and knocking the criminal’s hat flying. DJ
hadn’t even considered drawing the Glock from beneath his shirt and holding Soul Patch until the authorities could arrive. Instead, he was focused on beating the young man into unconsciousness with his bare hands. DJ was angry about being set up, and really wanted to make this guy sorry he had done so.
A muffled gunshot ringing out from the confines of the diner drew DJ to a quick stop. He wheeled around in shock, instantly worried about the welfare of Henry.
Another piece of the puzzle fell into place as DJ
recognized the charging figure tearing away from the diner. The
shaved-headed young man in the leather jacket barreling toward him with a gun in his hand was the very same one that had turned DJ onto Soul Patch. Focused as DJ was on delivering a beatdown to Soul Patch, DJ hadn’t heard the other guy coming.
The co-conspirator had already covered half the distance from the diner.
DJ went for his gun then, but stopped short and froze.
The angry thwap of a bullet slapping the gravel at his feet made him realize that Soul Patch had recovered from DJ’s assault and had his own gun out. He looked left to confirm and saw Soul Patch pointing a silenced, black pistol at him. From the outline and DJ’s familiarity with all things firearms, he could tell it was a Smith & Wesson M&P. DJ refocused on the shiny-headed guy coming from the diner. Skinhead was slowing as the man figured they now had DJ under control.
From behind Skinhead, yet a third figure emerged from the diner. A taller blonde man in an old fatigue jacket exited holding his own pistol. Both Soul Patch and Skinhead had silenced weapons, but Blondie had a silver snub-nosed revolver; a .357 from the looks of it.
Henry… The gunshot… Blondie must have killed Henry. If they were willing to kill Henry, just a poor witness, they were willing to kill him.
The sudden realization of just how much trouble DJ was in slammed into his brain with all the force of a wrecking ball.
How had he been so foolish? He should have never had anything to do with Skinhead after DJ purchased that first gun. He had opened himself up for an ambush by being greedy, and by letting himself be suckered into the sad story about the dying wife. He was now sure the story was a complete lie. They had killed Henry and DJ was going to be next. He was surprised he wasn’t dead already The envelope full of cash in his back pocket would be easy pickings off of DJ’s corpse lying in the gravel.
Soul Patch, sporting a bloodied lip and a rapidly developing black eye, spoke up with an angry snarl. “One more move and I’ll kill everyone you know and make you watch.” He turned to Soul Patch. “Pete, get his gun.”
Skinhead dutifully responded and removed DJ’s Glock from his waistband. Shorter than DJ’s 6-foot-7 height, Skinhead
sneered up at him, “You’re gonna pay for that,” motioning to his bloodied friend.
“But not yet,” Soul Patch barked at Skinhead. “What happened back there?”
It was Blondie who replied. “The cook tried to be a hero.” He shrugged. “I popped him. He was the only one there, though. So far, we got no witnesses but we’re running out of time.” Blondie wiggled a finger in one ear. He grimaced at the revolver and swore. His eyebrows were locked together in obvious pain. “Got to get me one of those silenced jobs. This thing’s too loud.”
Soul Patch wiped the blood from his lip. “Alright, rich guy, here’s what’s going to happen. Pete and Mitch are going to ride with you back to your place. I’ll follow. We’re going to take your little stash of guns and anything else we like. We’re going to take that ten-grand too. I figure you got more of that lying around your house, so we’re going to take that as well. If you behave yourself, you get to live. Now tell me, who’s at your house right now?”
“No one,” DJ replied as calmly as he could. Inside, he was a writhing mass of anger and rage. But if he had any hope of getting out of this alive, it would only be by maintaining a level head and thinking clearly. He stuffed his emotions into the background and forced himself to stay focused.
Soul Patch gestured with his gun. “Yeah? How come you’re wearing a wedding ring?”
DJ looked down at his left hand. The simple titanium band seemed to stare back at him. In a faraway voice, he said,
“She, um… died some time back.”
“Get his wallet,” Soul Patch ordered. Skinhead responded and removed the wallet from DJ’s back pocket, dislodging the folded-up letter from Cassie’s mom in the process. It fell to the ground at DJ’s feet and Skinhead snatched it up. He tossed the wallet over to Soul Patch, glanced at the letter, and then shoved it into his jacket pocket.
Soul Patch opened the wallet and dug out the driver’s license and gun permit. He compared the two. “Good. The same address on both. Now we know where you live. Lead us someplace else and you die. Check the rest of him, Pete.”
Skinhead obeyed while Blondie turned his attention to scanning for anybody else that might be looking on, or for a car coming down the road. Skinhead relieved him of the envelope of cash, as well as the money in his shirt pocket. He also removed DJ’s spare mag for his Glock, a pocket knife, and his phone.
“Alright,” said Soul Patch. “The sooner we get this over with, the sooner you go back to your crappy life. Mitch, you get in the back of the Jeep first. Then you, Pete, get in the passenger side. I’ll watch Stupid, here.”
There is one solid fact of reality that is almost never conveyed in movies and TV concerning guns. They are extremely loud. The bigger they are, the louder they tend to get.
The 9mm pistols being held by Soul Patch and Skinhead, including DJ’s removed Glock, were much louder than one who did not frequent a gun range could ever imagine. Even with a suppressor attached, they tended to be as loud as a car door being slammed shut. The near-silent behavior depicted by Hollywood was an absolute lie. There were a few exceptions, of course, but by and large, a total myth.
The .357 snub-nosed carried by Blondie was far louder than a 9mm. There was no doubt the man must really have his ears ringing after firing it in the confined spaces of the diner. He would suffer permanent hearing loss because of his actions.
Louder still was a shotgun. Particularly, a 12-gauge loaded with buckshot; ammunition meant to bring down large game animals. So, when a 12-gauge shotgun, not quite sixty feet away and aimed in their direction went off, shattering the still summer air with a clap of thunder, everybody had an immediate reaction.
The most notable reaction was from Soul Patch. DJ
watched a handful of pellets rip through the young man’s shirt sleeve and bloody his upper left arm. The man twitched and twisted to DJ’s left, frantically scrambling away and towards the road. Blondie and Skinhead jumped at the noise and began to bolt to DJ’s left as well, beating a retreat from this sudden threat.
They twisted their heads around, desperately seeking the source of the shotgun blast while simultaneously fleeing to the safety of the pickup.
DJ located it first. Coming around the north side of the diner, clearly angry and filled with vengeful purpose, was a bloodied and aging black man in a cooking apron. He was sporting the same pump-action shotgun DJ had seen in the back of the truck parked next to the building. Henry! He was very much alive and DJ was thankful to see him. Blondie must have only assumed the man dead. It was a mistake the young man surely felt regret over as Henry was aiming right at him.
“RUN!” Henry ordered to DJ.
DJ hesitated. He had no weapon to shoot back with so he couldn’t really join the fight on equal terms. Plus, his Jeep called to him with its open door and running engine. Besides, it was apparent that the three ambushers had lost all heart to fight. They scrambled to find cover around the far side of their truck. But still, DJ had a hard time leaving Henry to fend for himself.
The shotgun bellowed again. If it were possible, the three somehow seemed to increase speed trying to get away from the angry black man. Skinhead fired a quick shot in Henry’s direction, not really aiming, and got lucky. It ripped through a pant leg and Henry went down to one knee.
“I said RUN!” Henry shouted again. He fired once more.
Blondie howled in pain and went down flat into the gravel. Out of desperation, the man began to fire wildly in a swinging arc.
A bullet passed right by DJ and that was enough to get him moving. He spun around and practically dove into the Jeep.
He heard the shotgun speak again and then an answering hail of gunfire from the three by the truck. Another round was fired in DJ’s direction, shattering the back glass of the hard-topped Wrangler.
DJ slammed it into gear and floored the accelerator. The sound of flying gravel and a roaring engine filled the surrounding air and he launched onto the road. A brown sedan was coming from the other direction and he narrowly avoided a head-on collision. He saw the driver yelling at him in frustration as he flew past. The shotgun ring out a fifth time. Pump-guns rarely carried more than five rounds. That meant Henry was likely out of ammo.
DJ looked into the rearview mirror to see the brown sedan punch it and race away, the driver having no desire to stick
around thanks to the gunfire. Additionally, he could see all three bad guys now shooting at his friend. Blondie was still in the game and had made it around to the far side of the truck, though it was unclear how wounded he was. DJ could see all of them shooting over the bed of the pickup. He twisted his head to look out of the driver’s side mirror and quickly spotted Henry laying prone in the gravel.
DJ slammed on the brakes, bringing the Jeep to a sliding stop in the middle of the road. He turned his head to look out of the window to get a better view. He saw more bullets tear into Henry’s body. Over and over again, he watched as they ripped into him. He sat stunned in the middle of Highway 160, looking on in horror as one of the nicest men DJ had ever met lost his life.
And it was DJ’s fault.
DJ felt something break free from deep inside as a sudden wave of emotion washed over him. It was not fear or apprehension. It was eager, angry anticipation. Since losing his family, there had been an underlying rage that continually burned through him looking for a release. DJ had always kept it in check. Violent outbursts were simply not how he was raised.
DJ had worked hard at keeping his fury locked behind an iron gate of deep resolve.
But no more. Not now. Evil had stolen his family. And now it appeared to have stalked him to another state, trying to repeat its viciousness on him again. That buried anger locked up inside of him finally broke free of its prison and began to rage through his brain. DJ’s hands gripped the steering wheel hard and his jaw tightened.
The similarity to his past was too great. It caused him to flashback in time to a few years before on a horrible day in July.
Late one afternoon in Oklahoma, life waylaid him. DJ and his family lived on a wooded lot just outside of the city limits, at the end of a long asphalt road. Surrounded by scrub oak and cottonwood trees, the newly built, two-story brick was a picture of quiet serenity and good fortune. DJ had finished mowing the grass and had taken a shower to wash off the sweat and grime.
He remembered thinking to himself that it was time to take off
the two-day growth of stubble on his face, so he decided to shave.
He was standing at the sink with a towel tucked around him when Cassie walked in. He remembered her pressing in close to him and he wrapped her in his arms. She looked up with those pretty green eyes and, smiling, began to caress his newly shaven face. From down the hall, the sounds of laughter from the girls touched his ears. He remembered thinking that life simply could not get any better than this.
That’s when the front door opened and four strangers invaded his home. What followed was a three-hour-long nightmare. The men wore ski masks and brandished guns. They threatened. They beat. They raped. They robbed the house of anything valuable that could quickly be sold.
Cassie, in an attempt to keep from being molested, managed to pull the mask off of one of their assailants as she fought back. She had seen a face and that had only made things worse. DJ’s family was bound with gray duct tape in the living room. Cassie and DJ were on one side. The twin toddlers were bound back to back on the other, crying through tape-covered mouths. He remembered the invaders arguing about what they should do concerning his wife being able to pick one of them out of a line-up. The arguing became heated. Then finally, suddenly, horribly, one of them gave up the argument and took matters in his own hands. He turned and shot DJ’s wife in the head.
The savage act instantly tore through DJ’s heart and soul as assuredly as that bullet had ripped through his wife. He remembered the muffled screams echoing in his head and the horrible realization that it was his own screaming he heard, trapped inside of him by the duct tape covering his mouth.
As DJ lay on the floor not being able to take his attention off his wife’s lifeless form just a few feet away, he was dimly aware of the fight that broke out between the men in the center of the room. The shout of, “What have you done?” The screaming and arguing. The additional shots that were fired. All of it happened in the background for DJ. He sobbed with wide-open eyes, staring at his wife, silently hoping against hope, willing for her to still be alive and looking for any signs of
movement. But there was no coming back from a bullet to the head.
It was then that DJ slowly became aware the girls were no longer crying. He turned his head to look for them and the horror show continued. Across the room, both girls lay slumped over in a growing pool of blood. The hulking masked figure above them still aiming at their bodies. If it were possible to break DJ even more, that did it.
None of this could be real, yet it was. None of this could be happening, yet it did. His only solace was knowing that he would be next. He prayed for that moment to hurry up. Death would be the only release from this pain. Just hurry up. Please, God, just get it over with.
The moment never came.
The whole family was supposed to have been going to dinner that night with Cassie’s parents. When they never showed at the restaurant, her mom started making phone calls to Cassie’s cell. When her daughter didn’t answer, they started calling DJ.
When he didn’t answer, they started getting worried. They reached out to a friend from church to check on them, a sheriff’s officer that happened to have a route not too far away. As the officer pulled into the drive, he heard gunshots. He quickly called it in, then dismounted and ran to the house. It was summer and the sun didn’t go down until late. When he pulled in, it was still wasn’t dark enough to need headlights.
Not seeing the car pull in, the murderers were caught off guard. Officer Harris peeked through a window and saw the scene unfolding. He then checked the front door and found it unlocked. He charged through and methodically began to pick them apart. Three of them went down without knowing what was going on. The last managed to get off a shot that took Officer Harris in the chest. Harris, protected by his vest, ended that one’s life a split second later.
“You’re going to be alright,” DJ remembered being told by the officer.
With teary red eyes, DJ looked at him. “Just kill me,” he pleaded.
It all came flooding back to his memory as he sat behind the wheel of a red Jeep in the middle of Highway 160. There was
no pain anymore. The pain was gone, stomped into oblivion by a raging creature of white-hot hate. He would make the three behind him pay. They would pay for what they tried to do to him. They would pay for what they did to Henry. They would even pay for what the others had done to his family. They would pay with their lives.
DJ knew what he had to do. He laid down hard on the horn with his head still hanging out of the window, twisted around to look behind him. He watched three heads turn his direction and then scramble into the pickup. He looked on as gravel flew from the rear wheels and the truck fishtailed onto the road. It aimed directly at him and began to accelerate. He waited for one split second more, then white-knuckled the steering wheel even harder and planted his foot deep into the gas pedal.
The Wrangler shot forward and DJ turned his focus to the road ahead.
The plan was simple. He would lure them to the cabin, get to his guns, and kill every one of them.
Chapter 4: Sneaky Pete
Pete Francheski, the shaved-headed co-conspirator currently chasing a red Jeep down a two-lane asphalt road, was already calculating their chances of coming out of this on top.
Specifically, he was calculating his chances. He sat behind the wheel of the late model Chevy and glanced to his right. Mitch, sitting in the middle, was sporting a few pellets of buckshot in his leg. Their leader, Mason, had a few in his left arm.
Thankfully, the shotgun-wielding old guy had been a lousy shot or this could have been worse than it already was.
Mason looked to be in the poorest shape of the two. That redneck had gotten in a couple of punches to his face as well. It was nothing that they couldn’t come back from, however.
This whole fiasco was Mitch’s fault. When it came time, Pete was going to make sure to hang the blame around that idiot’s neck. It was Mitch that had been given instructions to swap the plates out. Neither one of the other two considered checking his work. They just assumed it was done correctly.
After all, how hard was it to swap a couple of license plates? It was also Mitch that screwed up killing the cook. How was it possible to not tell if the old geezer was dead or not? For that matter, how did the cook go from being armed with a baseball bat to shooting at them with a shotgun? All of this may have been Pete’s idea, but it was Mitch’s screw-ups that had them in this situation. When he reported all of this to the boss, Pete was going to make sure to spin it bad enough so that Mitch didn’t make it out of this alive. The man was a walking liability. Pete would make sure this screwed-up chapter of Mitch’s life ended with a literal bang. Dude needed to die. Of course, this deal wasn’t over yet. Maybe Pete would have an opportunity to get rid of Mitch himself without having to involve the boss.
Pete started off as a low-level foot soldier in the Kaiser Crime Family. They had their hands buried deep in almost everything illegal in Colorado and the surrounding states. Their primary source of income had been in Marijuana and other drugs, but that had all changed when pot became legalized. They adjusted of course, but they still weren’t bringing in the revenue they once did.
That was what allowed Pete to make his first move in trying to climb the ladder of success. He had been given an errand of passing information to the boss. Since he had the infamous leader face to face, Pete made the bold move of suggesting there was a way to use the legalization to their advantage. His idea was to open up a few Pot Shops legally. Not only would it offer a source of income, but since it was mostly a cash business, it would give them an opportunity to launder their money as well. It would also allow them to network in deeper with the true addicts and offer them more powerful illicit drugs.
The boss, Charles Kaiser, also known as Big Chuck, said they already had several open. They were even branching out in other states where pot was legal. However, he liked Pete’s motivation and how he was trying to support the organization.
Pete was promoted to a right-hand man position for one of Big Chuck’s sons, the wounded Mason Kaiser sitting on the opposite end of the truck’s bench seat.
Pete had done his best to befriend the mobster’s son and prove he was an asset to the family. When Mason mentioned he had recently been given free rein on trying to set up other streams of revenue, Pete suggested this scam. It had multiple benefits, he explained.
Small teams of guys wanting to prove themselves, along with small-time gang members, could run this scam in Colorado and the surrounding states. They would pose as buyers to people wanting to sell their used weapons, and sellers to those looking for a good deal. They would focus only on higher-end stuff in order to get quality goods and to bring in customers with lots of cash to spend. If they posed as buyers, they could dump hot cash or counterfeit bills in the exchange. If the opportunity presented itself, they would just steal the weapons by setting up an ambush at the meet points.
With some of the newly acquired weapons, they would remove the serial numbers and sell them for triple or quadruple the value on the black market. A $500 Glock could go for $1500
to $2000, as an example. Other guns would be used as bait for buyers looking for a deal. Again, they would set up an ambush and just take the cash, plus keep the weapons. In many cases, the sellers would also be armed with concealed carry permits and
other handguns. Those would be confiscated and added into the mix.
If the mark happened to bring friends to the exchange for added protection, making the success of the ambush more difficult, they could simply run it like it was a legit deal.
Lastly, if they decided to ambush the buyers or sellers, they could also bring fake plates to the meet and make off with any nice vehicles owned by their marks. The stolen vehicles could later be stripped down at one of their many chop shops.
The best part about using guys that were not firmly connected to The Family was it would form an insulation buffer to avoid prosecution.
Mason loved the idea but wanted to try it out a few times in order to establish a set of guidelines that worked the best.
They then could teach those to the crews they assigned to run the scam. The redneck they were now chasing was the first test case.
When they lured the guy in the first time, he insisted on choosing the meeting location. It was at the end of a big department store parking lot. Just as they were about to spring their trap, a church van in the middle of a road trip pulled in fairly close. It emptied itself of teenagers stretching their legs and making trips into the store for snacks and the bathroom.
They were forced to let their mark buy the weapon like it was a legitimate deal. They even attempted to follow him as he left but got separated at a red light. Since they had contact information on him, they tried another setup and the redneck fell for it. It was going to be a nice first haul. Ten-grand in cash wasn’t a bad way to start.
Then Mitch had to go screw it all up. To make matters worse, Big Chuck’s youngest son was now injured. Pete was sure someone was going to pay heavily for that transgression and he wasn’t going to let it be him.
Up ahead, Pete saw the Jeep swerve around a slower truck. He followed suit. The Jeep, with its V8 motor, was pulling away from them in their slower V6 truck, and Pete silently willed the pickup to go faster. If the redneck got away, Big Chuck’s anger and vengeance would be even worse. Taking it out on Mitch might not be enough for him. If the redneck managed to get to a phone, they might even be headed to prison.
Taillights on the Jeep suddenly lit up bright red. The redneck went sideways as he four-wheel drifted through an opening in an old wooden fence running parallel to the blacktop.
The man gunned it into a canyon on the right-hand side of the road and vanished into the trees in a cloud of dust.
As Pete got close, he could tell this was private property.
It wasn’t some dirt track that simply cut through the mountains.
An aging iron archway, about eighteen feet in height, stretched over the entrance. It had steel letters welded to the top of the frame that read ‘Midget Mine Ranch’ and there was a cattle guard cutting across the gravel opening.
Mitch tore through the entrance and quickly looked left and right. To his left stretched a babbling stream carving its way up the valley through thick stands of pine. High cliff walls on both sides stretched their way forward as far as he could see before disappearing, masked by the tall pines. The dirt road hugged close to the right-hand side of the canyon. What seemed to be missing from view, however, caused Pete to smile and slow down.
Mason jerked his head left with fire in his eyes. “What are you doing? He’s getting away!”
“Take a look boss,” Mitch reasoned. “This is private property. Judging from the layout of this canyon, this is probably the only way in or out. Secondly, there are no power line poles.
They don’t bury residential lines out here. Too rocky. That means this guy lives off the grid. No poles also mean no landline for a phone. We have his cell so he can’t call for help. We’ve got him trapped.” Pete grinned.
Mason followed Pete’s direction and scanned the surrounding area. Recognition that Pete was right washed across his boss’s face. Inwardly, Pete was grinning with smug satisfaction. He was proving to be the smart one of the bunch and a true asset. All he had to do to secure his position in the family was to figure out how to turn this fiasco around and to pin the blame on Mitch.
Pete followed up with more analysis. “I’m just trying to be cautious here. We know he probably has a few guns. We don’t want to go rushing in. We can’t catch him before he gets to
where he’s going. So, when we find him, he’s going to be armed.
We can still do this, though. I have a plan,” he winked.
Pete’s brain was always flipping circles, turning things around, looking for an angle. He wasn’t buying time with the boss’s son. He really was formulating a plan. It was a plan that involved sacrificing that idiot Mitch. But as they say, two birds with one stone.
Chapter 5: Piece of Cake
DJ glanced in the rear-view mirror. All he could see was the long trail of dust kicking up as he rapidly snaked his way down the canyon road. He was sure they saw him turn off the highway, but he was pulling further ahead due to the combination of a better-equipped vehicle for this terrain, and his familiarity with his own piece of property.
When he turned his attention back to the dirt and gravel in front of him, he realized he had made a tragic mistake. All too late, DJ remembered the washed-out section of the road with no time to do anything about it. He barely even had time to remove his foot from the gas. He hit the washout hard. His Jeep was catapulted into the Colorado sky, off the road, and into the trees that lined the creek. Flying through the air, DJ considered just how much this was going to hurt. A lot, he guessed. It proved to be a correct assumption. In his haste to lead the three behind him, DJ hadn’t bothered to put his seat belt on. He was launched upwards to smash his head into the roof, sending his hat flying.
Pine boughs broke and splintered as the Jeep hurtled into them and the Wrangler began to twist in flight. DJ bounced around the inside like a steel bearing in a pinball machine. The Wrangler smashed into a mature aspen on its left-hand side and came violently to a halt. DJ, in turn, came to a halt just as violently inside the vehicle. The sudden stabbing pain in his shoulder informed him that it had been dislocated.
For a moment he didn’t even move. He just gasped for breath through the pain. He gingerly placed his right hand on the top of his head to see how bad his head wound was. There was no blood, but a knot had already begun to form and his neck was sore. Additionally, his left shoulder was screaming at him.
He was in trouble. His pursuers would be here any second. The pain would have to be ignored if he had any hope of living through this. Using the driver’s door as an exit point was out of the question. It was mangled and pinned against the tree.
With no other option, he began to haul himself over the console towards the passenger side, yelling aloud at the pain and his own stupidity as he went.
He couldn’t let himself be taken out like this, he silently vowed. He would not be put down like a wounded animal. He was still alive. The pain reminded him of that fact. While he was still breathing, there was a chance of coming out of this. He summoned the will to move even faster.
The passenger door stuck for a second as he pressed against it. Without warning, it broke free, sending him tumbling onto the rocky ground. A fresh stab of pain in his shoulder caused him to suck air. For a second, he thought he might lose consciousness. From down the drive, he could make out the sound of wheels on gravel. He had to move. He had to disappear into the trees on the other side of the creek.
With effort, he hauled himself from the ground using the branch of a pine. The truck was getting closer. He could hear the sounds of tires smashing the gravel as it approached. He only had seconds. As fast as he could, which could only be considered slow at best, he let go of the pine and started across the creek.
Water washed over his hiking boots and the sharp chill was a momentary distraction from his injuries. He sloshed his way across, doing his best to make sure of his footing. If he went down now, he was uncertain if he could make it back up. Behind him, he heard the truck lock up its brakes and slide. The grating sound that penetrated the still mountain air was like the growl of a beast hot in his trail. He heard doors open as they realized that he had wrecked the Jeep.
“You swing out that way,” he heard Skinhead say, eager anticipation coloring his voice. “We’ll hit him from both sides.”
Gratefully, DJ entered the heavy foliage on the other side of the creek. The welcoming darkness of the canopy of pines closed around him, concealing him from view. He picked his way cautiously through the trees and away, trying to both make sure of his footing and attempting to be as quiet as possible. The creek ran low this time of year. So, any noise he made wouldn’t be covered by the sound of running water.
Fed by a natural spring from up the canyon, the creek always had water, but it varied in the amount depending on the time of year. In both the middle of winter and the summer months, it produced about as much water as a couple of garden hoses combined. During the spring and fall, it spit out water like
a fire hydrant. During those times of the year, the canyon was filled with the sounds of babbling water cascading over rocks.
But now it only made a trickling sound here and there as you got close. He would have to be as stealthy as possible or he would give away his position.
He could make out agitated discussion as the three discovered he was missing. Then, “YOU’RE DEAD! YOU
HEAR ME? YOU’RE DEAD!” DJ thought that it was Soul Patch that shouted the promise of his demise.
DJ emerged from the copse of trees against the far, south-side cliff wall. His immediate plan was to follow the cliff face west towards the end of the canyon and his waiting cabin.
There he would find the tools he expected to use to exact his vengeance on the three. But first, he needed to take care of his shoulder. It was already numb and his fingers were tingling.
As a Navy medic attached to Marines in wartime, he was exposed to a number of real-world medical situations. A dislocated shoulder was something he had dealt with a few times. He had just never had to deal with it on himself. It was really rather easy, however, and was nothing like depicted in the movies or on TV. In order to fix his shoulder, he didn’t need to slam himself into a tree with movie-like theatrics. He only needed gravity.
He stood upright and squared his feet. Next, he leaned over on his left hip, letting his left arm hang straight towards the ground. It smarted as he slowly let his arm extend, but he gritted his teeth and continued. In a slow-motion, he rotated at his hip until he was leaning both backward, but still a bit on his left-hand side, all the while allowing gravity to pull his wounded arm downward. Then, very slowly, he began to stand upright. He could feel tension and pressure building in his left shoulder and chest. More tension. More. With a twinge of pain, he felt the sudden pop of his shoulder jerk back into place. The pain was momentary, but it took his breath away.
DJ instantly started to feel better and sensation began to rapidly return to his fingers. He carefully rotated his arm, testing it. It felt pretty good, all things considered. It would still be sore for a while, but it would no longer be of any real hindrance.
Next, he rubbed his neck with his right hand. That one hurt pretty good and he would have to keep it moving or he would stiffen up.
DJ listened carefully for the sounds of his pursuers. He thought he could make out some conversation but was unsure of what was being said. Then, he heard movement through the trees on the far side. A second later the truck fired up and started to grind its way down the gravel road towards his cabin.
Did all of them head that way? Where they all loaded up in the truck? If so, that ruined his chances at vengeance. If they made it to his cabin there was no way he could sneak past all three, locate one of his guns, and go to war. If they were all there, it meant heading towards the main road and trying to flag down help from a passing car. It would be his only workable solution.
Which way should he go?
The afternoon air was still and quiet. The sound of the truck faded away until nothing could be heard. No wind. No birds. It was only still and hot. The sun had just begun its curve towards the west and it would still be light for a long while. He stood as still as he could within the shade of a Ponderosa Pine, listening for signs of movement, something to tell him if they all had gone. His ears searched for an indication that a person had remained behind, waiting to ambush him. From the east, off in the distance, he heard the sound of a vehicle pass, its wheels humming on the asphalt surface of Highway 160. It droned by, the quiet returning with its passing.
Nothing. Nothing at all.
There! Splashing water! At least one person was coming across the creek towards him. DJ turned and moved as stealthily as he could to the west and deeper into the canyon. He moved quickly, but with care to choose where he stepped. A rock kicked aside, or a branch breaking would allow his pursuer to zero in on his location.
He wound his way along the base of the cliff as fast as he dared, weaving through pines until he came to the edge of a small clearing. To his left, the high walls of the canyon. To his right, it was clear all the way to the stream and the gravel road beyond. He searched for a hint of movement, looking for an
ambush. DJ would be completely exposed here as he crossed the clearing. From within, he could hear his heart pounding in his ears from both exertion and weird excitement. From behind him, he could hear his pursuer closing through the trees. Whoever it was, they were less concerned with making noise than him. DJ
had to stay ahead. He had to risk crossing the clearing. He had to do it now.
DJ took a deep breath and bolted for the other side. His legs pumped hard, propelling him across the field, anticipating gunshots to ring out from the underbrush in front of him. Here there was no threat of making excessive noise. Here it was only tall field grass and open spaces; a perfect place for an ambush.
The feared shots never came. No one opened fire on him as he tore into the waiting tree-line. Sliding to a halt on the floor of pine straw, he looked directly behind him through the undergrowth to search out his pursuer. Instead, he caught movement from the direction of the road out of the corner of his eye.
There, walking on the edge of the gravel, elevated above the creek on the far side, was Soul Patch. He was carrying his gun in one hand. He paused for a moment, looked down at something in his other hand, then brought it to his ear. A cell phone.
At that moment, on the opposite side of the clearing directly across from him, Skinhead emerged and paused to search the field and trees. For a second, the villain seemed to look right at him and DJ wondered if he had been spotted.
Skinhead’s phone rang. The musical ringtone carried across the clearing, a clipped version of some popular song on the radio, and the man clawed at his jacket in an effort to find it and shut it up. He held it to his ear and DJ could vaguely hear the conversation from across the field. They weren’t exactly trying to be stealthy. Why would they? They had nothing to fear from DJ. He was unarmed and outnumbered.
Skinhead turned his attention to the road on his far-right, looking for his accomplice. They spotted each other about a hundred yards apart. They talked a moment more and then returned their phones to their pockets. Both started forward
together in unison. Soul Patch followed the road and Skinhead approached DJ from across the clearing.
DJ was being herded, he realized, like jackals herding a wildebeest. Blondie, having driven ahead in the truck, was somewhere ahead just waiting to gun DJ down. But where was he?
DJ did an about-face and restarted his trek towards the cabin, keeping to the cliff wall as close as possible on his left. He considered his options as he moved.
There was one more clearing like the one he had crossed not too far ahead. It would certainly be a good place to wait for him. Beyond that, the canyon narrowed even more. It was densely covered in trees but would make for a great choke point.
After that, the canyon opened wide to a distance of about four hundred yards across. On the north side of that expanse, the road ended at his cabin. His home was perched thirty feet higher than the rest on a small hill and overlooking it all. Across the creek and down the hill from the house was more field, dotted with small groups of aspens. From the porch, it made for a great view across the valley all the way to the opposite cliff face. It also would make for a great place to shoot at him. If they managed to get to one of his scoped rifles in his unlocked cabin, he wouldn’t stand a chance of crossing the valley floor to his home.
Beyond the cabin, it narrowed once again. At that point, it was only wide enough for the ATV trail that made its way up from his cabin and the creek itself. It was a narrow gorge of only thirty to forty feet in length. After that, you entered into what DJ
called “Paradise”.
“Paradise” was at the very end of the canyon. It opened up to be an almost perfectly shaped, circular glen, surrounded by steep rock walls. From the entrance where the creek fed through to the far side, it was a little over five hundred yards across.
On the western end, a natural spring produced a steady stream of water right out of the rock face about fifty feet off of the valley floor. It dumped its contents first into a small pond, about an acre in size, before spilling its way down the canyon and splitting the glen in two.
On the north side was the abandoned mine. It had been named The Midget Mine for its original owners. A small troupe of midgets was rumored to have once served a traveling circus before setting off on their own to strike it rich in the mid-1800s.
It had never really produced much and the owners disappeared over time. The mine itself was not really much more than a small cave, tunneling into the rock no more than a hundred feet or so.
DJ had turned the entrance of the mine into a sort of shooting grotto. He had a small bench made for rifle shooting just inside the shade of the entrance. From there, shielded from the elements, he could see all the way across to the opposite side of the canyon.
Additionally, DJ became infatuated by a type of shooting competition called “3 Gun”. It was so named because it involved the use of three types of weapons; a handgun, a modern-day sporting rifle, typically an AR-15 style of weapon, and a shotgun. Picture an obstacle course with firearms and a stopwatch and you would quickly begin to understand the concept of “3 Gun”. DJ loved the sport and had set up his own course that weaved its way through the end of the canyon.
From the higher vantage point of the cave entrance, you could make out approximately fifty steel targets that comprised his rifle range and the 3 Gun course. Not only was the end of his canyon a visual paradise decorated with small groups of trees, the waterfall, the pond, and the stream, but it was a shooter’s paradise as well.
“Paradise” was not his destination, however. The guns hidden in his cabin were, but reaching them would be a serious challenge. He had to make it through a canyon equipped with plenty of ambush points, past three killers determined to murder him, sneak into the cabin past all of them, just to get to those guns.
“Piece of cake,” he sarcastically said out loud as he darted through the trees.
Chapter 6: Reinforcements Pete was the very definition of a “city man.” He had no knowledge or skills when it came to tracking people through the woods, but he was smart and observant of his surroundings. As such, he was now reasonably sure that the redneck was somewhere ahead of him.
Mitch had taken the truck deeper into the canyon and discovered the cabin. He was waiting there now on orders to shoot the guy the first second he saw him. Pete and Mason’s job was to move towards the cabin and flush their prey out, or drive him into Mitch.
Until Pete had reached the clearing, he thought there may have been a chance the redneck may have headed back towards the road. The man might have given them the slip.
Maybe they had made the wrong choice by moving deeper into the canyon. But as soon as Pete got to the edge of the small field, he was certain he had made the right decision. Right in front of him was a small patch of mud. It contained a clear boot print that was obviously fresh. Additionally, the small clearing was covered in tall grass. As the redneck made his way through, he had left a very clear path of bent and trampled grass in a straight line across the clearing. Pete wasn’t woodsy, but he wasn’t blind.
By the time they had reached the second clearing, again with an identical clear trail leading through, he was beginning to develop a better plan. He called Mason who was still following the gravel road. He reasoned with Mason that it would be too easy for their prey to sneak around behind them and head back to the entrance. Or it would be easy for the man to just hide and let them walk past. So how badly did Mason really want to get this guy?
Pete already knew the answer. Mason practically boiled with anger. He no longer cared about stealing the guy’s money or ransacking his house. He just wanted the guy dead. Mason’s pride and reputation were on the line. The redneck had seen right through their ambush. Mason had been punched twice by the big guy. In the face, no less. If the other two had not shown up when they did, he likely would have been on the receiving end of a serious beat-down. To top it off, the guy had stopped in the
middle of the road and taunted him. He sat right there on the blacktop and blew his horn, daring them to try and catch him.
Angry was not quite descriptive enough of Mason’s feelings.
Furious was closer.
Seeing that anger, Pete then presented Mason with a plan. One phone call from Mason and they could have twenty men here in a little over an hour. Since it was summer, that would be well before the sun went down. He and Mason could stay put for that hour and make sure the guy didn’t double back to the highway. They had good visibility from where they currently stood, and Mitch could hold down the cabin to make sure the guy didn’t show up there. Mitch only checked out the cabin long enough to ensure it was empty but didn’t waste any time looking it over. He was on orders to stay put outside and make sure the guy didn’t sneak through.
Once their team showed up, Mason could divide them up on opposite ends of the canyon. They could converge together in a long line stretching across the deep valley and catch the redneck somewhere in the middle. Mason could then torture the redneck or do whatever he wanted.
Mason wasn’t thrilled with making the call. He would rather handle this himself. There was a risk that rallying twenty guys for an assist might tip off his father that something was wrong. One of those twenty might inform Big Chuck. If they did, you could take it to the bank that Mason’s phone would ring shortly thereafter.
However, in the end, if this guy got away, the cops would certainly be pointed in Mason’s direction. In the realm of law enforcement, everyone knew who Big Chuck and his sons were. The redneck would be able to give a police sketch artist a clear description. Armed with this new information and clear evidence of a crime, the FBI would be able to dig into their family from a whole new angle. While the crime lord certainly had a significant number of FBI Agents in his back pocket, he did not own them all. Big Chuck would be far harder to deal with if the Feds were sucked into this whole thing. Pete would be on the receiving end of his boss’s anger.
Their prey was never supposed to have lived this long.
They were going to take him back to his house, rob the place,
and kill the guy along with anyone there. Brutal to be sure, but it was how Mason chose to handle things. His plans had been tossed into the crapper. They were in danger of this thing getting away from them. They had to do something different. It was time to call in the calvary and put an end to it before it managed to get even worse. Mason grudgingly acknowledged Pete had a better plan, so he made the call. Two minutes after that, Big Chuck called Pete’s phone and not his son’s.
A wave of fear washed over Pete when he saw the caller ID. Big Chuck was calling him? That was not a good thing. Pete had assumed that the Boss would call his own offspring. That would, in turn, act as a buffer and keep Pete out of the crosshairs.
Never the less, here was the most dangerous man he had ever met calling his phone for details. He waved his phone at Mason, signaling to the other that he was getting a call, and jogged that direction to meet Mason halfway.
Pete only let it ring three times before he answered.
“Yes, sir?” he said, continuing to approach Mason.
The voice was flat and even on the other end. “Give me the details.”
Pete knew better than to not give a full account of what was going on. To lie was a death sentence. He provided Big Chuck everything, starting with the original plan and the goal behind it. He explained how it went wrong and laid the blame firmly at Mitch’s feet. He explained how the redneck was currently the only witness and how they felt he needed to be contained in order for this to not lead back to the family. He explained the car chase and the Jeep crash. He told of how they had the guy trapped in a canyon. He left nothing out.
When he converged with Mason along the edge of the clearing, still providing the details to Big Chuck, Mason tensed up and grew visibly agitated over realizing that Pete had been called instead of him. Mason said nothing, however, and listened as Pete gave Big Chuck the details. As Pete recounted the events, Big Chuck did not interrupt or ask any additional questions. His boss was a void of silence on the other end of the line.
When Pete had finished, Big Chuck finally spoke. “Is that all?”
“That’s everything, sir.”
“Here is what I want you to do. You’re going to catch this man. Take him inside the house and kill him. Don’t kill him anywhere else if you can help it. Clean up any evidence at the scene. No prints. No DNA. Did any of you guys touch the Jeep?”
Pete thought for a moment. “No, sir.”
“Make sure. Wipe down anything you would have touched, even if you didn’t. Same goes for the house. Take the gun you use to kill this guy, strip it down, and unload all of the ammo from the magazine. Wipe all of the parts and the ammunition down for prints and DNA. Leave it in the house with the body. Find some gasoline and set the whole place on fire. The Jeep too. Then get back here. Drive the speed limit. No more mistakes from this point on. Now repeat what I just said.”
Pete looked at Mason as he repeated everything. Mason just nodded as he listened on.
“Good. I am calling off the men you asked for. I am sending you two teams of DS soldiers instead. I want this done right.” Pete felt a cold chill at the news. Then Big Chuck said,
“Put Mason on the phone.” Pete did as he was told. He couldn’t hear what was being said between the two, but the conversation was short.
“Yes, sir,” Mason said at the end. The phone went dead and he handed it back to Pete. “Well, that went better than I expected.”
Pete shook his head in awe. “He said he’s sending DS to hunt this guy down. The boss doesn’t play around.”
“He never does,” Mason replied.
They went back to their positions with Pete watching the clearing and Mason back up on the road. Pete called Mitch and filled him in on the plan, then they all settled in to wait for reinforcements to arrive.
By the time it did arrive, it was nearly 5:30. They probably had roughly three hours before sunset. Here in the deep valley, it would begin to get darker sooner because of the high walls of the canyon, so Pete reasoned that they had over two hours to pin this guy down before a lack of daylight became an issue. Plenty of time, he was sure.
Pete had to admire the commitment level of the Kaiser Crime Family when it came time to kill someone. When two
black passenger vans with blacked-out windows, loaded with guys and guns, came pulling in to their position along the road, it was nothing short of inspiring. When the DS soldiers dismounted from the vans it looked like a scene from a movie. Twenty guys all dressed in black and wearing tactical vests, equipped with silenced M4 assault rifles and headset radios, all poured out of the vehicle looking like they were ready for anything. At least two of them were obviously snipers judging from the large scopes on their rifles. Their guns looked to be of a larger caliber, though Pete was unsure of what they were.
DS was short for Death Squad and they very much looked the part. They were seldom used to enforce Big Chuck’s will, but when they were, it tended to leave a lasting impression.
Big Chuck had long ago seen the necessity in having serious hitters to call on should the need arise, so he built his own small army. Over time it had grown to just over one hundred Death Squad members in all. The group here represented only a small portion of the total. They were well equipped and Big Chuck provided them everything they needed to make even the hardest criminal tinkle on their shoes in fear.
They were well-trained and seasoned as well. Big Chuck had business contacts with the cartels in South America and routinely sent members of his army down south for training at a camp in the jungle. They practiced moving as a team, clearing rooms and buildings, setting up ambushes and defending positions. To keep their skills honed to practical real-world situations, he occasionally hired them out to crime families on the East and West Coasts. He had even begun to explore selling their services outside of the US.
This redneck had no chance.
One of the DS who had arrived, clearly the leader, stepped forward asking for information on what was going on.
Mason filled him in about what had transpired, who they were after, and that the initial plan was to corral him in. While Mason talked, the leader pulled up satellite images from a map program on a small tablet and began to look at the canyon layout as he listened.
After Mason was finished, he spoke. “We’re going to make some changes to your plan,” he said to Mason. “It’s a
pretty good plan as is,” he reassured, “but I don’t want my boys shooting each other in a crossfire.” He gathered his men around and started issuing orders.
Five of them, designated as Team 1, would head back toward the canyon entrance. They would stretch across the opening and perform two basic functions. The first was to look out for their prey should he manage to double back and avoid detection. The second was to radio ahead should someone else show up.
Another five, Team 2, would head towards the cabin using one of the vans to leapfrog ahead. Both snipers would set up there and cover the valley when he was eventually flushed from hiding. They would act as spotters only and inform the rest of the team of their victim’s exact location should he emerge from the cover of the trees.
The remaining three of that group would head to the far end of the canyon where the last choke point was, marking the entrance to the final, large, circular-shaped, boxed canyon at the end. They wouldn’t enter but merely guard that position. After clearing the rest of the canyon, if the man they were chasing had already made it into that last section, they would enter in force and capture him together.
The last ten, designated as Team 3, would stretch across the canyon at their current location between the gravel road on the north, and the cliff wall on the south. On command, that line would move forward towards the larger area of the canyon and the cabin. They would push their adversary ahead of them or catch him if they could.
If at all possible, they would capture him in the open and avoid killing him, saving that for once they brought him into the cabin. This would allow for the containment of any forensic evidence. If they wounded him or killed him outside of the cabin, it would be increasingly possible to miss evidence that might later be discovered by the authorities. Most mercenary organizations didn’t concern themselves with concealing forensic evidence, but that’s what helped make their group unique and effective.
They wore rubber medical gloves under their tactical gloves to avoid fingerprints and DNA transfer. They wore
tactical hoods they would pull down over their faces in the event that they were caught on camera or seen by a witness that got missed. Their weapons even had small mesh bags mounted on the side to catch spent ammo as it was ejected. Additionally, once a weapon was used in the commission of a crime, the barrel and firing pins were swapped out to help eliminate tracking from one crime to another. Not only were they lethal, but they were clean.
Wow, Pete thought. Now, this is what I call
“Reinforcements.” Yes, sir, Big Chuck doesn’t play around when it comes time to kill somebody.
Chapter 7: Boxed in
From his hiding place in the bushes along the gravel road, DJ watched the two reprobates in front of him and waited to see how this was all going to shake out. He had already been to the exposed valley near his cabin. He easily located Blondie on the front porch watching for him and concluded there was no way he could approach the cabin in the daylight without revealing himself. If DJ was going to sneak inside to where his guns were stashed, he would have to hide and wait for the cover of darkness.
So, he stayed put, waiting there for the other two to close in on his position. When they did, he would do his best to avoid them and hide until it was dark. However, after maybe half an hour of waiting and neither seeing nor hearing his pursuers, he gave up on patience and doubled back to see why. He quickly found them at the second clearing. Soul Patch stood guarding the road and Skinhead watched the field. Both of them just stood there, observing the trees he hid in and clearly waiting for something.
It was confusing. Were they waiting for DJ to walk out and hand himself over? It seemed unlikely. Were they waiting for help to arrive to try and search for him? That seemed the more obvious reason. If more people showed up, it was going to make things far more difficult.
DJ decided if that was the case, his plan would have to change. His only option was to hide and wait for them to all move past. He would abandon his plan of vengeance for one of escape. He would make his way back to the entrance and try to flag down a passing car. Once called, the sheriff and his men, who were no doubt by now investigating Henry’s death, could be here in a few minutes. The murderous bunch who were after him would be boxed in with nowhere to run. It would end his chance at payback and that was unfortunate, but at least they would be caught. It was a simple plan and it made a lot of sense.
After a long wait, two black vans pulled in and everything changed. DJ counted twenty well-armed men, bristling with weapons and gear. One of them looked like a mountain with legs. He wore a rust-colored beard and was
clearly the person in charge of the new arrivals. He was the first to dismount and began snapping orders to the others.
Having been in the Navy, DJ had multiple chances to observe SEAL teams. He had seen how they dressed and how they outfitted themselves with the best equipment. He had seen how they carried themselves with a sense of determined invulnerability. These soldiers had that same look and swagger.
Just what had DJ gotten himself into? Who were these guys? Specifically, who was Soul Patch? He was the one in charge as stated earlier by Skinhead back at the parking lot. Plus, the heavy-set bearded leader of the black-clad figures seemed to address him as if he were the boss. It didn’t make sense to DJ.
Soul Patch was too young to have accomplished much in life. So, how could he command what appeared to be a personal military force? Who was this guy? DJ was missing something.
Whoever Soul Patch was, DJ was certain of one thing: he was in real trouble. His day had rapidly progressed from bad, to worse, to next to impossible. He couldn’t call for help because Skinhead had his cell phone. He couldn’t get to his guns to fight back because Blondie was guarding the house. As he sat in the bushes, a van with part of the enemy force drove past on their way to reinforce the cabin. The other, with more of the same, turned around and headed back to the main road.
DJ considered the situation he found himself in. The Glock he normally carried, his pocket knife, his cell phone, even the letter from Cassie’s mom had all been taken from him. He had been stripped of everything except the shirt on his back. He was trapped in an impossible situation with no foreseeable way out. There would be no escape from this. DJ was going to be hunted. And not by your run-of-the-mill everyday criminal thugs, but by what looked to be a private army. He was surrounded on all sides by high rock walls that prevented escape, and well-equipped killers with enough firepower to end his life a hundred times over. All he had to fight back with were sticks, rocks, and his own two hands. He was boxed-in in his own boxed canyon and the irony was not lost on him.
Chapter 8: Embrace the Change From concealment in the scattered undergrowth, DJ
watched the group in front of him form a line across the valley floor on the opposite side of the clearing. It was painfully obvious what was about to happen. They would advance in unison and flush him out of hiding, driving him towards the guys waiting at the cabin. Having no options, he turned and headed towards his mountain home. DJ moved quickly, having traversed it twice before, and was more certain of the terrain now. If he allowed himself to be driven into the wide-open section alongside the house, he would stand no chance at all. The concealment of the trees was his best and only hope, but he only had a limited amount of space to hide.
Once more, DJ cut across at an angle to get as close to the southern canyon wall as possible. If he could isolate one of the soldiers stalking him he might have a fighting chance. But if he were spotted by two or three of them in the middle of the wooded section, it was game over.
Arriving at the rocky wall, he next sought out a good tree for climbing. Locating a likely candidate, he hastily removed his gray, button-up work shirt. He carefully tucked it into the branches of a small juniper tree growing just underneath.
He pulled and shaped it into a loose, man-shaped bundle of cloth. Next, he chose a decent-sized rock from the base of the cliff. He found one about ten inches in diameter, roughly shaped like a chisel-edged ball. Finally, bare-chested, he ascended the tree, cradling his rock with one hand. It was the most lethal thing he could find to defend himself with. It seemed such a puny weapon against an army of assault rifles, but what else could he do? With his free hand, he hauled himself up, one branch at a time.
DJ was able to make it about eighteen feet above the forest floor. He had just got into position, keeping the tree trunk between him and the approaching line of soldiers, when he heard the first sounds of someone creeping through the trees. He held his breath, closed his eyes, and listened as intently as he could.
As he concentrated, he could make out multiple searchers moving slowly through the undergrowth. He could hear at least
two further away and one getting closer. From the sounds they made, it seemed they would move a bit and then pause to take in their surroundings as they looked for him. He thought he could hear the closest softly speak, but he couldn’t tell what was being said. He had seen the radios mounted to the back of their tactical vest and assumed they had earpieces for communication.
He willed himself to be as silent as possible, to become part of the tree against which he was hiding. He only had one chance to get this right. Get it wrong and he would likely become a shirtless, hanging target.
More movement in his direction. He turned his head and could dimly make out one of them about sixty feet away, ghosting through the undergrowth. The figure was just a darker shadow of movement on the shaded forest floor, seeking him out, almost even with him now.
Beneath him another figure emerged, weapon raised, pointing into the small juniper and right at the shirt DJ had placed there as a decoy. He waited only a split second more then stepped off of the limb.
The wind hummed past his ears as he descended through the air. He half expected for the guy below him to somehow sense his presence and move. The rock was held over DJ’s head in both hands, and as he plummeted towards his unsuspecting target, he began to swing it down, trying to time it just right and smash into the head of the man below him with as much force as he could bring to bear.
Surprisingly, it was the first time since this ordeal had begun that everything went according to plan. DJ’s crude weapon connected to the skull of his pursuer with a muted crunch of bone. Blood sprayed outward in a circle, bathing the surrounding area, including DJ, in a crimson splatter of instant death. Both he and his victim fell to the soft, pine-straw covered ground.
DJ instantly froze and turned his attention to the direction of the second figure he had seen. He looked for movement; ears focused, expecting to hear the sudden crashing of bodies through the trees as they rushed towards him.
Nothing. The woods had gone deathly still.
As DJ let his senses probe the forest around him, his corpsman background made him reflexively check his victim for a pulse. It was there but for a moment, just a soft, brief flutter under his fingers, then gone. DJ had just killed a man. The thought should have driven some sort of emotion through him, but it didn’t and DJ had time to dwell on it. These woods were crawling with people who wanted him dead. He needed to move.
Carefully, but with as much speed as he could muster, he unsnapped the M4 from the combat sling attached to the tactical vest. He checked it over. One magazine was loaded. A quarter pull backward on the charging handle revealed a round in the chamber. Mounted on top was a high-dollar holographic optic.
As he looked through it, he was met with a glowing red reticle to tell him it was on and ready for use. He expected nothing less, but he wanted to be certain there would be no surprises should he have to start shooting.
Still no movement. Still dead silent.
Next, he removed the tactical vest and placed it on himself, clipping the rifle to the combat sling. He finished it all off by placing the earpiece from the radio in his ear. He caught the very end of a conversation on the other end. “Remember, he’s unarmed. Should be easy pickings but keep your eyes open.
Cornered rats tend to fight even when they have no chance.”
Kneeling over the body, DJ raised the weapon and sighted into the bushes looking for targets. He saw none, but his ears caught stirring in the undergrowth again. With relief, he realized they were headed away from him.
DJ had two choices. He could advance along the line of soldiers and try to take them out one by one from behind.
Chances are he could only get two or three of them before they would be all over him. Or, he could head back towards the entrance where there were only five guys to deal with.
DJ laughed inwardly at the notion. Only Five. Geez…
Still, the odds were better for him there. Five guys behind him, or fourteen in front of him. Seventeen if you included the original three that he started with. The math made an easy choice. He snatched his shirt from the juniper, stuffed it in between the vest and his chest, and started back towards the entrance. He moved carefully because he was still uncertain of
where Soul Patch and Skinhead were. Had they moved forward with the ten towards the cabin? Were they still stationed along the road at the clearing? Or, had they chosen some other option?
DJ arrived at the second clearing and paused, looking for the two. Seeing nothing, he removed the M4 and vest in favor of putting his shirt back on. He noticed that his neck and chest were splattered with blood. It had failed to dry due to the sheen of sweat that had developed on his upper body. It was a lot of blood, he noted. He was sure he looked horrible. Suiting back up, he looked for the other two a final time and then proceeded into the small field.
Halfway across, the radio fired up with chatter and he took a knee in the field to listen. They hadn’t found him yet and had reached the expanse across from his cabin. After conferring with each other, they started a sweep through the field towards the final section that DJ called Paradise. He listened as the snipers, plural, he noted, were instructed to stay at the cabin.
There was no way he could sneak into the house and arm himself with the weapons he stashed there. No need to, now, DJ thought to himself. He was very well-armed as it was.
Figuring he had bought himself some time, DJ
inventoried the tactical vest he was wearing and found it loaded for combat. The left-hand side contained a silenced Sig Sauer 9mm in a cross-draw configuration on his breast; a full-sized P320. It was one that he owned and was familiar with. Above that, in a pouch near the shoulder, was a clip-on 3X multiplier for the rifle optic; a small scope that paired with the holographic sight for longer distance shooting. The right-hand side contained three double-stacked magazine pouches. There were three larger pouches for the M4, and three smaller pouches, sewn on top, for the pistol. Including the mags already seated in the weapons, that gave him 120 rounds for the rifle and 90 for the pistol. It was plenty enough firepower to defend himself. On the back right-hand shoulder was a digital radio with a short stubby antenna poking out of its pouch. It linked to his ear with a short, coiled cable. Finally, around the small of the back, was a larger pouch that contained emergency medical supplies. Perfect, he thought to himself.
DJ continued his trek east, moving carefully and watching for the five combatants he was sure to meet before he got to the main road. By the time he arrived at the wrecked Jeep, conversation over the radio told DJ they had finished a slow sweep of the field across from his cabin and were now heading into the final section. It was garbled and broken up from the distance and the terrain, but he could make out enough to get the gist. Odds were, once they entered that final section, he would hear nothing at all on the radio. At least not from that bunch.
He moved forward for another fifteen minutes with no issues. Then, as he finally approached the entrance, moving only a single cautious step at a time, he caught sight of one of the vans parked in the road through the trees. The five must be close.
He stopped, closed his eyes, and listened. Breeze. Birds. The buzz of insects here and there. Nothing indicating a human, however.
DJ moved laterally across the canyon towards the road and the van. He moved one or two steps at a time, then paused to listen. He repeated that process over and over until he stood next to the road in the shadows of a tall pine. Up ahead, about twenty yards away, the van sat in the middle of his private drive, pointing away from him. He could make out the reflection of someone sitting behind the wheel in the driver’s side mirror.
Whoever it was had both windows down to allow a breeze to ventilate the cab. Otherwise, he would have never been able to see anything through the heavy tint on the windows.
Still hearing nothing, DJ made a decision. The small army behind him was too far away to hear any silenced gunfire.
They also appeared to now be out of radio range due to the rocky walls of the canyon and terrain. He needed to know where the other four were hiding. It was time to make them move.
He raised the rifle and sighted at where he imagined the back of the driver’s head to be, concealed on the other side of the tinted back glass. CHINK. The M4 was obviously loaded with subsonic ammunition and made very little noise as it hurled its tiny projectile towards the driver. What was heard very clearly through the surrounding area, however, was the bolt on the rifle ejecting the spent casing and loading the next round, metal slapping against metal. Additionally, the bullet completely
shattered the back glass and punched a ragged hole through the windshield as it passed all the way through the vehicle and the head of its occupant. All of that made enough noise to let anyone within a hundred yards know what was going on.
DJ had just taken one more fighter out of the equation.
He watched in satisfaction as the driver’s head snapped forward and the jacketed hollow point bathed the front windshield and dashboard in red splatter. The humanity in him should have triggered some sort of shock to his conscience. He should have been at least somewhat horrified by what he had just done. There should have been at least a push on his conscience. Just a nudge on his morality to remind him of the value in human life. After all, this was the second person he had killed in a day.
The first had happened while he was focused on staying alive and avoiding detection. There was no time to process what he had done in smashing a man’s skull in with a rock. But with this one, he had been allowed to think about his actions. It had left him feeling an emotion, but not one of his conscious reminding him of the sanctity of human life. It was different. It was familiar but distant and out of place. It was… satisfaction?
He questioned himself. Was he now so broken there was little difference between him and these criminals?
There was no time to come up with the answer as the radio linked to his ear fired up with chatter from the remaining four soldiers hidden around him. Who had fired, they wanted to know. Did someone shoot at the van? They tried to reach the others further into the canyon but the distance was too great.
They then took a roll call by each sounding out their names one at a time. Carter, Ash, Phillips, Hernandez. The fifth voice never sounded off, having been silenced by DJ.
One of them took charge and instructed Ash to check out the van. After a couple of seconds, DJ saw movement to his left, across the gravel road near the closest canyon wall, and DJ
snapped his M4 in that direction. A black-clad form slowly emerged from the trees against the cliff. CHINK, CHINK. DJ
fired two quick shots at what he believed to be the chest area.
The figure jerked from the impact, making the man stand out more as the figure’s arms began to flail. CHINK. DJ sent one additional round through the man’s head.
Twenty-six rounds left in the M4. Three remaining soldiers guarding the entrance. Three bad guys taken off the board. Briefly, DJ wondered if the larger group deep in the canyon had discovered they were missing a man yet.
“Report,” ordered the voice that had taken charge across the radio. “Ash?”
More movement from multiple locations to his right on his side of the road. He hunkered down closer against the large pine and waited for a clear shot.
A figure moved quickly from cover, then dropped down to take a knee behind another pine and focused on the van. If the man would have looked to his left, he would have seen DJ
aiming at him. CHINK. A hollow-point took the man just above the ear and continued into the undergrowth beyond. A ricochet could be heard in the distance as DJ watched the guy fall over motionless on his side.
Twenty-Five Rounds. Two bad guys left.
DJ bolted from his position. In two large strides, he crossed the road. The third and fourth carried him into the thin trees on the opposite side against the canyon’s north wall. He slid down on his side and rolled behind the cover of a tree trunk.
Aiming back across the road from where he came, DJ waited for more targets to show themselves.
Over the radio, “Carter?” Silence was the reply.
“Phillips?” The voice asking seemed to have a Hispanic accent.
DJ reasoned that it must be Hernandez talking.
“Here,” Phillips answered.
“Did you see him?”
“I think I saw him cross the road,” Phillips answered.
“But the van is blocking my view from this angle. I thought we were told that the guy was unarmed.”
“Bad intel or he took one of us out,” Hernandez replied.
Silence for a minute, then Hernandez called out for help from the others. “Team 2, this is Team 1, over?” The radio crackled in reply. Someone could hear and made an attempt to answer, but they were still too far away to get a good signal. It was garbled and sporadic. Again, Hernandez tried. “Team 2, this is Team 1, over?” This time it was met with pure silence. “Team 3, come in.” Nothing.
From his prone position behind the tree, DJ waited patiently. His eyes swept up and down the gravel road. He tried to reason out where the remaining two were. He thought one of them might be somewhere directly across from him but a bit deeper in the woods. Phillips mentioned that the van was blocking his view. DJ figured that guy was further up on the other side of the road with the van between him and DJ.
Hernandez took charge again and gave an order. “OK, you cross over and I’ll cover, copy?”
“Roger that. Call it out,” Philips replied.
“Three… Two… Execute.”
DJ was already aiming in that direction when Phillips bolted from cover to cross ahead of the van. DJ sent two quick rounds into the guy as he crossed and Phillips twisted from the impact to land in the bushes on DJ’s side of the road. He could hear the guy gasping for breath. He was wounded but still alive.
Pine bark flew next to DJ’s head as a bullet meant for him smacked into the tree he was hiding behind. DJ swung back to the right to look for the source. A second round tugged at the shoulder of his vest on his right-hand side. It missed him, but it was as close as it could get without impacting flesh. DJ finally saw the shooter as a third round whizzed by his right ear, too close for comfort.
DJ took aim and fired. CHINK. He watched as Hernandez’s head snapped around, the bullet taking the man above the right eye, and then his lifeless form collapsed into the dirt.
From DJ’s left, he could hear Phillips trying to move as he continued to gasp for breath. DJ stood and could see the end of the man’s legs still lying in the road, slowly kicking the gravel. The rest of him was partially concealed from view in a bush. DJ pointed the M4 in the wounded man’s direction, moving to his right and into the road as he did. As soon as he got a clear view of the dying man’s head, he released another round and put the man out of his misery.
Twenty-two rounds remaining. Team 1 was dead.
He stood in the road and silently considered his victory.
A new emotion began to wash over him like warm water. It was a feeling like he had not felt in some while. It had been so long
that it took a moment to even recognize what the feeling was. It was happiness. But not joy only. There was still anger there as well. That raging beast DJ had let loose while sitting in the Jeep, taunting the others to follow him, was still hulking in his brain.
But, the beast had been saddled and was being ridden by pure pleasure. It was a weird marriage of emotions. He was changing.
He was becoming someone else; Something else. Was he turning into a psychopath?
DJ could be scared to death by what he was becoming, or he could embrace it. The part of him that should be fearful of those emotions should be scrambling behind the wheel of the van and racing back to town and the Sheriff’s Office. That’s what any sane person would do, but did DJ have any sanity left?
DJ turned in the road and faced from where he had come. Seventeen killers who wanted him dead were back there.
Only a stark-raving nut-bag would head that direction. Toward town were normality and sanity. However, that direction also included the pain and hurt that had chased him since losing his wife and kids. Heading in the direction of the cabin meant he would continue changing into something he should fear. It could possibly mean the completed transformation would make him no less different than the killers who pursued him.
Bizarrely, it was a strikingly easy decision to make.
DJ went to each body and scavenged their belongings.
He stuffed extra magazines for both the M4 and the pistol into every available pocket and pouch. He searched the bodies and the van for anything useful. He found a large knife that he liked the feel of, as well as a few power bars. He confiscated a tactical flashlight and shoved it into his back pocket as well.
A search of the van produced a hard-plastic box containing night vision goggles. He removed one of those and an extra pack of batteries. Then, hungrily devouring a power bar, he stepped into the shadows along the road and began making his way up the valley and towards his cabin.
Embrace the change, he thought to himself. Change is good. Embrace the change.
Chapter 9: Rookie Mistakes Donavan Sleed, the assigned leader to the DS team tasked with killing a single man trapped in a canyon, was now painfully aware of three very serious mistakes.
Mistake number 1: Their basic belief that this was a simple civilian, unarmed, possibly wounded from a car wreck and probably scared out of his mind, had led them to drop their guard. While his team and he understood that killing a man was always a serious matter, their assumption that this was going to be a walk in the park had allowed mistakes to happen.
Specifically, mistake numbers 2 and 3.
Mistake number 2: Their nonchalant approach to this mission had allowed one of their men to go missing for nearly forty-five minutes before they discovered the fact. They had not found their missing man and he was not answering the radio.
Their prey had, at the very least, incapacitated a DS soldier and was roaming the woods armed with a military-grade rifle, sidearm, and a radio to listen in on their conversations and glean valuable intel about their movements.
Mistake number 3: They should always assume that their target might have skills or experience that could present a serious threat. They should assume this whether the target was armed or not, or even if the target was severely outnumbered. They hadn’t.
Upon entering the last section of the canyon, it became painfully obvious their target was an avid and proficient shooter.
Steel targets had been strategically placed throughout the valley.
The impact marks told Donavan their target appreciated the skill of focusing on the headshot. He may or may not be former military, but Donavan was very familiar with the 3 Gun range that crossed from one side of the valley to the other. Their target was likely in good physical shape from the running required on a gun-filled obstacle course and was familiar with shooting at targets and reloading on the move. It was not exactly the skillset one would imagine being possessed by a backwoods ranch-hand.
Sleed, as he preferred to be called, was a former Army Ranger. He made it to the rank of Sergeant before being accused of sexually assaulting a female soldier. The evidence was not strong enough to put him behind bars, but the Colonel in charge
of the Court Martial proceeding was pretty sure Sleed was guilty.
As such, he was barred from reenlisting due to his questionable record and possessing a history of disrespecting superiors.
Afterward, Sleed eventually came in contact with Big Chuck while serving as a bouncer at one of his bars. Sleed impressed the gangster with his casual sense of brutality towards the people that needed to be thrown out. Sleed readily allowed himself to be recruited into the DS.
Sleed had the build of a linebacker. He stood six foot seven in his socks and weighed in at almost three hundred pounds. His head was shaved smooth but he sported a deep red, well-groomed beard and mustache. It clung to his face like colored moss on a block of granite. His ample hands, seemingly always balled into fists along with the rest of his imposing features, usually meant people avoided him everywhere he went.
If he walked down a street, people approaching from the opposite direction always crossed the road. When he walked into a bar, he never had to pick his way through the crowd. They just parted like the Red Sea before Moses.
He was used to being in charge and having people bow before him, save for Big Chuck, of course. He was seasoned and talented in the art of warfare and he carried that knowledge on his sleeves like a badge of honor. But right then he was looking like a rookie lieutenant on his first command. Anger burned through him and there was a pressing need to break someone in half. Only violence could quench his fury.
Sleed checked his watch and saw 7:15 on the face. From the west, the sun was already going down beyond the mountains.
Soon this entire valley would be thrown into gloomy twilight. He gathered his men and ordered them to go into “Chase Mode Protocol” at 7:30. It was a practiced strategy for radio communication that would minimize being eavesdropped on by their enemy. Team 1 was out of reach, so he directed two of his men to run back to the cabin as quickly as they could and take the truck down the road to notify the others of the change. They were then to stay and reinforce that end of the canyon. The two took off at a quick trot to carry out his orders.
There was a total of three hundred channels on the state-of-the-art digital radios they carried. Big Chuck’s DS soldiers
had an established procedure should their communications become compromised, like now. They would reset to channel 1, and hit a special button called “Chase Mode” at the next quarter-hour. The radios had built-in clocks and computers that were synced prior to leaving for any mission. If everyone hit the chase button at the same time, the radios would, in unison, jump through the channels at pre-programmed intervals every 5
minutes. The radios would jump to channel 5, for example, and then exactly five minutes later, it would jump to 12. Five minutes after that, it would jump to another seemingly random channel and so on. If you didn’t hit the chase button on your radio along with everyone else at the exact same time, it was probable that you would never catch up.
Sleed had the rest of his men fall back to the cabin. He needed to update Mason and the others in person. At 7:30, the next quarter-hour, they would have all of their radios synchronized to Chase Mode and they could go back to secure communications.
The next thing he had to do was comb through the cabin and see if he could learn anything about this guy. By all accounts, they still had the extreme upper hand, but Sleed needed to make sure it stayed that way. They were only down one man, but their adversary was now armed and that changed the parameters. It was best to see what they could learn about their target and make sure there were no more mistakes.
As the lead on this operation, Sleed was the only one allowed to have a cell phone. This was a tactic employed in case any of them were captured or killed by law enforcement. If the FBI were able to break into a captured cell phone, who knows what treasure trove of evidence might be uncovered. Especially the fancy little smartphone app they used to keep the NSA, FBI, or anyone else from listening in on their calls.
This meant that their target was still not able to call out for help. Even though the redneck had nailed one of their guys, he wasn’t able to confiscate a cell phone from the lost man. So, even though he was armed and had apparently taken out one of their own, he was trapped between here and the highway and with no way to call in the cops.
Sleed considered notifying Big Chuck to let him know what was going on but decided against it. If Sleed came across as incompetent, he might lose his leadership position. He liked the perks that came with the role. Besides, Sleed still had everything under control. He only needed to stick to protocol and work the problem.
The boxed-end portion of the canyon had now been cleared and Sleed would leave two DS to guard that entrance.
There were still five of them guarding the start of the canyon near the road and they were about to be reinforced with two more. That left eleven DS at the cabin including himself, along with Mason, Mitch, and Pete. With those kinds of numbers, there was no way this dude was going to escape or be able to hide much longer.
Once back at the cabin, Sleed issued more orders. Down on the far end of the field across from the cabin was a small stand of aspen on a slight rise along the valley floor. He instructed one of the snipers to set up there and aim back towards the entrance and the tree-line. Between the sniper on the porch and the one out in the field, they would have an intersecting field of fire. Additionally, they were both outfitted with thermal scopes. Once the sun went down, if their enemy tried to sneak through and take them out under the cover of darkness, the man was going to be in for a surprise. He wouldn’t be able to make it past the tree-line.
Next, Sleed ordered two more of his men to move back to where the dirt road emerged from the forest in front of the cabin. They would set up on the left side next to the high canyon wall and guard that point. From there, those two would not only be able to watch the road but be able to look across it and follow the tree-line all the way to the southern edge of the canyon.
That left Sleed and the original three to search the cabin for details about the owner and wait for night to fully descend.
They would then become a hunting party. Equipped with night-vision goggles, they could hunt their way back down through the valley and find this guy. The goggles would render their prey an easy target as he would virtually glow in the dark. They would see him clearly, unable to hide in the shadows, and he would see nothing at all. Sleed would instruct Mason and his friends to
hang out at the cabin and stay out of the way. In the dark, it would be easy for one of them to get caught in a crossfire. If one of Big Chuck’s sons got shot in all of this, it wouldn’t be viewed as a mistake; it would be viewed as an unforgivable sin.
As soon as he got the radios back online and secured from eavesdropping, and that would be happening in just a few more minutes, he would let everyone know of his plan and issue one more order. Capturing this guy was now off of the table.
They needed to kill him as soon as he was spotted. They would just have to deal with the forensic clean up afterward.
Sleed felt his phone vibrate in his pocket. He didn’t have to look at the caller ID to know who it was. Big Chuck was wanting an update. So much for trying to get this done before dealing with the boss. Big Chuck wasn’t going to be pleased with his rookie mistakes.
Chapter 10: Hello, Sweetheart DJ had been carefully making his way towards the cabin while following alongside the gravel road. So far, he had encountered nothing. He sensed that was about to change. In the distance, from the direction of his cabin, he could hear the approaching sound of a vehicle. The sound of hard rubber tires grinding into the gravel told him someone was headed his way.
He stepped close to the road and braced the foregrip of the M4 against the trunk. Using this to steady his aim, he sighted down the path and prepared himself. In short order, the white pickup wound into view through the trees. He could clearly make out two figures through the windshield as it rapidly approached. Choosing the one in the driver’s seat, he took careful aim, and… CHINK.
The hole through the windshield told him he had hit exactly where he had aimed. The engine cut to an idle as the driver’s foot relaxed in death and the truck began to slow its speed. It also began to slowly drift to one side of the road as he let go of the wheel. Luckily, the truck was headed to the opposite side of the road and not towards DJ.
Next, DJ took a step into the gravel, squared his feet and rotated the selector switch of the M4 to “Full Auto.” As it swung past him, he could see the passenger ducking down from view. It did the doomed man little good. DJ emptied the rest of the magazine through the passenger side door as the truck coasted past. Bullets punching holes through sheet metal echoed through the valley. DJ was sure if anyone was within a hundred yards his location was blown. He hoped that the rest were further into the canyon near his cabin. He would find out soon enough, he guessed.
DJ followed the truck at a fast walk, dropping the spent mag, slapping another one home, releasing the bolt, and rotating the selector level back to single-fire. After thirty more yards, the Chevy drifted off on the north side of the road, through a thick covering of young pines, and came to rest against the cliff wall.
DJ approached from behind the tailgate, pausing to listen for movement.
Hearing nothing, he moved forward. Letting the assault rifle drop and hang from its strap, he drew the pistol from the cross-draw holster mounted on his vest. Peeking through the back glass into the cab, he quickly determined that both were no longer a threat. The driver had been shot through the face. The other had been chewed up with the remaining rounds in his magazine. Two more pieces had been taken off of the board.
He searched both bodies and discovered a small bag of nacho cheese-flavored chips in a spare vest pocket on the passenger. While covered in blood, it had not been punctured.
He ripped open the bag and inhaled it. He was starving, and the power bars from before had only served to remind him that he had skipped lunch. On a whim, he also grabbed a second pistol.
He removed the attached suppressor and tucked this one under his vest and into his waistband. After all, there was no such thing as too many guns.
All this time, the radio continued to remain silent. It had DJ concerned. He was certain he was close enough to the others near the cabin to have picked something up if they were talking.
If DJ’s assault on the truck had been heard, they should be chattering up a storm. There was only silence over the radio.
Chances are, this meant they discovered they were missing a man. They had maybe even located the body. This would tell his enemy that their comms were compromised. It would account for the continued silence. But it begged the question: what was their fallback plan to communicate among so many people scattered through the valley?
So far, DJ had achieved the success he had because they were unaware they were being hunted as well. The element of surprise had been on his side. Soon, maybe by now, that reality would become known and his chances of making it through this would drop into the basement. He had taken out eight of their well-equipped soldiers despite overwhelming odds, but he couldn’t let that go to his head. He had been lucky with the element of surprise on his side. It wasn’t because he was a one-man army. As soon as he got cocky, he was going to get dead.
He had to stay focused and be even more careful. Now, more than ever.
He crossed the road and down the slight slope to the stream. He took a knee along the bank and scooped up water to drink in his hands. Over and over again, he drank to quench his thirst. He was reminded of a Bible story as he did. He had heard it while attending his church back in Oklahoma.
The lesson said that God wanted to prove He would lead the Israelites to victory in a battle against impossible odds. He had their leader send their small army to the river to drink. Some knelt down and lapped water like a dog. Some scooped the water up with their hands so as to keep an eye out for the enemy.
Those that did the latter, God kept to fight in the coming battle.
The ones that drank water like a dog were sent home because their hearts weren’t really in it anyway.
DJ had not bothered to go to church since the funeral of his family. The congregation had, of course, reached out to him many times but he just couldn’t bring himself to go back. For one thing, Cassie loved attending their small church. The thought of walking back through those doors only seemed to remind him of his loss. Secondly, he was bitter towards God. In fact, he wasn’t sure he even believed anymore. It was something he was on the fence with. How could a God that was supposed to be benevolent and kind have allowed the things that had happened in his life? DJ had tried to be a good person, but what did it get him? Shouldn’t he have been protected from the evils that befell his family? After all, wasn’t there a scripture that said God would keep His believers in the palm of His hand? If God was really out there, like DJ had been taught, then He certainly didn’t seem to be too concerned with protecting DJ or those he cared about.
DJ continued to drink while scanning the area around him and listening for trouble. He may no longer be certain that he believed in God, but the story was a good one about remaining vigilant against your enemy. Never put your head down, he mused. Stay focused and ready.
Fifteen minutes later and DJ was approaching the clearing across from his cabin. From listening in on the previous conversations over the radio, he knew there were at least two snipers. Plus, he was pretty sure he had seen them dismount from the vans on arrival. A stealthy approach was required. He low-
crawled through the undergrowth the last few feet. At the perimeter of the field, he took a knee on the backside of a large pine, removed the three times multiplier intended for the rifle, and slowly peeked around the edge using the device like a monocular.
There, lying prone on the porch, a few hundred yards away from where he now hid, was a sniper scanning the trees with binoculars. The light had really begun to drop. DJ was reasonably sure if he made no sudden movements he would be difficult to spot.
The other was easy to find as well. The second sniper had just crossed the stream and was making his way across the valley floor with his rifle slung over his shoulder. Directly across from DJ, and about seventy-five yards away from the southern wall, was a small stand of aspen on a slight rise. DJ would bet money that was where the guy was headed. Setting up there and looking back down the canyon would give intersecting lines of fire between the two snipers. It was a common military strategy and proved that these guys were well trained with at least some military experience. If DJ was going to do something bold, now was the time. His enemy was still in the process of setting up their positions.
DJ dropped down into the prone position, stored the multiplier back in its pouch, and disconnected his rifle from the sling. Cradling the M4 in his arms, he began to low-crawl into the field and through the tall grass. He traveled in a curving arc that steered first for the southern wall. His plan was to swing in behind the group of aspens and hopefully sniper number two. DJ
moved steadily and with purpose. The sound of buzzing insects increased in frequency as the sun finally dipped below the edge of the mountains to the west, plunging the whole valley into murky shadow. It would still be light enough to see for the next hour or so, but after that, he would have to switch to the night vision goggles. If he moved quickly, he could probably be in position around the backside of the aspen stand before then.
As he inched his way through the field, listening for sounds of a human making noise over the sounds of insects, he began to theorize who Soul Patch was and how the man was able to call up an army. DJ considered the guy’s age. Soul Patch was
young, somewhere in his mid-twenties. That was just too young to have accomplished much, no matter his chosen profession.
There was simply no way Soul Patch was a well-established criminal. And, there was likely little chance that a crime boss, no matter the age, would be directly involved in what amounted to the small-scale theft of $10,000.
Soul Patch must know somebody. That somebody had to be important and very dangerous. Maybe the man was a cousin or a nephew of some high-level thug? Maybe a son? And what kind of crime generated enough money to finance a mercenary group? The costs to pay for that many people and equip them as well as they were, must be astronomical. Drugs? Counterfeiting?
Smuggling? All of it? He would have to ask Soul Patch directly the next time he saw him.
When DJ had successfully navigated to the backside of the small copse of trees, he slowed. He had to be exceptionally quiet now or risk being heard. He was pretty sure the sniper would be facing away from him, probably prone, and with his eyes focused in the wrong direction. DJ had to make sure to keep it that way.
Inch by inch, DJ crept up to the edge of the trees through the tall grass. It was dark and gloomy under the canopy of leaves and he searched the deep shadows for something to give the guy away. He moved slowly, searching, the chorus of buzzing insects and chirping crickets masking the sound of his movement. Then all at once, right in front of him, the bottom side of a boot appeared in front of DJ’s face. With an injection of adrenaline, DJ realized he had almost crawled on top of the guy.
Shooting the soldier was not an option. DJ was about two hundred yards away from the cabin, but in the expanse of the clearing, the sound of silenced gunfire would still carry and alert the others. Instead, he reached for the knife he had confiscated from one of his victims. DJ had attached it to the left side of his upper vest. Grabbing hold of the handle with his right hand and using his thumb, he flipped the snap off with an audible CLICK.
Mistake.
The boot moved as the soldier, now alerted to his presence, made to hastily roll over and defend himself. DJ
abandoned the M4 and reached up with his left hand as high as he could, grabbing any part of the guy he could get his hand on.
His fingers closed around the loose-fitting clothing of his pants leg near the groin. It was not just clothing he grabbed, but something meaty. He squeezed the man’s testicles hard and pulled, hauling himself on top of the guy. DJ heard the nameless form beneath him suck wind as he squeezed his adversary’s manhood. Quick as thought, DJ removed the knife from its sheath and swung it in a high arc with his other hand as he hauled himself on top of his enemy.
The dagger plunged through his victim’s right wrist as the man attempted to grab his own pistol mounted to his vest.
The sharp blade dove deep, through the ulna and radius bones of his forearm, pinning the arm to the man’s chest. DJ threw his full weight on top then, driving the blade deeper, through the guy’s chest and into his upper lung. The soldier exhaled and blood sprayed out of his mouth and into DJ’s face. The man’s struggles quickly began to fade as DJ pushed the blade in even deeper and then twisted.
The man below him was beginning to drown on his own blood. As his lungs began to fill, he twisted his head right and left in a futile attempt to find oxygen. It was a losing battle. The man’s head moved left and right, slower and slower. Then one last final twitch, a soft gurgling exhale, and it was over. DJ
confirmed death by checking for a pulse. Finding nothing, he rolled off of the body and lay for a second looking up at the stars peeking through the canopy above him.
Nine. Nine bad guys dead. For some reason, however, the others had been strikingly easy. But this one… Laying on top of the guy, feeling him drown in his own blood, feeling the man’s struggles fade as DJ robbed him of life and sent him into the beyond, it was somehow different. Some fading part of him shouted from the depths of his conscience, and he closed his eyes.
No. Not now. His conscience could yell at him later.
Here and now he had a job to do. Entertaining debate with his own soul over right and wrong would only serve to get him killed. There was little room for conscience in war. DJ rolled over and found the sniper rifle. He could see a soft glow from the
reticle in the darkness. A quick look told him it was a thermal scope. His heart froze. He realized just how close he had come to dying.
There were a few different types of night vision devices, but two of them were the most common. Infrared and thermal.
Infrared used a camera that possessed the ability to see infrared light, a spectrum that is invisible to the naked eye, and then display it on a small screen. The infrared spectrum is normally produced with any light source. A lightbulb, the sun or the moon, almost every light source you could detect with your eyes also emitted infrared. In the cases of dark environments, like nighttime in the woods, the goggles or scope would magnify the existing infrared and multiply it so that the viewer could see it on the small screen. In absolute darkness like a cave for instance, the device would include a flashlight of sorts that only fired infrared light.
A thermal scope, on the other hand, had the ability to see temperature differences in the world around it. The warmer it was, the brighter it glowed. A person, for example, would glow more brightly than the field that they might be hiding in.
Thermal devices could detect potential targets out to much greater distances than infrared.
A thermal scope is exactly what he found mounted to the sniper rifle sitting on a bipod in the stand of aspen. If DJ would have remained in the woods across from this position, waiting for darkness to fully fall, thinking he was hidden, he would have been picked off easily. DJ would have stood no chance at all.
Night was now officially here, but a half-moon cast just enough light on the surrounding field and the cabin across the canyon for him to somewhat make out the area. DJ broke out the tactical flashlight he had discovered and wrapped his hand tightly around the end to cover the light. He punched the button to turn it on and a soft pink glow could be seen from between his clenched fingers. Using that glow, he checked out the rifle more closely to see what he had to work with.
DJ was in love with what he found. It was a rifle he was already intimately familiar with. It was one he owned, trained with, and was hidden right then in the cabin across the canyon.
At the beginning of the day, everything he planned had gone
tragically wrong. But over the course of the last few hours, they had certainly turned in his favor. The discovery of this rifle was a continuation of the trend. Maybe God was looking out for him after all.
Sig Sauer was one of the more trusted brands in the realm of firearms. Just like Glock, Smith & Wesson, Springfield and others, it was full of fanboys that swore there was nothing better. DJ was no fanboy, however. He just liked quality weapons. Sig Sauer was one of those manufacturers that seemed to always produce quality stuff, even if they were a bit on the pricey side.
The weapon before him looked exactly like a bigger version of an AR-15. The AR-15 was typically chambered in the NATO 5.56 caliber, while this larger version, identified as an AR-10, was built to handle the much larger 7.62 x 51mm or other heavier caliber rounds. The engraving on the side revealed this one to be chambered in the former. It was a tried and true round used by snipers since the 50s. Since then, other rounds had been developed that were arguably better, particularly for ranges out beyond 1,000 yards, but the 7.62 NATO was still a favorite around the globe.
This particular rifle was usually called a DMR by military and law enforcement. DMR stood for Designated Marksman Rifle, and it was a semi-automatic fitted with a twenty-round magazine. In the hands of someone that knew how to use it, it was a game-changer on the battlefield. DJ was one of those people.
“Hello, sweetheart,” DJ said lovingly. He picked up the silenced Sig Sauer DMR and moved it from its current position to the side of the aspen facing his cabin. Laying prone behind the scope, he looked for targets.
At the cabin, set up on the porch and aiming back towards the main road, was the other sniper. DJ also spotted two more guys next to the far canyon wall on the other side of the gravel drive. Most of the lights were out in his cabin, but once, he saw someone pass across a window. Scanning the rest of the canyon, DJ saw no one else. By his calculations, that left seven unaccounted for soldiers and the three original bag guys who started this whole thing. It was doubtful that all seven were holed
up in the cabin. If he had to guess, there were at least three more situated in the trees, either back near the main road at the tree-covered entrance to Paradise and the end of the canyon, or scattered somewhere between the two.
DJ reached back and removed the radio from its pouch, hitting the first button he felt. Doing so caused them all to light up in a soft, orange, backlit glow. Scanning the controls, he saw one marked “Broadcast All” next to the channel selector.
Hmm… Time to get in their head and rattle their cage a bit, he thought. He looked through the scope and placed the glowing, yellow aiming point on the other sniper some 250 yards away and considered. Most snipers zeroed their rifles at 100
yards. At extreme distances, they would calculate bullet drop and dial in adjustments to the scope. At distances of 400 yards or less, most trained snipers did what they called “holding over.”
Basically, they gave an educated guess at how much the bullet would drop below the crosshairs. If the sniper he had just stuck a knife into was trained and experienced, and DJ had every reason to believe that the man had been, the scope on this rifle should be zeroed for the same 100 yards with nothing dialed in for increased distance. After all, it was only 200 yards to the trees that marked the perimeter of the field, where the guy he had just killed had been aiming. If that was true, it meant that in order to nail the other sniper, DJ would have to aim about five or six inches high. If he was right, then it was lights out. If he was wrong, the other sniper would quickly try and take DJ out.
“Alright, God, if you’re really there,” he whispered in the darkness. “Help me out one more time. For Cassie…” He hit the “Broadcast All” button on the radio and began to speak.
Chapter 11: The Subtractor Sleed was worried for a bunch of reasons. First of all, Big Chuck was really upset. The crime lord didn’t yell or cuss at Sleed when he found out things weren’t going according to plan, especially considering how much firepower and men that were sent to help, but Sleed knew Big Chuck well enough to recognize the tension in his voice that crackled and hummed like a high-voltage wire. Sleed informed the boss of everything that was going on but assured him they still had this under control. There was no way the guy could escape. Their target had no contact with the outside world in order to call for help, and as soon as darkness fell, Sleed and his men would use their night vision gear to pick off the redneck with no more issues.
“For your sake, there’d better not be,” Big Chuck promised. “I expect a report as soon as you have everything cleaned up.”
Sleed hung up the phone just in time to place his radio into Chase Mode along with everyone else. He keyed his mic a second later and spoke. “Radio check, over?”
One by one, DS checked-in giving their last name. This was his second reason for worry. Only nine guys reported in. He called out for Team 1 at the entrance, but there was no answer.
Sleed refused to believe that one man could have taken out all seven of his soldiers. That just wasn’t plausible. They could have missed switching their radios to chase mode. But all seven? That wasn’t likely either.
Sleed combed through the house looking for some sign of who this guy was. He found a stack of mail on a desk and quickly learned the redneck’s identity. He was unnerved at the last name that greeted him from an internet bill. Slaughter. It was a coincidence to be sure, but considering he had lost contact with so many guys it was still oddly worrisome.
Then there was the gunsmith shop in the back of the house. It was the workspace of a passionate shooter. There were canisters of gunpowder and equipment for reloading ammunition. Paper targets with bullet holes adorned the walls on thumbtacks with handwritten notes in the margins about the loads and ambient temperatures at the time of shooting. There
was data about wind speed and ballistics information like velocity and drop were scribbled into neat rows in a notebook on the counter. This guy was the real deal.
Surprisingly, they found little in the way of guns. There was one low-end AR-15 and a Savage bolt action rifle in an open safe. There were three other nondescript handguns as well, but that was it. The low volume of firearms was both curious and unnerving. It made Sleed worry that the man was out there hiding with an arsenal of weapons. Had they run into a prepper; someone who fantasized and prepared for the end of the world, stashing caches of food, weapons, and ammunition all over his property?
That’s when Mason’s right-hand man, Pete, made an observation. “The backroom seems shorter in length than it should be,” he said. They spent the next ten minutes looking deeper into the room. It was Pete who found a release on a bookshelf loaded with shooting manuals. The section of shelving rotated out of the way to reveal a hidden room with an impressive arsenal of gear. Handguns and rifles of all sorts hung along the walls like trophies and artwork. These were things Mr.
Slaughter was proud of, it was clear. The hidden room caused Sleed to worry even more.
Nothing, however, worried him more than the silence on the radio proclaiming seven missing men. Eight, if you included the first guy who vanished from under their noses. If Mr.
Slaughter had somehow escaped from the valley, then the cops should have been here by now. It could be possible that Slaughter had been wounded. Maybe the man was even right then dying in the woods or was already dead somewhere in the darkness near the entrance to the canyon.
There was still only one course of action despite the things that worried him. As soon as darkness arrived, they would put on night-vision goggles from the box in the van parked out front and stalk this guy through the canyon. They would end him, or they would search until they found his corpse.
Twenty minutes later, darkness finally arrived. Sleed was about to gather his remaining men and start combing through the woods when an unfamiliar voice called out to him
from the radio. That need to hurt someone suddenly became stronger than ever.
__________
With one eye looking through the scope and his finger on the trigger, DJ began to taunt the people trying to kill him over the radio. “Hey, Stupid. Not the rest of you idiots, I’m talking about the big dumb guy in charge.” DJ resisted the urge to call him much stronger names, thinking of Cassie as he restrained himself. Since he was not likely to live much longer than the next few minutes, he felt he would honor her one last time and not use any profanity. “I have to hand it to you. You’re one scary looking dude. Kind of like a T-Rex with a gun. But you know what? After following you around and watching you operate for the last few hours, I could tell that, just like that big scary dinosaur, your brain’s not much bigger than a walnut.”
There was something to be said for talking down to your adversary as if they were a child, DJ thought. He could have chosen to be brash and exhibit over-the-top, testosterone-filled machismo. But to be talked to like you were a child often yielded two results. For one, it tended to incite anger more quickly. How dare you talk down to me, your adversary would think. Do you not take me seriously enough? The angrier you can make your opponent, the apter they were to be guided by emotion rather than common sense. That translated into making mistakes.
Secondly, your opponent tends to not treat you seriously enough and are often led into overconfidence.
From the way the T-Rex-looking leader stomped around when DJ first observed him, the large-sized man seemed the type who demanded to be treated seriously. So, DJ felt sure that this tactic would get the desired results.
Silence answered him over the radio, so DJ tried again.
“Now the way I see it, usually big bruisers like yourself are so hopped up on steroids that your brains can’t process simple math. So, let me run through some equations for you.
“First, you arrived at my beautiful mountain home with twenty guys. There were three morons already here. So, twenty plus three is twenty-three,” DJ’s voice dripped with pure sarcasm now. “Now see, I’ve always been a fan of subtraction. So, when
your little combat line moved through my woods, I dropped out of a tree like Batman and smashed one of their heads in with a rock. Dude, you should have seen it. That guy’s head popped like a zit! Stuff went everywhere. I got your dude’s brains all over me. I think some of it even went in my mouth. Disgusting!”
DJ was having fun now.
Still, nothing in reply, so DJ continued. “Twenty-three minus one is twenty-two.” DJ laughed into the radio. “Hey TRex, you can try to maintain radio silence all you want, but I know you’re there. That’s what ‘Broadcast All’ on the radio means.”
Finally, an answering voice spoke across the radio in reply. “You think you’re a funny man, huh?” DJ assumed it must be T-Rex talking now.
“Oh, no sir, Mr. T-Rex, sir. I’m just helping you out with some math.” DJ continued his trash-talking much like a 12-year-old playing a video game. Minus the profanity, of course. “You see, what I did next was head back down to where you had those five guys guarding the entrance. You know, I walked up right there in the middle of them and took them all out like they were sleeping. All five of them! What were their names again? Carter, Ash, Hernandez? I can’t remember them all. Point is, they’re gone now. And twenty-two minus five is seventeen.”
“And why would I believe you, funny man?”
“You don’t have to, Mr. T-Rex, sir. That’s your choice.
But I want you to know, I could have escaped with ease at that point. I had no one in my way. But I figured, hey, why leave the party early?”
“Stop talking,” T-Rex snarled. DJ was clearly starting to get under his skin.
“But I’m not done with my math lesson yet. You know those two other guys you had head back to the entrance in that white pickup? Yeah, they’re gone too. Seventeen minus two is fifteen. Man! It’s like… killing you guys is my superpower or something. Maybe I am a superhero.” DJ continued to hold the aim point of the thermal scope on the other sniper, who remained clueless he was being targeted, DJ’s right index finger just resting on the trigger.
“You listen to me, funnyman,” T-Rex barked.
“If I was a Superhero,” DJ interrupted, “what do you think my name should be?” The sarcasm continued to flow. “I know! How about, The Subtractor?”
The voice on the other end of the radio seethed with anger. “I am going to pull your arms off like wings from a fly!
I’m going to rip your head off and-”
DJ interrupted him. “And poop down my neck. I know, I know. And, I am going to give you a shot at that, I promise. But see, I still have one more piece of math to give you.” DJ adjusted his point of aim to be five inches above his target. However, his target was no longer the sniper on the porch. “You see, a little while ago, I put a knife into the heart of another one of your men. Fifteen minus one is fourteen. And guess what? Now I have one of your pretty little sniper rifles.” DJ applied pressure to the trigger and the rifle responded with a heartwarming, silencer restricted THWUMP.
Since a sniper rifle that could see in the dark was such a game-changer, DJ chose to make sure the one on the porch could not be brought to bear against him. He decided that his first round should take it out of the equation. And it did. The thirty-caliber round smashed into the side of his target and punched its way through like a wrecking ball, igniting a couple of rounds loaded into the weapon in the process. It lit up in DJ’s thermal scope in a white-hot flash of heat, sparks, and burning gunpowder.
The man on the porch rolled to his left and abandoned his weapon. The sniper scrambled to his feet and bolted away from DJ, running along the front porch. DJ’s next round took him between the shoulder blades and exited through his chest.
Warm blood splattered outward from the fleeing man in a heated explosion on the thermal scope and DJ quickly panned right towards the two by the road.
THWUMP, THWUMP. Two heads exploded in answer and he swung back to the cabin, searching for a target. Eleven guys remaining. Seventeen rounds left. Come on, he thought to himself, show me a head.
T-Rex began to scream into the radio. “HE’S AT THE
NUMBER TWO POSITION! IN THE FIELD! IN THE
FIELD!”
Two hundred and fifty yards away to DJ’s left, towards the back of the canyon and the place he called Paradise, silenced gunfire began raining bullets into his position. The rounds impacted tree limbs and aspen trunks, sending debris flying in all directions. He could hear them whistling as they passed by a foot over his head. Or closer. They smacked the ground around him, kicking up dirt and leaves. DJ flinched from the hail of bullets impacting close by. He resisted the urge to swing left and engage the new threat. Instead, he tried to keep his focus on the cabin.
The occupants, including T-Rex, might try to use this as an opportunity to exit from the front and flank him on his right.
His suspicions were found to be correct as two figures sprinted from the front door facing the entrance to the canyon and tore in the direction of the trees. DJ did his best to concentrate against the onslaught of projectiles whizzing past, and… THWUMP. The one in the lead collapsed into the gravel drive on his face and lay unmoving. DJ took aim at the next guy, flinched from a bullet smacking the leaves in front of him, and his second shot missed. The third, however, clipped the fleeing soldier and that man went down as well. The glowing figure continued to crawl forward. DJ aimed carefully and sent a round through the man’s head. Glowing blood-splattered outward across the drive.
Nine guys left. Thirteen rounds remaining.
Bullets induced chaos into the trees around him and one tore through the back of his vest, grazing his left shoulder. DJ
winced at the pain and knew if he didn’t engage those targets to his left soon, he was going to die. It was dark, and at this distance, he was practically invisible, but put enough bullets downrange and the law of averages says you will eventually hit your target. It was only a matter of time before DJ got drilled. He started to swing left to answer the gunfire with rounds of his own but then held off.
Back when he was a boy, shortly before his father died, DJ was given the task of building a dog house for the family pet.
It was odd that in the midst of a gunfight with bullets tearing past, his brain somehow traveled backward in time to that moment. Yet there he was.
It was a Sunday and the family had just gotten back from church. He was standing in front of a pile of lumber next to his father. DJ had begged for a dog and his father grudgingly gave in. His Dad had wanted him to appreciate the responsibility that was required, however. The dog was purchased on Saturday. DJ
was to build a doghouse on Sunday if his father consented to the purchase. DJ had readily agreed to this while gleefully holding the new puppy in his arms, the dog licking him in the face. On Sunday, looking at all that stacked lumber, he suddenly realized the enormity of what he had promised. DJ didn’t know the first thing about carpentry. He was only ten, for crying out loud.
“But Dad,” DJ exclaimed. “There’s a lot that needs to be done to build a dog house.”
“Yep,” his father agreed, placing one arm on his shoulder.
“But, I don’t even know where to start.”
“I know,” came the simple reply. He watched his father turn to walk back towards the house and the football game waiting on the TV. He called over his shoulder as he went.
“Tools are in the shed. Put them back where you got them when you’re done.” DJ stood dumbfounded, considering the impossible task awaiting him.
From behind him, his father called out one more time.
“Hey, son?” DJ turned to see his father on the steps with the screen door already open and one foot in the house. “I’ll give you just one piece of advice,” he said with a slight grin. “Do one thing. Do it very well. Then move on.” With that, his father vanished into the house. A moment later and the sound of the Denver Broncos playing over the TV could be heard in the background.
DJ snapped back to the here and now. Bullets passed by all around, filling the air of the small stand of aspen with confetti-like debris. In his head, however, he was suddenly calm and focused. He turned his attention back to the cabin just in time to see three more figures emerge, two out of the front and one out of the back. It was easy to understand their goals. The two at the front would flank around to the right, and the other would reinforce the ones firing at him from the left.
An odd thing happened. Time seemed to slow down. No, that wasn’t it. Things were happening at normal speed. It was his perception of the passing of time in his new hyper-calm, hyper-focused mindset that had changed. It suddenly became easier to see things and choose a course of action. It was now easy to process the events as they were unfolding and formulate a strategy of action.
THWUMP, THWUMP. The rifle jumped in DJ’s hands twice. Both soldiers out front quickly met the same fate as the previous two. DJ had become a machine of precise execution.
Seven guys left. Eleven rounds remaining.
Another round clipped him, tugging at the boot on his left foot and tearing out a chunk of rubber on the sole on his heel.
He ignored it easily. Do one thing. Do it well. Move on.
DJ processed the situation at hand. The three original dirtbags must be in the cabin. T-Rex would want to keep Soul Patch safe and the other two out of the way. From the gunfire to his left, DJ was certain he counted only two weapons. The man who bolted out the back of the house would add to that and make three. That left only one more: T-Rex. DJ was willing to bet the large man was holed up in the cabin with the other three, standing watch over his high-valued companion in case the others failed in their mission.
DJ felt that the risk of being flanked from the cabin was now minimal. He refocused his aim and pivoted the rifle to his left. That’s when a ricocheting bullet struck him in the head and the world about him went black.
Chapter 12: It’s Not Me, it’s You DJ was standing in a steamy bathroom with a towel wrapped around his waist, looking down into the green eyes of his wife. She was grinning up at him and caressing his newly shaven face. In the background, from down the hall, he could hear the girls playing. A child’s giggle softly made its way to his ears and his wife’s grin deepened even more.
“You know,” Cassie mussed. “I am not sure what I like most. Your handsome face after you’ve shaved, or hearing the children you gave me laugh.”
DJ smiled down at her. “The girls,” he stated knowingly.
“Yeah, definitely the girls,” she grinned, nodding in agreement.
Pulling her closer, DJ let his hands slide down to her butt and gave a soft squeeze. “I wonder if we have time to work on a pair of matching boys to go with those girls.”
Her eyes became playfully stern and she grabbed his wrist, removing his hands. “Hey, Mr.! As much as I would love that, you have a job to do.”
He squeezed his eye closed and screwed his face into a pinch to mimic a pouting toddler. “But I don’t want to go to work,” he whined.
“I know, but you have to. The job’s not done.” She reached up and patted his cheek reassuringly.
He kept his eyes closed, then said seriously, “But I’m tired.”
“I know.”
“I want to stay right here.”
“I know.”
“I love you.”
“I know that too. And I love you more than you’ll ever know. But the job not’s done. So, open your eyes… Sweetheart, open your eyes. DJ.” Her voice was becoming sterner. “DJ, open your eyes. NOW!”
DJ snapped his eyes open. He was back in the aspen, his face down in the dirt. The air was still. The sound of muffled gunfire was gone, and there was no noise of insects droning
either. There was only the perfect stillness that always seemed to follow the ferocity of battle.
There was a dull aching throb at his forehead and he lifted his head to look around. The throb instantly turned into a searing fire that sizzled above his right eyebrow. His right hand jerked to his forehead and he found warm, sticky blood. It flowed down the side of his face from an open wound and he was now aware that he could not see out of his right eye. It was gummed up by syrupy blood. Using the back of his hand, he tried to wipe it out of his eye but it was instantly replaced with more.
His hand searched higher to examine the wound. He found a flap of skin hanging loose and open, exposing the skull underneath. No, he thought, that wasn’t quite right. Not his skull.
The steel plate that had been placed there so many years ago from that tumble down a hill in Iraq now sat partially exposed underneath a loose fold of skin. The realization caused him to laugh out loud.
This was the second time the steel plate had saved him.
The first happened when it sent him back to the States to meet his beloved Cassie. He had been depressed and lonely. He had been looking forward to a long career in the Navy. That had been stolen from him, or so he had thought. Then, a volunteer at the hospital walked into his room with gorgeous green eyes and he realized just how special that steel plate was. It had saved him from a mundane life of normality and had given him an angel to make him complete. Now, it had saved him again by deflecting a bullet meant to take his life.
DJ rolled onto his left side and reached back with his right hand to find the pouch on his vest behind him filled with emergency medical supplies. Inside was a compression dressing.
He needed to get this blood stopped as soon as possible. DJ
wasn’t sure how long he had been knocked out and was aware that any second three soldiers could emerge from the darkness to put an end to all of this. But, triage and first aid were the priority right then. Head wounds bled a lot. Failing to stop the flow could end him just as easily.
DJ found the bandage and fumbled in the darkness with the packaging. Blood continued to flow into his right eye, so he
rolled onto his belly once more. He let his head hang so that the blood ran onto the ground and the butt of the sniper rifle below his face. Finally, he ripped into the sterile packaging and removed the dressing. He reached up, and gently pushing the flap of skin closed, began to wind the cloth around his head.
He had just finished securing it with a knot over the top of the wound when he heard sudden, fast movement in the grass at the edge of the trees. He desperately tried to roll over and draw the pistol from the holster on his vest, but a large weight landed on this chest, pushing the wind from his lungs and rendering him immobile.
He was punched in the face. Twice. Hard. His head swam with dancing lights and he struggled to stay conscious. A shadowed figure relieved him of his handgun and placed the silencer against his temple. DJ became aware of others around him. Two of them. With the one sitting on top of him with a knee on his chest, it accounted for all three who had been engaging him from the west.
It’s over, DJ thought. He closed his eyes and waited for the darkened form above him to pull the trigger; to end it all. He prepared himself to be sent into the great unknown. He would find out shortly if there really was a God. He would soon see if he would get to meet Cassie and the girls, or if the afterlife spoken about in church was all just a religious myth.
At this moment before death, he considered all his misdeeds in life, of even the things he knew were hidden from everyone, save himself. All the sins of life committed and private thoughts he should have never had, along with the multitude of his failings, rolled through his brain like a movie fast-forwarding to the credits. With his eyes still closed, he whispered softly. “If you’re real, please forgive me.”
“Shut up!” The figure above him sent spittle into his face as he spoke. Then turning to one of the others, the man said,
“Call it in.”
From somewhere above, a voice spoke into a radio, “We have him. Alive. I know you said to kill him on sight, but you still want us to do that?” DJ’s radio still attached to his ear was silent. They were obviously on another channel.
The one kneeling on his chest spoke, holding his face close enough that DJ could smell tobacco on the other’s breath.
“This is your unlucky day. He wants to kill you with his bare hands.”
DJ was hauled to his feet and shoved forward into the field. The light of the half-moon washed the clearing in soft, pale light, giving him enough visibility to pick his way forward. The three were silent as they prodded him along. As DJ staggered his way through the tall grass towards the cabin, crickets began to chirp and the droning of insects gradually returned to fill the night air. Occasionally, his head would swim with dizziness, but if he slowed, a silenced gun barrel would push him forward. DJ
began to feel a wave of nausea slowly start to overtake him. It rose steadily up into his throat from the pit of his stomach. Then, all of a sudden, DJ pitched forward at the waist and vomited into the grass. It was hard and violent. He had little to eat since this morning, just a few power bars and that small bag of chips, but whatever was in his stomach, emptied itself in front of his boots.
He dry-heaved for a second with the three behind him softly laughing at his discomfort.
Concussion, he thought himself. Nausea is a symptom of a concussion.
“He knows what’s about to happen to him”, one of them said with a sneer.
DJ spoke, still bent over at the waist with saliva dripping out of his mouth. “You need to be more worried about what’s about to happen to you.”
“What did you say?” asked one of them, his voice dripping with menace.
DJ tilted forward into the grass and vomit, spinning around to land on his back. While still falling, he produced the other pistol that had been concealed beneath his vest at his waistband. The three before him were clearly visible in the moonlight making easy targets. He rapid-fired his way from left to right, just as he had practiced countless times in his 3 Gun drills at the far end of the canyon. At this distance, only a few feet away, he had no need to look through the sights. He just instinctively placed a single, hollow-point 9mm round through the center of each one of their chests. To anyone watching, it
would have been quite impressive, with all three shots stringing together as if they were one. Each one of them staggered backward from the impact. One even managed to jerk the trigger on his M4, emptying half of his magazine into the field as he fell. DJ rolled to his left, swung up on his knee, and his head began to swim again. He fought it off and pushed up from the ground and moved left. With nausea threatening to overtake him, he quickly shot all three right through the face. Their bodies fell backward into the field, one by one, with the echo of gunfire bouncing off the canyon walls. The entire thing, from beginning to end, lasted no more than three or four seconds.
DJ pitched forward at the waist and threw up again.
Up until now, all gunfire that had occurred in his mountain retreat had been done through a suppressor that had effectively dropped the volume by about 30 decibels. That is roughly the equivalent of wearing good hearing protection. But the six shots that had just shattered the night air, were loud, sharp, and unsuppressed. As he forced himself upright, commanding the nausea to retreat, he was certain those gunshots had sent a clear message to T-Rex and the original three back at the cabin. In fact, as he looked on, the few lights that were on in the cabin winked out one by one.
Just to make sure that the message was abundantly clear to the invaders, DJ made his way to one of the bodies, removed the radio attached to the vest, and made a pronouncement into the mic. “In case you haven’t been keeping up, that brings the count to just the four of you putting your feet up in my house.
Funny how things change so quickly, isn’t it? It started out that I was the one trapped here. Turns out, it’s not me. It’s you.” He didn’t wait for a reply. He dropped the radio into the grass and set about rearming himself. He was uncertain if his threat had instilled fear into the hearts of the people who had taken over his home, but he didn’t really care. DJ had a job to do: kill them.
Kill every last one of them.
Do one thing. Do it well. Move on.
Chapter 13: Conclusions and Corrections Pete had been gifted with a keen mind. He always felt in most cases that he was the smartest person in the room. Had he applied himself to a legitimate craft or trade, he would have probably gone far. Instead, he found himself addicted to the thrill and adventure that a life of crime offered. When he ran across the Kaiser Family, he figured he could use his intellect and guile to easily move himself up. Through them, he could enjoy the life of wealth and privilege that someone with his intelligence deserved. So far, he had been heading in the right direction.
Until now, that is.
What he thought had been a beautifully orchestrated scheme with multiple benefits, something that would have cemented his status in the family, turned into such a steaming pile of excrement so quickly it made his head spin. He could see no way to move up from this. Big Chuck was going to snap and kill every single one of them in this cabin. With the exception of his own son, of course. Pete could see no other outcome. That was if any of them managed to get out of this alive, and the odds of that were dropping quickly.
This David John Slaughter person was certainly living up to his last name. An unarmed and injured redneck, against odds that even a Vegas bookie wouldn’t touch, had managed to pull the biggest upset ever. According to the hulking DS leader that was Donavan Sleed, they had finally nabbed this Slaughter dude. But then, six clear and unsuppressed shots broke through the darkness outside. After he was reportedly captured. The first three shots were impossibly fast. The second three a bit more measured. Each one sent pains of dread through Pete’s heart. He winced with each echoing crack. All of it could only mean one thing: Slaughter was on his way to finish them off.
Sleed put his hand to his ear to listen to the radio. A second later the man confirmed Pete’s suspicions out loud to the room. If the situation were not so grim, the look on Sleed’s face would have been hilarious. Here was this giant who would have appeared more at home as a professional wrestler on TV, looking both dumbfounded, worried, and a little frightened. All of this started with Sleed leading a hunting party against a trapped,
unarmed, and possibly wounded animal. Now they were the ones trapped and being hunted. It was such a sudden role reversal for Sleed, he apparently was having a hard time processing it between his musclebound ears.
Well, one thing was for sure, Pete wasn’t going to stick around to see how this ended. Outside the front door was a fifteen-passenger van with the keys in the ignition. As soon as he saw his opportunity, he was going to go tearing down that gravel road and do his best to disappear from the face of the earth.
It would be a difficult task to pull off, of course. Pete wasn’t sure if there was any place that a person could hide from the wrath of Big Chuck, but he certainly was going to try. First things first, however. Pete needed to figure out how to live through the next few minutes.
Other than windows, there were only two entry points for Slaughter to enter the home. The front door and the back.
Sleed instructed Mason, Mitch and Pete to watch the front. Sleed would guard the rear. At first, Mason began to protest, saying that it was Sleed’s job to make sure Big Chuck’s son stayed safe.
Sleed then put his fist through a sheetrock wall next to Mason’s head. The big man ordered him to guard the front or he was going to break Mason in half. Mason practically soiled himself right there. The mobster-son-turned-coward huddled into a corner of the living room near the stairs, pointing his gun at the front door.
Being in the front was fine with Pete. It put him that much closer to the van. Pete stepped into the archway leading into the kitchen, and using the corner for cover, also took aim at the front door while watching the windows for signs of movement.
Mitch crouched behind a chair along the South wall. He had switched from his shiny snub-nosed revolver in exchange for the Glock they had removed from Slaughter back in the parking lot. It still didn’t have a suppressor and would be very loud if fired in the living room, but it had at least three times as much ammunition loaded in the magazine.
The house was a simple two-story design. From the front door in the middle of the living room wall, you could see all the way through the house. The east wall contained the door and sets
of windows on either side looking out across the porch. The south wall contained even more windows overlooking the field and creek, and more porch that wrapped around that side. The north side had a staircase leading up to three bedrooms. Lastly, the west wall contained a large opening directly across from the front door, leading into an expansive kitchen and eating area. On the opposite of the kitchen was another large opening. It provided access to the back shop where the secret gunroom lay.
Continue following the line from the front door and you hit a backdoor and a small covered porch.
Mason, clearly scared to death now, could be seen huddled into a small ball. His life of being the guy always on top had suddenly been reversed. He never had cause to fear anything before now. Because of his last name, people feared him instead.
The frightened man sat wide-eyed in the dim moonlight that filtered through the windows. Pete could make him out clearly as his eyes adjusted to the darkness. No doubt about it, Pete thought, Mason was as frightened as a rat in a room full of cats.
For a long few minutes, the only sounds that Pete could hear were his own breathing and the crickets outside. Then, the air conditioning kicked in as the thermostat warmed past its settings and told it to engage. In the quiet, as their ears searched for some signs of movement outside, the AC running was just too loud. It would give the guy hunting them some cover.
“Mitch,” he whispered, “Turn the AC off. It’s on the wall between you and me.
“You do it,” Mitch replied.
“Don’t be stupid. I got you covered. That chair your hiding behind won’t stop any bullets anyway.”
Mitch paused a second, unsure if he should ignore Pete, or if he should listen to the man who technically outranked him.
Finally, rank and position in the pecking order won out. Mitch stepped out and into the room so as to go around the end table and lamp between him and Pete. He bumped the chair in the darkness and the legs scraped against the wooden floor. The man was a bumbling fool, Pete thought.
“Be quiet!” Pete hissed.
A split second later, the floor exploded beneath Mitch’s feet as splintered wood flew into the room like confetti. Bullets
punched through the flooring, disintegrating the boards beneath him. Mitch screamed as rounds tore upward through his feet, legs, and into his body. Their stalker was under the house!
From across the room, the gunfire and Mitch’s screams were too much for Mason. Convinced that the grim reaper of this canyon had finally come for him, he howled in fear and began to empty his gun in Mitch’s direction. Already being turned into Swiss cheese from the bullets penetrating the floor, Pete watched Mason help speed the poor man’s death by adding his own bullets into the mix. Mitch jumped, twitched, and convulsed, then finally hunched over and collapsed into a bloody pile on the splintered floor. A half a second later, the man under the house stopped firing. Mason, however, kept pulling the trigger until there were no rounds left in his gun.
Donavan arrived in the archway next to him, assault rifle searching for Slaughter, whom he was sure had made his way into the home through the front. He got there just in time to see the slide lock back on Mason’s pistol. It was empty, but the panicking idiot kept pulling the trigger anyway.
“WHERE IS HE?” Sleed shouted.
Pete pointed with his gun in the direction of the now-dead Mitch. “He was under the floor.”
Behind them, a faint noise was heard, and the hair lifted on the back of Pete’s neck as he realized what had just happened.
Slaughter had killed Mitch, then rolled out from under the house on the south side and bolted for the back door. It was a smart move. All the gunfire had been concentrated in the living room and would have focused everyone's attention in that direction.
Sleed heard the noise too and attempted to wheel around with impressive speed. Pete tried to turn also, albeit at a much slower pace than the big man. Despite the cat-like agility in defiance of his size, Sleed lacked the speed to meet the threat behind them, and Pete watched bullet after bullet rip into the big DS leader just above the bullet-proof plate on his chest, punching through his neck and chin over and over again. Sleed was driven backward from the repeated impacts. He futilely tried to bring his assault rifle up, but the big man’s muscles were failing him. Though Sleed’s eyes were wide, Pete knew that the man was already dead.
Pete, ducked around the corner into the living room, skittering backward and away from this one-man killing machine. He tripped over Mitch and went down, the impact with the floor sending his gun clattering away from him across the wooden floor.
Sleed, in turn, finally tipped over onto his back landing on the floor like a tipped over refrigerator. His fingers lost their grasp on the assault rifle, and his dying eyes blinking up at the ceiling in disbelief.
Death entered the room then. The glow of the half-moon cast a pale light and made it easy for Pete to spot him. From its soft glow, Pete could see that Slaughter was wearing a pair of their night vision goggles. He watched the shadowy form quickly select an option from his two remaining targets. Pete or Mason?
Pete had dropped his weapon and was now defenseless, but Mason, on the other side of the room, was fumbling through the process of reloading.
The shadow ghosted across the room to stand over Mason. His boss froze as he was approached, his fear rendering him motionless in the middle of his reloading efforts. Pete looked on as the darkened form pointed the barrel of his rifle at the forehead of Mason, then ask a simple question “Who are you?”
Somehow, Mason knowing that it was over, decided to not go down without a fight. He slapped the end of the weapon away and tried to launch himself from the floor. When Mason made his attempt, Pete decided it was a perfect time to make an exit. The redneck was facing away from him, so Pete scrambled and dove for the door. As he did, he was able to see Slaughter step back and away from Mason like a recoiling snake. The big man began to empty his mag into Mason’s middle.
Pete was through the door then, hurdling off the porch in the direction of the van. He almost lost his footing on the gravel and had to leap over a dead DS soldier in the drive. Behind him, the firing stopped and he knew that the demon was going to be coming for him next. As he rounded the back of the van, racing toward the driver’s door, a bullet smacked the corner near his head.
A squeal of fright burst from his lips. He couldn’t help it. It just popped out of him. Pete had never been more certain of his imminent death than he was right then. He wasn’t sure what shocked him the most. The fear that made him squeal like a child or the fact that he was working for the most ruthless man this side of the Mississippi river, yet he was running for his life like a rabbit from a wolf. It was supposed to be the other way around.
The mere mention of Big Chuck’s name caused even the most notorious of bruisers to unconsciously take a step back. Others were the ones always on the run. Others were the ones who squealed like pigs. It wasn’t supposed to be this way.
Pete scrambled into the driver’s seat. Hunching as low as he could, he twisted the key so hard he felt might shear it off in the process. More rounds shattered glass and impacted steel all around him, but the van answered his plea and roared to life. He jammed the gas pedal down hard and gravel flew as the van struggled to find traction. More bullets ripped through the sheet metal and frame, looking for him, seeking him out.
Finally, the van picked up speed and he flipped the headlights on as he tore into the road and through the trees. The speeding projectiles stopped their quest to take his life and he concentrated on not running off the road. Pete weaved his way through the canyon, remembered the washed-out section ahead, and slowed down just enough to make it through without wrecking. When he finally found the two-lane blacktop ahead, he turned right and away from town. He relaxed his foot on the gas and made himself drive the speed limit.
Pete was alive. Somehow, incredibly, he was alive. He would need to ditch the shot-up van as soon as he could, he reasoned. The bullet holes would surely draw attention. Once into something new, he would keep running. He was finally free of the madman behind him. Big Chuck, however, was going to start hunting for him. The mobster would soon learn Pete had made it out alive. Big Chuck was going to at first want answers, and then want Pete to pay for the screw-up. Pete would have to endure a lengthy torture session before death finally came to take him.
If only there was some way to get Big Chuck to leave him alone. If only he could make some sort of deal with him and give him something to redirect his anger.
__________
DJ stood on his porch in the moonlight and watched the van’s taillights disappear into the canyon. The M4 was empty and he didn’t bother to reload. There was no way he could hit the man now. He disconnected the rifle from the harness on the vest and dropped it into the dirt. He wearily strolled over and sat in a chair against the wall. The same chair he had once tried to kill himself in over two years ago.
Twenty-two people were dead. Some of them scattered around him where he sat. Some were littered throughout the valley. For a moment, with the focus of eliminating the enemy now behind him, he considered all that had happened over the last several hours.
He had killed people. Over and over again, he had taken them out. Not just in fierce direct combat, but he had shot people from behind while they fled from him. He had caught them in a moment where they were defenseless and vulnerable. When presented with the option to flee, he instead chose to keep fighting.
There was a moment when DJ had plunged a dagger through the heart of one of them that he had felt something. So, now that his war was over, he attempted to revisit that emotion in an effort to psychoanalyze himself. DJ closed his eyes and relived the act, recounted the feeling of the knife plunging deep beneath his hands, letting the emotion that had threatened to overtake him then, consume him now.
What he had felt then, and was feeling now, was not the horror of taking a life. It was the shock that taking a life was not such a big deal. It should have been. We only get one life to live on this earth. We only get one shot. True, the man was there to kill him. True, the man needed to die. The nameless corpse not far from here had forfeited his right to live by his actions and intentions. But DJ had taken away the privilege of living from another. Shouldn’t he feel some regret? Should there not be a trace of remorse in him? There was none. DJ felt no remorse
what-so-ever. And that is what shocked him. DJ thought he was better than that. Apparently, he was wrong.
Was it because DJ was so broken? Had having his wife and children so brutally taken from him turned him into the very same creature that had stolen his family? Or was it because this whole situation had seemed so black and white? I mean these guys had been the worst of the worst. They were real dirtbags.
They were the lowest form of humanity that society had to offer.
Was his disregard for their deaths derived from the knowledge that these men had chosen this fate by their own actions. Was killing them his way of delving out justice?
No… Not really justice, he thought to himself. With justice, there is always emotion attached. Oh sure, justice was supposed to be blind, but there was always some anger over what had been done that was connected to it. That anger was carried over to the penalty that needed to be enforced. No matter what a judge or jury said out loud, it was always there. Killing these men was somehow different than enacting justice. It was something simpler. It was more basic and uncomplicated. It was more like… a correction to the balance of life.
Just like that, he realized that all the anger in him was gone. When he had been under assault back in the parking lot, when he had seen Henry die trying to save him, and even when he had killed the first five who had been guarding the canyon entrance, there had been a raging monster in him that seemed to only be contented when he was inflicting death on these invaders. He had been in pursuit of vengeance.
Somewhere along the way that driving force had vanished. There was no longer rage. There was no more drive toward the pursuit of gaining payback for what had been done.
DJ had been on such an emotional rollercoaster over the last few years, and certainly over the last several hours, that those emotions were now spent. The well of anger and fury had been tapped to the point that it was now empty. What was left was just the understanding that something had needed doing. So, he had done it.
This scared him. This concerned him. But in this anger free void, DJ realized, was peace. Wonderful, brilliant peace.
As he had finished sweeping through his canyon home, killing those who had invaded his life, what had started as a vengeful quest had changed into something else. It had morphed into a simple correction. It was sort of like passing through a hallway and seeing a photograph on the wall hanging slightly askew in a frame. You just reach up, and without any real thought or consideration, tilt it straight. You correct it.
DJ opened his eyes. Enough inward analyzation of his psyche. While the battle may be over, there was still plenty to do. The Sheriff would need to be called, but before then, he needed to take care of a few things first. For one thing, he needed his phone back.
He went first to Soul Patch but did not find his phone in the corpse’s possession. He searched Blondie as well but turned up nothing. It could only mean that Skinhead, the one who got away, still must have it. DJ discovered his wallet on Soul Patch along with the envelope with ten grand tucked inside. He shoved his wallet into his back pocket but left the cash. It was now evidence and part of the story that he would tell to the Sheriff.
He even left his Glock lying in the pool of blood around Blondie.
DJ went back to Soul Patch and looked for the dead man’s wallet. He found it and fished out his license. The name read Mason Kaiser. It rang no bells for him. DJ thought about his assumption that the man was probably connected to some big-time crime boss or drug runner. He fetched a notepad from back in his shop and copied down all of the information from the ID.
When he got a chance, he would use one of those background checking services to find out more about the guy.
DJ placed the wallet back in Mason’s pocket and retrieved the dead man’s phone instead. It was locked, but he thought he read in an online news article there were ways to break into locked phones. Instead of leaving it for the forensics team to have, his gut told him he better keep it in order to do his own forensics later. He could always turn it over when he was done.
DJ had a feeling that if this killer was as connected as he thought, this might not be over just yet. He certainly wasn’t going to entrust his protection to the police. He wrapped it in a
kitchen towel and dropped it behind some cereal boxes in the cabinets near the stove.
He went to his secret gun storage room and brought out the original high-end, small caliber pistol he had bought from Skinhead as it was also part of the story. He placed it in the open safe in his shop. The safe was meant only as a decoy anyway, to throw off any who searched his home from finding his real stash of weapons. He also added a few more guns just to be on the safe side. He would need to throw off the forensics teams that would be sweeping through his house.
Once he was happy with how everything looked, DJ
closed the secret door and adjusted the items on the bookshelf to make sure the door release was well hidden. It was now time to notify the cops. There was no landline to the house and Skinhead still had his phone. That left only one way to contact them. He had to walk back down the long gravel drive, hope he could find the keys to the other van parked near the entrance, and drive back into town.
So, that’s what he did.
Chapter 14: Agent Foster
Special Agent Brett Allen Foster pulled up outside of a two-story, white colonial, located in an upper-middle-class neighborhood of Fort Worth, Texas. It was 2 AM, but the flickering blue light in the living room window told him someone was awake and watching TV.
“Your agent skills of observation are unparalleled,” he proudly proclaimed out loud to himself.
He flipped the visor down and checked himself out in the small mirror on the back. Pulling a comb out of his black suit breast pocket, he redefined the part on the right-hand side of his sandy-colored hair. Satisfied, he returned it and then popped a breath mint from a small, plastic package stored in the center console. He sat there a minute chewing and allowing the mint to do its job, working on the fact he hadn’t had a chance to brush his teeth in almost 24 hours.
Stepping out of the black SUV, he straightened his tie on the way to the front door. He walked the path that led from the sidewalk to the small front porch and rang the doorbell. There was a small wait and then the porch light flicked on. He knew he was now being looked at through the peephole in the middle of the door. He flashed his best smile in response.
After a slight pause, it opened to reveal a slender brunette in her late thirties wearing a short, black, silk robe pulled close around her waist. He couldn’t help but glance at the bare legs descending from the short length, and she cleared her throat in response to his gaze.
“Can I help you, stranger?” She tilted her head slightly to one side and her brown eyes gave him a look that said, ‘what do you think you’re looking at?’
“Sorry, ma’am.” He produced his FBI credentials from his inside coat pocket in the practiced pull and flip he had done so many times. “We got word there was a loud party going on here.”
The brunette put her hands on her hip. “First of all, the FBI doesn’t investigate that sort of thing. Second of all…” She untied her robes and held them open to show off the thin, black
negligée hiding beneath. “The only party you’re going to find is right here.” Her eyes twinkled, and she grinned at him.
“Oh… My…” Brett stammered, planting a stare firmly at her waistline.
“Now get your six-foot self in here and give me a kiss,”
she ordered.
“Gladly, ma’am.” Brett stepped through the front door of his home and swept his wife into a warm embrace. Gluing his lips to hers, he drove her backward and slammed the door behind him. He always felt that his wife, Lisa, sacrificed so much for him to pursue his dream. So, when he came home from long periods of time away from her, he always tried to make it count.
She was peeling his suit coat off with both hands when his cell phone rang, bringing the whole thing to a screeching halt.
She glared at him. “Only two sorts of people call that stupid thing. Horribly demanding people that want you to catch bad guys, and your nagging wife. And I’m right here!” Her arms crossed and she put on her best pouty face.
Brett sighed and retrieved the phone from his coat pocket. The caller ID simply read “Office”. He swiped the answer button and placed the phone to his ear. “Foster.”
“Pack a new bag,” The familiar voice on the other end told him.
“Can’t do that boss. I’m about to engage in the mother of all make-out sessions with my wife. And by make out, I really mean have sex.” He found himself staring at his wife’s waistline again.
“I’m serious, Brett. We may have caught a really big fish. I need you to check it out. The jet is already fueled and waiting at the airport.”
Brett blinked at the news and tore his attention away from his wife to focus fully on the conversation with his boss.
The Dallas Field Office had three private jets on standby, but they were only reserved for Director level trips and cases that held a very high profile. If he was taking a private jet instead of schlepping commercial, this really was a big deal.
“What’s going on?” Brett asked.
“Right now, it’s nothing more than a lead. But, if it pans out, it could be career-making. Just get to the airport. Details are already in your inbox.”
“Where am I headed?”
“A place called South Fork, Colorado,” his boss replied.
“You’ll arrive at a small municipal airport in Colorado City.
We’ll have an Agent from the Denver Field Office meet you.
He’ll be attached to you and take you the rest of the way. And Brett?”
“Yes, sir?”
“You probably have time for a quickie.” The phone went dead.
His wife was staring at him with a concerned look on her face. “What’s going on?” she asked.
“Not sure,” he replied. “But I’m headed to Denver on one of the jets. So, whatever it is, it must be big. However…” He swept his wife back into his arms and gave a wolfish grin. “The Boss just gave me a direct order.”
“What’s that?” she asked.
Brett picked his wife up and carried her into the living room to show her.
An hour and a half later, he was taxiing down a runway preparing for takeoff, scanning case files on his laptop. A crime boss by the name of Charles Kaiser just had one of his sons killed in what looked like a botched attempt to murder someone else. That someone else was Brett Foster’s potential big fish.
Apparently, this guy had been attacked by Mason Kaiser along with a small army of professional shooters. Somehow, the mystery man had turned the tables. He had killed them with the surgical skill of a hitman. Twenty-two guys in all.
Brett whistled out loud.
He scanned through the information on the kills.
Information was still thin as it looked like it had all gone down earlier this evening. The forensics team was still combing through all the evidence. From the initial reports, however, there were plenty of headshots made in high-stress situations. One man single-handedly taking out a large portion of a private mercenary group meant it was likely the shooter was, in reality, a high-end assassin. This wasn’t some ordinary guy as he initially
appeared to the local Sheriff’s Office. The running hunch from Brett’s boss, according to the email, was that they were trying to kill the man to either tie up loose ends from some other job, or they were unhappy with his services and felt a need to take him out. Either way, if the FBI had gotten their hands on a contract killer of this kind of skill, they could be unlocking a treasure trove of intel on not just the Kaiser Crime Family, but maybe other high-level criminal organizations as well. It was Brett’s task to ferret out the truth. His boss was right. This could indeed be career-making.
As the plane began to take off, Brett fired off an email to his secretary. In order to know more about this potential hitman, he was going to need a deep dive into Mr. Slaughter’s background. Brett needed a search for arrest records along with a full exploratory on his financials. He didn’t expect to hear back from that request until later in the day.
Slaughter… What a name, Brett sneered silently. If that isn’t an alias for a contract killer, I don’t know what is.
He snapped the lid to the laptop closed and set it aside.
Yawning, he pushed the seat all the way back and tried to catch a nap before arriving in Colorado. He sure did love his job, but it came with sacrifices. Barely seeing your wife and often getting very little sleep, were just two of the biggest.
Brett was still sleeping when the aircraft jarred him awake, the private jet meeting the runway with its landing gear.
There was a moment of confusion where he didn’t know where he was, but then it all came rushing back to him. He rubbed his eyes and checked his watch. It was just after 4:30 AM. Having your own plane was way better than flying commercial. Doing this the normal way would have taken almost 4 hours with connecting flights, gate check waits, security checkpoints, etc.
Not to mention he would have never been able to arrive directly at a small municipal airport closer to the crime scene. He could get addicted to this type of travel.
He pulled his seat up and gathered his things as the plane taxied. He would review any additional case files with his contact that was supposedly waiting for him at the Private Arrivals and Departures gate. Hopefully, there would be more background on this potential hitman. He wasn’t here to help with
digging into the ongoing investigation of the Kaiser Family, there were already plenty of local agents assigned to the case.
Brett was here to see if this guy really was a contract killer, and then drain him of any intel on people he might have worked for.
This man, if it all panned out, could put a lot of people behind bars. The Kaisers included.
Brett had a feeling he had been chosen for this particular task for two specific reasons. The first, because he had a knack for sifting through seemingly unconnected bits of information and assembling them all into a larger picture of events.
The second was because less than a month ago, the Director of the FBI had ordered the creation of a new group: The Special Task Force Against Organized Crime. It was to be centered out of the Dallas Field Office right in the middle of the country. The group was not fully formed yet and this first trip was likely a chance to get their feet wet. The task force was established to both consolidate efforts against entities that had their fingers in multiple parts of the country, as well as provide localized support where needed.
Brett had scanned a 22-page brief on the Kaiser Family prior to take off. It was run by a man named Charles Kaiser, AKA Big Chuck. Big Chuck was hugely involved in practically every single large-scale criminal act in the state of Colorado.
Plus, he was spreading outward like cancer into every state it bordered. Someone so prolific and expansive in the world of crime, and yet somehow never prosecuted, could only mean one thing, Brett concluded. Charles Kaiser had purchased law enforcement members. Likely members of the FBI as well.
Coming from Dallas meant that Brett was outside of that sphere of influence and less likely to be tainted. Was this yet another reason his boss had sent him on this, he wondered?
Exiting the plane and walking into the building, revealed who his contact person was. A young man in the stereotypical FBI two pieced black suit was holding a small stack of files and a cardboard tray with two covered Styrofoam cups. Brett didn’t know anything about his contact yet, but he liked him already.
Coffee was always the perfect arrival gift.
“You must be Agent Foster,” the young man said.
Brett nodded. “And I don’t care who you are, I just care about what’s in that cup.” He eagerly dispensed with any pleasantries, let go of his small rolling bag, and reached for the coffee.
“I have cream and sugar if you want,” the young Agent stated.
“Stop talking.” Brett held his finger up to silence him.
He popped the top off and slowly breathed in the aroma as he closed his eyes. He drank in a slow slurp and let the hot liquid roll around in his mouth before swallowing. “OK. Better. Now then, we can review those files you’re holding in the car. Lead the way.”
“Yes sir,” his contact answered. He did an about-face and led Brett toward the entrance and the car. “Oh, and um, the name is Ainsly, sir. Agent Brian Ainsly.”
“Got it.” Brett followed behind sipping his coffee. Agent Ainsly could not have been more than 27, Brett guessed. From the young agent’s gait, he concluded former military. Ainsly had that crispness to the way he stepped and that lack of head bob that was typically associated with people fresh out of the service.
His haircut backed that up further and zeroed Brett in on the branch. A light brown high and tight adorned his head and he looked like someone that maintained a rigid exercise routine.
Only two choices, really. Army or Marines. He could have been a former SEAL, of course, but they tended to have more of a swagger to them.
Brett was led to a typical, nondescript, black SUV. He loaded his suitcase and backpack containing his laptop into the very back and walked around to the passenger side. Agent Ainsly seemed confused at the notion that Brett was not going to drive. Brett leaned around the windshield, gave him a sideways look, and addressed him over the hood. “Problem, Agent?”
“Nnno sir. I, I just thought…” Ainsly stammered.
“At ease, Marine. Use your words.” Brett smiled at him.
“It’s just customary for the senior agent to drive, sir,” he stated.
“I don’t like ‘customary’,” Brett said. “Too predictable.
Predictable can get you shot. Besides, the senior agent would
like to drink his coffee while he reviews those files you’re holding.”
“Oh, of course. Yes, sir.” Ainsly paused. “How did you know I was a former Marine?”
“Have you looked in the mirror lately?” Brett chuckled.
“Besides, I have serious mad agent skills. Now get in and take me to the diner first, Marine. That’s an order.”
“Yes sir,” Ainsly replied stoically as he piled in and started the engine.
Brett laughed out loud at the young man and climbed in as well. “You need to lighten up, Marine.”
It was still dark out and would continue to be that way for a while. Brett flipped on the visor mounted map light and began digging through the additional case files Ainsly had brought him. In it, he found the complete military service record for their potential hitman. Corpsman. Injured. Honorably discharged after only four years. No complaints from leadership.
No real combat training. No additional schools. Just your generic, run-of-the-mill Navy Corpsman. Nothing stood out that might frame Mr. Slaughter as a contract killer.
There was the name, however. It would be one serious coincidence his last name would mimic what he had done to a private hit team for a mob boss. It could be an alias as Brett originally suspected. Perhaps his military record was all fake and fabricated as well. Only one way to find out, really. He dug out his phone and speed-dialed his Boss, Special Agent in Charge Timothy Neville. The phone only rang once.
The tired voice on the other end didn’t seem surprised to be hearing from Brett. “If you tell me you already have an answer, I’m going to quit and let you have my job,” Tim Neville said.
“My Agent skills are extraordinary, but not that good. I just landed 20 minutes ago. I need a favor.”
“You do realize that you work for me, right? I mean you have a secretary who can pick up your dry cleaning.”
Brett laughed. “Hey, you and I both know the reasons I’m here. And you also know there is really only one person I can trust with certain things.” He emphasized the last part hoping his boss would get that he wasn’t alone. “I need someone
at the NPRC to find the hard copy of this guy’s 201 file. I need to make sure that what I am reading here is legit.” The National Personnel Records Center in St. Louis, Missouri contained all the hard copy military and medical service records of every soldier, from every branch, since World War II.
“So, this guy was military?”
“Yep. My contact, former Marine, Agent Brian Ainsly,”
he glanced at his driver and winked, “had a copy of his 201
waiting for me. But if this guy is the big fish you’re hoping for, his military background wouldn’t seem to fit the standard profile.
He’s a lifesaver. Not a life taker. Former Corpsman. He’s got no real combat experience to speak of. There are no special schools or training listed, either. I just want to make sure this isn’t some sort of fake background to throw us all off.”
“OK. I’ll take care of it. I know the Administrator personally. Met her at a conference last year. I’ll make a phone call when I get into the office. I’m en route now. Anything else?
“No, sir.” Brett hung up and continued reading the file on the Kaiser Family, not just scanning it like before. It wasn’t a complete file, just a summary brief. Big Chuck, as he was more known by, had two other sons as well. Ward and Hudson. At one time, he had a wife named Clarissa, but she had vanished a few years back. No charges were ever brought on her disappearance, and no other family members were listed in the brief.
Apparently, the Kaiser family had a variety of legitimate business dealings as a cover for their cash flow. They owned a fast-food chain featuring Mexican cuisine. They were several legal pot shops throughout Colorado. Quite a few bars and night clubs were listed under their ownership as well. All were businesses that dealt with a lot of cash. It all made perfect sense to Brett.
He turned off the map light, closed the files, and set them all aside. Nothing more could be learned from documents.
It was now going to require physical contact with the pieces of the puzzle in order to assemble the complete picture.
The sun had finally arrived on the day from behind him.
The first rays of sunlight over the horizon suddenly shot a beam through the vehicle. It bounced off of Agent Ainsly’s watch face
and momentarily blinded Brett. He jerked his hand up to block the light. “Hey, move your watch, Marine. It’s blinding me.”
“Oh! Sorry, sir!” Ainsly unclipped the clasp and dropped the watch into the drink holder in the middle of the seats.
Without warning, the first clue fell into place. Brett’s gut instinct had kicked in on a seemingly small piece of unconnected information. Brett brought his phone back out and began to surf the internet. His suspicions were confirmed. Agent Brett Foster’s task just became much more complicated.
Sometime later, they arrived at the first crime scene. The diner seemed to pretty straight forward. It was obvious what had happened here. Mr. Slaughter had been jumped. The owner, Mr.
Henry Jackson, had tried to intervene. The initial forensic files he had read told Brett that Henry died from bullets fired by three different weapons. One of them was at close range. That was probably done inside the diner. Whoever had shot him had left him for dead. Henry, obviously not dead, went out the back, retrieved his shotgun from his truck parked around the side, and tried to intervene with whatever was going on in the parking lot.
Or, maybe he just wanted some payback. Mr. Slaughter had been jumped, his weapon removed and was probably about to die right there. Most likely with Mason Kaiser as the planned executioner. Henry had spoiled all of that by unloading on them with his 12 gauge.
Mr. Slaughter took off, unarmed. The three bad guys chased after him and Slaughter led them back to his place, instead of heading into town and the safety of the Sheriff’s office for help. Slaughter led them to a remote location so he could shoot back. This was a choice a hitman would take.
From the diner, Brett and Ainsly headed to the second crime scene just a few miles up the road. It was a wonderfully remote and isolated place. But it was also a great place to be cornered in. True, there was only one direction a contract killer would have to defend himself from unless he was attacked by people willing to rappel down the side of one of those cliffs, but there was only one way out if he needed to run. Not a choice a hitman would make. If Slaughter really was an assassin for hire, Brett would think the man would have planned for alternate escape routes in the event of attack.
The property contained an incredible well-planned shooting range at the very back. There was a long-distance range that a sniper could practice on and an obstacle course for practicing close-quarters style work. All of those targets would cost a pretty penny. There were several thousands of dollars in steel targets positioned in that part of the canyon. Even the biggest gun nut wouldn’t normally spend so much on a private range. It was definitely a choice a hitman would make, though.
Now, about the dead bodies scattered around everywhere. That certainly seemed the work of a precision killer.
Time of death was hazy on some of them, however. The coroner was certain the first guy to die was one that had his head caved in with a rock. But after that, it was less certain. The county coroner was on vacation and the Sherriff had trouble reaching the assistant in the middle of the night. The locals had chosen to take no other action until the FBI showed up around midnight.
The initial FBI response team had used their fingerprint scanner to try to ID bodies that might be in the system. They were shocked to discover one of them to be the son of a mob King Pin. At that point, everything had gone into overdrive.
They finally contacted a coroner from two counties over, but she didn’t arrive until after 4 AM. Because the ambient temperature in the summer is closer to the natural body temperature, a standard liver temp test wasn’t as accurate.
Judging from the rate at which rigor mortis had set in, the coroner still couldn’t make a positive pronouncement, but she said her instinct was that the seven bodies closest to the entrance died next. It was not something that she would testify to, however.
Mr. Slaughter’s statement on all of this was that all of those details were hazy. He was being held at a local clinic where they had proclaimed he had a concussion, so it was possible that he, in truth, could not remember. Convenient.
Brett met with another agent who was running the crime scene at the house, an Agent Morris. Brett assured the senior agent he was only here to investigate Mr. Slaughter and would stay away from any investigation of the Kaiser Family. Brett wasn’t here to step on any toes. He said he would like to look at the gun collection they had found in the house, however.
Morris showed him to a well-equipped shop behind the kitchen. It was, for sure, the layout of a shooter. There was lots of workspace, books on reloading, and a gun safe with about fifteen weapons stored inside. Unlocked, though.
There was also an internet-connected computer thanks to a small satellite dish. Brett woke it up and discovered that it was unlocked as well. He quickly checked the browsing history and found a laundry list of gun enthusiasts sites. Nothing odd about that. He was sure it would be shipped to the Denver office for the geeks to go through, however. Brett strolled over and read through the hand-scrawled notes on various paper targets thumbtacked to the walls. Suddenly, a new detail dropped into place.
Brett walked back to the gun safe and looked through the inventory with the small flashlight he carried in his suit coat. He didn’t find what he was looking for. With his head still hanging inside the open safe, he called out to the agent in charge of the scene. “Agent Morris, have any of the home owner’s weapons been inventoried yet?”
“Sure. You looking at all we found, though. We were waiting on you so we could tag them all and haul them off as evidence.”
Brett stood up and addressed him directly. “There is not one .338 Lapua-caliber rifle in the mix.”
Agent Morris shrugged. “Yeah, so?” Over by the kitchen door, Agent Ainsly was looking on with curiosity.
Brett continued. “So, there are three targets on that wall with notes about various shot groups for a .338 Lapua.”
“Maybe,” Agent Ainsly volunteered, “it was a weapon from a friend.”
“Maybe…” Brett trailed off, looking around the room.
He stared at the floor for a second and then began to walk around and stomp on the floorboards in random locations. They all felt solid. He moved past Ainsly and stepped back into the kitchen.
He stood there a moment looking from one end to the other. He moved back into the shop and stared at the South wall. “There is a hidden gun closet right there,” he said, pointing.
Agent Morris stared at him with a blank expression.
Then, “What?”
Brett moved to the bookshelf and flipped books onto the floor until he found what he was looking for. When he did, he let out an, “Ah-ha!” He pulled the lever, released the catch, and swung the bookshelf out of the way to reveal a well-stocked room full of weapons. It was an extensive collection to be sure.
Brett then turned, looked right at a shocked Agent Ainsly and said with a grin, “One day, when you grow up, you can do amazing stuff like this too.”
Agent Morris looked on, dumbfounded. “Holy…” he trailed off.
Brett stepped into the hidden room to look over the weapons in closer detail. They all had numbers. No serial numbers had been removed. The room was definitely something a hitman would have. But filling it with legal weapons was not something a hitman would do with it.
“Agent Morris,” he said. “You’re going to want to run these numbers, but I’ll bet they are all legal.” Brett then turned to Ainsly who was still staring open-mouthed at the hidden room.
“Alright, Marine, take me to see our boy.”
It was a short drive into town where the small clinic sat.
By the time they arrived, Brett had received email briefs from his secretary on Mr. Slaughter’s financials and background. He had also been emailed another copy of the subject’s 201-file and confirmed that his military past was, at least, the truth.
The financial report spelled out how the man could afford a huge piece of property and a vast collection of guns at such a fairly young age. Apparently, the man was a wizard at options trading. He had entered the markets with very little fanfare, but by the end of six months, he was effectively doubling his money every week. By the end of the first year, he doubled it at a slower rate due to investment restrictions, but Slaughter was still killing it. While the activity report said he was no longer investing at nearly the rate that he was, Slaughter still had a number of longer-term strategies that were continuing to grow his wealth. In short, the guy was loaded. But it begged the question: why wasn’t he sitting on Wall Street somewhere in a nice corner office?
The brief on Slaughter’s background was a story in tragedy and gave a clue on why the man might choose a hermit’s
lifestyle. Losing his wife and two children in a home invasion was a sad one indeed. However, the idea that someone could have been attacked by multiple gunmen on two separate occasions was, at the very least, an extreme coincidence. It certainly pointed to Mr. Slaughter being something other than what he had at first seemed. To the FBI, and to Brett, it looked like the man had an opportunity to frequently make criminals angry and become the subject of retribution. Brett would need an even deeper analysis on Slaughter’s financials and that would take time, but his past and financial history sure did seem to set off red flags that the man was really someone else.
The clinic was a diminutive single-story building in an equally tiny town. It was nothing more than two double-wide portable buildings connected in the middle by a small lobby area.
The sign out front suggested it was an annex to a larger hospital system. Because of his concussion, Mr. Slaughter was being held here instead of a temporary cell at the Sheriff’s Office. How the man got that concussion was something Brett would have to ask about. The reason was not listed anywhere in any of the files he had acquired so far.
When they pulled up, Brett checked his watch. It was 10:34 AM. He was tired and hungry. As soon as he got done here, he would need to take care of both of those issues. He pulled his phone out and instructed Agent Ainsly to wait for him in the Lobby as he needed to make a personal call to his wife for a moment. The former Marine quickly complied. As Ainsly headed inside, Brett speed-dialed his secretary instead. He was going to need a full financial background on someone else as well.
Chapter 15: Abbi
DJ had a long time to think by the time two more FBI Agents showed up in his room, and he had come to a few conclusions. None of which had anything good in store for him.
For one thing, he was likely going to be charged with murder.
After all, he had ample opportunity to flee when he had killed the five guys at the entrance to his canyon. Instead, he chose to march back up to his house and attack the others. Some states have what they call a ‘Stand Your Ground’ law that affords protections to those that defend themselves with a gun. It basically says that if a chance to retreat presents itself, you are not required by law to take it. You don’t have to run.
Colorado was not a state that had this law. According to their law, if you can run away, you are required to. State prosecution history suggested that this was rarely enforced, but DJ’s situation was a far cry above the norm.
Understanding the law as it pertained to guns and self-defense was something that had been covered in his Concealed Carry Class. It was information disseminated to the applicants in order to obtain a gun permit. Not running away when he had the chance was one reason DJ was in trouble, and why he was confined to this clinic and watched by two Deputies.
Additionally, he now knew who Soul Patch was. Mason Kaiser was the son of the biggest crime boss in this state.
Probably a few others as well. DJ learned this when the first FBI Agents came to visit. They called him Big Chuck. This was the second reason he knew he was in trouble. Big Chuck was going to be a little ticked when he learned DJ had killed his son. It was unlikely the gangster was going to let this go. Big Chuck would send someone to kill DJ. Either here or in jail, DJ was going to marked for death at any cost. He was certain of it.
The first set of FBI Agents had asked him a bunch of questions and made him tell his story twice. Not wishing to volunteer anything to help prosecutors push a case against him, DJ had intentionally lied about how he had killed them all and the order in which it had happened. He told them he couldn’t remember much of the details, blaming it all on his concussion.
DJ wasn’t sure how much defense he would be afforded due to
the concussion he had been diagnosed with, but it was his only strategy at the moment.
When the first set of agents left, they handcuffed him to his hospital bed, which was the third and final reason he knew that he was in trouble. From the line of questioning he had received from the first set of Agents, DJ was sure that they thought he might actually be connected to the Kaiser Crime Family somehow. And that was why he sat shackled to the bed.
To pound home the fact that DJ was neck-deep uh-oh, a second set of Agents had just walked into his hospital room to ask him even more questions. This must be the ‘A’ team, DJ
thought. These were the ones who the FBI chain of command deemed experienced with interrogation enough to wring the truth out of him. On their arrival, DJ sat up in bed and tried pulling the stupid hospital gown he was wearing around him even more. His clothes had been taken from him because they were now considered evidence. All he had to cover himself was this idiotic robe. In the age of modern medicine you would think they would come up with a clothing choice that allowed you to retain some of your dignity, he thought. Apparently not.
The first agent to enter was obviously the one in charge.
He seemed entirely sure of himself and was older. He looked to be in his late thirties or early forties. The second much younger one with the high and tight haircut seemed awkward and a little nervous. It was easy to peg the second as a rookie.
“Hello, Mr. Slaughter,” the first one spoke. “I’m Agent Foster, and this is Agent Ainsly. I know you’ve already been asked a million questions but I have a few more for you.” Foster zeroed in on the bandage wrapped around DJ’s head and pointed.
“What happened there?”
“I was shot in the head,” DJ said flatly.
Agent Foster winced at the notion. “Ouch! How are you not dead?”
DJ pointed at his head with his free hand. “Steel plate.
Got it in Iraq. Deflected the bullet.”
“Lucky. How many stitches?”
“None yet. The wound is still open. They’re scheduled to take me to an actual hospital this afternoon for an MRI and to make sure they don’t need to replace the plate.”
“So that’s how you got the concussion?”
DJ tilted his head to one side and looked at him in frustration. “No. I got the concussion from telling the same story three times. Once to the Sheriff and twice to the FBI. And look, now here you come wanting me to tell repeat the same story all over again. Well, you and your monkey in training, here,” he gestured at Agent Ainsly, “can turn your little suits around and go back to wherever you came from. I am done with telling stories. As soon as I’m granted my constitutional rights to an attorney, you can direct all questions to them.”
Foster shrugged nonchalantly. “You sure you want me to leave? Because I have no intention of making you tell the same story all over again. In fact, I am not even attached to the other group that already talked to you. I am here because I think I can help you out.” Agent Foster appeared to think about it a moment, then, “Well, maybe.”
DJ stared at the agent for a moment. Hearing the claim made him a little curious. He was sure this was some sort of tactic, of course, but now he kind of wanted to see where this was going to go. “OK, Mulder, just exactly how can you help me out?”
Agent Foster laughed out loud and turned to the younger agent standing a step behind. “Did you hear that, Marine? He called me Mulder. I guess that makes you Scully.” Foster turned back to DJ and nodded with a broad grin. “You know, that was pretty funny. Ten years in the FBI and I have never heard that before. First time ever. Very original and funny stuff.” He shook his head in mock amazement. “X-Files reference. That was great!”
Agent Ainsly spoke up. “What’s a Mulder?”
Both men gave Ainsly a dead-eyed look. Shaking his head, Agent Foster turned back to DJ and asked, “You see what I have to work with? Tell you what. I can see you’re cranky, what with being shot in the head and all. I get it. I totally do. So, before this escalates further and I do something I’ll probably regret, like grab you up by your fuzzy face and shake the teeth out of your head, I am going to leave you for a few hours and give you a chance to calm down.
“See, I was in Dallas working another case when I got called to come deal with you. I’ve been awake entirely too long, and I am starving to death. So, I am going to check into this little motel I saw, and then I am going to stop by this nice little diner on the edge of town and get a bite to eat. Oh, wait. I can’t.
SOMEBODY KILLED THE OWNER!” he ended, shouting at DJ and pointing a finger in the direction of the diner.
Foster turned and stormed out of the room with a shocked Agent Ainsly hastily following behind. DJ could hear the lead agent agitatedly ask a Deputy in the hallway what time DJ was supposed to be transferred. The deputy replied they were scheduled to take the prisoner themselves around 3 pm, after a final exam by the nurse practitioner in charge of the clinic.
“I’ll be back then,” Foster replied. “Don’t transfer him until I get back,” he barked at the Deputies.
Unlike the other Agents DJ had talked to, this one was…
different. If it weren’t for the fact this guy was likely going to throw him into a prison somewhere, DJ would have liked him.
He was famished. He hadn’t eaten since yesterday morning and he was feeling sick to his stomach. Likely not from the concussion, but rather from lack of food. He hit the call button attached to the bed. After a minute, the nurse responded by coming into the room.
DJ looked at her with pleading eyes “I’ll give you a thousand dollars if you find me a sandwich.”
__________
At roughly 2 pm, the clinic’s only worker, the NP, checked DJ over and pronounced him fit for travel. Since he still had no clothes, she had given him a set of blue scrubs and a pair of one-size-fits-all hospital slippers. He had now only to wait for Agent Foster and his sidekick to come and present their offer of help. Whatever that meant.
Somewhere in the middle of the wait, a tall, slender young woman stepped into the room, closing the door behind her. She had a naturally tanned complexion with a tight black ponytail pulled back behind her. She paused at the door and her hazel eyes searched DJ over like she was trying to make up her mind about him. She was dressed in some of those stretchy jean
things that looked like jeans but functioned more like yoga pants.
She wore a gray tank top that clung tightly to her and she looked like she had a runner’s body. She was sporting a small black purse with the strap crisscrossing over her torso like one might wear to keep people from snatching it and running off. Although, she looked like she could run down anyone that tried. She was even wearing running shoes to further enhance the look. Gripped between both her hands, was a white disposable food container, the kind you might take home leftovers from a restaurant in. She stood there looking at him, with little expression on her face.
DJ stared back.
She was too young for him, obviously in her early twenties, but he found her to be quite attractive. After a moment or two, DJ could take the silence no longer. “Is there something I can do for you?”
“My name is Abbi,” she answered. “Abbi Jackson.
Henry was my Father.”
DJ bolted from the bed, the handcuffs yanking on his arm and keeping him from going further. “I am so sorry for your loss! Henry was a good man. He talked about you all the time.
Your dad saved my life. I…” He stopped talking. He suddenly had no more words. What could he say? There was nothing he could say or do to bring back her Dad. So instead, he just stood there like an idiot, his brain clawing for words, but his speech escaping him.
She spoked, “I know both of those deputies out front. I went to school with them. They’re brothers, you know? They said it was possible that you might have had something to do with my father’s death. They told me that I should leave. Said I should leave this to the FBI to sort through. I reminded them that I caught them stealing my underwear off a clothesline when they were 8 and 9. I beat them half to death with an umbrella back then. I said I would repeat it if they didn’t move out my way now. And here I am, standing in front of you, and I want to know the truth. Did you have anything to do with my father’s death?”
“I… Um… Well. I guess I did.” He dropped his gaze to the floor in shame, but not before he saw the fire that began to pop and spark in her eyes.
“Explain,” she demanded, a hard edge to her voice.
DJ paused to gather his thoughts before speaking but continued to look at the floor. At the moment, he simply couldn’t look her in the eye. “I collect guns. It’s my hobby” he began.
“The men that… did what they did. They showed me pictures of a few that I wanted to add to my collection. I arranged to meet them in a public location to buy them, but it was a setup. They jumped me. Your Dad tried to intervene. He saved my life. Had I chosen another location with more people, or had I chosen a busier time of day, or if I would have just paid closer attention to what was going on, then your father would be alive today. If I could take his place, I swear would.” DJ stopped and waited for her to make the next move.
If she chose to cuss him out, he was going to take it. If she chose to punch him in the nose, he was going to take it. He knew what it was like to lose people you are crazy about and he would do anything to spare her from those feelings. Even if it meant being beaten to death with an umbrella.
Water drops were falling to the floor to splatter on the linoleum and DJ’s hospital slippers. For a second, he didn’t understand what was going on. Where was the water coming from? And then, he realized he was crying.
Suddenly, she was there, close, hugging him, embracing the pain away. For a moment he resisted her, but then he just let go and held on to her too as they both shed tears. For a long moment, they clung to each other, each finding comfort in the other’s embrace. It wasn’t intimate in any way, despite how attractive he found her. It was just… soothing; a small bubble of quiet, temporary peace in a sea of deep hurt.
After a time, she pulled away from him and wiped her eyes on the back of her hand. She held out the white container.
“My dad told me you liked his pan-fried trout. I stopped by the diner on the way here. It’s probably not as good as he makes, but…” She gave a weak smile.
He sat it on the bed and eagerly broke it open with his free hand. Feeling like a kid at Christmas, he discovered two fish filets and some home fries, along with small plastic containers of ketchup and tartar sauce. He dove in with his one hand and devoured it in hungry gulps.
Despite his repeated pleas for someone to bring him something to eat, the small facility was just not equipped for long stays that would require food service to be provided to patients. The Deputies were on orders to stay put so they couldn’t go get anything, and the rest of their small force only consisted of one other deputy and the Sheriff himself. Plus, they were all still working his case. DJ was sure the two young men outside were nearly as hungry as he. The one nurse had finally given him an apple she had brought with her lunch around noon.
It wasn’t enough, but at least it had been something. This was real food, and he inhaled it with great enthusiasm.
Abbi was a trusting person, DJ quickly concluded. She must be the type of person that always saw the best in things.
Otherwise, she would have never gone to the trouble of preparing a meal for the man that may have been responsible for the murder of her Father. It was refreshing. In his growing cynicism of the world, he thought people like this were a dying breed.
He suddenly realized what he must look like to Abbi, standing there eating like a caveman. He stopped and looked up at her. Covering his full mouth with his free hand, he made a sheepish attempt to explain his behavior. “I haven’t eaten since yesterday morning,” he said.
She held her hands up, palms out, and shook her head.
“No worries. At least I know you won’t care how bad my cooking is.”
“If dewifuf,” he mumbled with his mouth full of food, a fry escaping from his hungry maw and dropping onto the floor.
He swallowed it down and tried again. “It’s delicious.”
She smiled and excused herself, stepping into the bathroom to freshen up. He nodded his head and busied himself with consuming the rest of the container.
Two seconds later, the room door opened again. In walked Agent Foster and his sidekick. DJ didn’t bother to politely pause in his eating. He kept stuffing his face as he looked at them.
Agent Ainsly hesitated in the open door and addressed the two deputies sitting in chairs out front. “We’re going to be here a few minutes. Why don’t you guys go get something to
eat.” Both deputies wasted no time in taking him up on his offer.
DJ could hear them both make a hasty retreat down the hallway.
Agent Foster turned towards Ainsly and seemed to consider the move by his partner. For a second, DJ thought the Agent was going to protest. Finally, the senior agent nodded and turned his attention back to DJ who was now licking his fingers from having finished the entire box. Agent Foster moved to sit in the chair near his bed while Ainsly moved over by the bathroom door on the opposite side of the room. The room door slowly swung closed. They were alone. Now, maybe DJ would learn what this Foster character was up to.
As an afterthought, DJ remembered that Abbi was still in the bathroom. He saw that door open just a sliver and imagined she was probably listening to see what she could learn. She must be eavesdropping to see if her instincts were right about DJ not being a criminal somehow involved with her father’s death. DJ
decided to not alert the agents and let her listen in. He had nothing to hide from her.
Agent Foster began. “OK, let’s see if we can start off on a better note this time. I apologize for snapping at you like that. I had me a good nap. Found me the biggest burger this town had to offer. Let’s just say I am in a much better mood.” A few feet away, Agent Ainsly had pulled out a phone and was trying to discretely answer a text. DJ shrugged, eyeballing them both. This was Agent Foster’s show. He was just here to watch, so he said nothing.
Agent Foster continued. “You see, my boss seems to think you’re some kind of elite hitman. You have a lot of money.
You live in a remote location. You have very little contact with the outside world. No family. Yet somehow, despite the fact that you have no real combat training or experience, you can shoot like a Hollywood action hero. I mean, you killed 22 guys! Do you know how seriously awesome that is?”
“It would have been 23 but the last one got away,” DJ
replied.
“Right. You gave us a description. So, you missed one.
No one’s perfect, right?”
DJ glanced over at Agent Ainsly still tapping away on his phone, seemingly not paying attention at all. “Let me ask you
a question, Mulder; do you guys have any computers at the FBI?
Anything connected to the internet? Because anybody at the FBI should be able to pull up the report of my family getting killed. It would be an easy leap to figure out why I would live a secluded lifestyle. I don’t like people.” He glared at the Agent. “How I made my money should be no secret either.”
Agent Foster pointed his finger at DJ with his reply.
“See that’s just it. It’s a perfect background. We did check you out. Thoroughly. I mean if it is a fake background, it’s one of the best ones I’ve ever seen. But then, you have to admit how it would look to someone in my profession, right? I mean to people like me, it looks like you got into the contract killing business and made someone mad. They kill your family and make you watch. Then they’re going to kill you, but you happen to luck out with the cops showing up just in time to save you.
“You can’t give up killing because you are obviously so good at it. So, you pull a job for Big Chuck. But you either blow it so he wants you dead, or he decides he needs to tie up loose ends. Either way, he sends his son to do it, but you get away courtesy of the diner owner. Another lucky break. You lead them back to your place where you plan to get one of the many guns you have hidden behind that fake wall in the back of the house and show them who’s boss. That’s right, we found your hidden armory. Nice collection, by the way. Big Chuck’s son calls in their private hit squad thinking twenty-three against one is pretty good odds, but they don’t know you’re really the reincarnation of John Wayne. So, you take them all out. Well, all of them but one. And that leads me to how I can help you out,’” he concluded.
“It’s an interesting theory,” DJ admitted. “Might make for a good movie. After all, it’s fiction. But I’ll bite. Just how can you help me out?”
“Well if you admit to being a high-level hitman and provide us some good intel that will put some seriously scary people away, we can work a deal where you get to stay out of jail and get put into Witness Protection. Say the word and I can have Federal Marshals here in an hour. I mean, think about it.
Zero jail time has to sound pretty good, right?”
DJ acted like he was really considering the offer for a moment, then said, “One problem with that. I have no evidence to turn over because I’m not a hitman. Oh, trust me, if I was, I would be rolling over like a puppy needing its belly scratched.
Witness Protection sounds awesome. Because as soon as the State of Colorado prosecutes me for not trying to run away when I had the chance and instead chose to kill every last one of Big Chuck’s private army, not to mention putting his son down like the dog he was, you and I both know it’s only a matter of time before I get a shiv in my ribs in a prison shower somewhere. I’m a marked man. He’s going to kill me one way or the other. So, yeah. Witness protections sounds awesome. I mean, I could make up some crap and string you along for a while, but in the end, I’ll just make you cranky again and you’ll toss me in jail.
No matter what choice I make, I’m still going to get shived.”
Agent Foster stood up and crossed his arms to look at him. There was a long pause, then, “I believe you.”
“You do?” DJ was shocked.
“Yes, I do. You see, I got this assignment because I am good at putting puzzles pieces together. I have a knack for seeing through the fog and pulling out the truth in a situation, and I was starting to have my doubts about our initial suspicions from the moment I met you. You just confirmed it. A contract killer would have jumped all over my offer just then. Maybe not at first, but I would have been able to look in your eyes and tell that you were going to. Because you’re correct. If you go to jail, no matter who you are, you’re probably going to die. Big Chuck’s reach is just too great. Going into hiding is not only the smartest thing to do, but it would give you the opportunity to run away from the Feds. You would slip away as soon as you could. You could go right back into the contract killing business. Probably go right after the guy that got you into all this. You would just go kill Big Chuck at some later date. It’s a no brainer. It’s what I would do if I was a hired assassin.
“An honest man, however, possessing no intel on anyone to give up, has no choice but to risk prison. An honest man can’t even make something up to wedge himself into the deal. You just have nothing to offer. So, just purely from a logical standpoint, I believe you. I can tell you’re smart enough to put
all that together fast enough to give me a quick answer, too. But despite that, my super-powered agent skills are telling me that you’re being truthful.
“However, you are still in trouble, and I am not sure I can help at all if you really aren’t a hired hitman. To be honest, I’m wondering if you’ll even make it to prison to get that shiv in the shower. I think Big Chuck is going to try and take you out sooner rather than later. After all, if you go into the system, there’s no guarantee that you’ll end up in a prison where he has contacts.”
Agent Foster then turned to look at his partner still tapping away on his phone. “I am wondering if former Marine, Agent Brian Ainsly, here, could give us any information on that.”
The tapping stopped, and Ainsly looked up, seemingly confused. “Sir?”
“If you’re going to take money from a mob boss, Ainsly, you shouldn’t buy a five thousand dollar watch and wear it to work.” Agent Foster gave him a knowing look.
The phone vibrated in Ainsly’s hand and he looked down to read the message.
A look of incredulity washed over Agent Foster’s face.
“I just accused you of being a mole for the mob, Ainsly. Is that text message really so important right now?”
Agent Ainsly finally looked up from his chat session. “I was just given orders,” he said.
“What orders?” Brett asked angrily.
The young Agent stepped forward, drew his weapon at the same time, and pointed it right at Agent Foster. “Hands up and turn around, sir.”
The senior Agent froze, then slowly turned around to face DJ, lifting his hands in the universal symbol of surrender.
“Um, watcha’ doing, Marine?”
“Sorry sir, I didn’t want it to go this way,” he stated. “I was only supposed to occasionally provide intel. Just look up stuff on the computer and inform them of things. No one was ever supposed to get hurt, but Big Chuck really wants this guy dead.”
“Are you really going to kill a fellow agent and an innocent man?” Agent Foster asked in a smooth even voice.
“No, sir. I’m just supposed to make you stand down.
Some of his men just pulled into the parking lot. They’re going to come take him away. They said if I didn't do this, they would kill my mom.”
DJ turned his attention to the window and the parking lot beyond. He could indeed see another car that hadn’t been there before. But it was already empty. Whoever had got out of it, would be here any second.
Brett began to try to reason with him. “Think this through, Marine. They aren’t just going to let the rest of us go.
They are going to kill you and me both. It’s not too late to stop this.”
It was then that the bathroom door opened and Abbi shot forward from her concealment. Agent Ainsly heard the movement from behind him and tried to turn to face whoever was there. That’s when DJ saw the coolest thing ever: Abbi did a round-house kick and slammed the toe of her running shoe hard against Ainsly’s temple. The agent’s head snapped around and he went out like a light, collapsing into the floor, his gun falling from lifeless fingers. She righted herself and struck the sexiest fighter’s stance DJ had ever seen.
For a moment, both of the remaining men could only stare at her. Then, with his hands still up in the surrender pose, Agent Foster turned to look at DJ and asked, “Um… Who is she?”
DJ answered with the first sarcastic thing to pop into his brain. Shrugging his shoulders, he said, “I always keep a ninja in the bathroom in case things go bad.”
Chapter 16: Send a Message DJ was on his feet. He rattled the handcuffs against the handles on the bed. “Agent Foster,” he said with earnest laced with sarcasm. “You want to cut me loose, please?”
Agent Foster motioned for Abbi to move into the far corner and out of the way. He drew his weapon and pointed it at the center of the door. “Can’t do that. Relax, this will be over in a minute. Can’t be more than two of them.” He readied himself for whoever was going to step through.
DJ whispered to try and minimize being heard from out in the hallway. “Last time Big Chuck tried to kill me, he sent in twenty guys with night vision goggles and snipers. You really think he only sent a couple of low-level thugs this time? For the love of Pete,” he pointed at the incapacitated Agent on the floor.
“He has FBI agents on his payroll.” He rattled the handcuffs again. “Now cut me loose!” He shot an exasperated look at the agent.
“Not going to happen,” The Agent repeated calmly, his full attention on the door. “And call me Brett.”
“Seriously?” DJ deadpanned back. “You’re going to choose now to go on a first-name basis?”
From out in the hallway, DJ heard the now all too familiar sound of a silenced pistol go off with a muffled clap.
Twice. He knew that the NP behind the desk in the lobby was now dead. He made another whispered plea through clenched teeth. “We… Are going… TO DIE!”
The agent didn’t move, but Abbi did. She stepped forward again, crouched over Agent Ainsly’s unconscious form and began digging through his pockets. Agent Foster shot her a quick glance and barked in a low but stern voice, “What are you doing? Get back in the corner.”
“He’s defenseless, you moron!” she whispered back.
Finding what she was looking for, Abbi tossed the Ainsly’s keys across the room. DJ caught them and frantically searched for a handcuff key. Finding it, he sprung himself loose and darted against the wall to stand next to the door.
Just in time.
The door was kicked open and DJ could just make out the end of a silencer being pointed into the room. Gunfire from the middle of the room announced that Brett had engaged whoever was holding the gun in the hallway. The agent double-tapped the target and the twin reports sent DJ’s ears ringing. The end of the barrel in the doorway vanished from DJ’s view.
DJ looked at Abbi who was still kneeling over Agent Ainsly with her hands over her ears. He pointed at the agent and snapped, “Gun!” He followed that by holding his hands out in a pleading manner. She instantly responded by reaching for Ainsly’s Glock nearby and tossed it over.
While the pistol she tossed was still in mid-flight, arcing through the room towards DJ, whoever was in the hallway hung a gun around the corner and blindly began to empty the thing in a random pattern. DJ heard Brett give a grunt and knew the man had been hit.
Like had happened in the field next to his house, the perception of time changed. DJ saw the world in startling detail.
His ability to see everything and carefully think through the issue became hyper-focused, and the ticking of seconds appeared to slow. He watched the black service weapon of the unconscious agent tumble and spin in the air. DJ was able to time it just right and snatch it from the air with the grip solidly in his hand and his trigger finger along the slide. He took one giant step into the room and launched himself face forward in a baseball player’s slide through the open doorway, rotating on his side as he went.
He was already imagining where his potential targets would be if there were more than one guy.
There was.
Two guys were standing against the wall. One was preparing to wrap his arm around the door jamb and fire into the room again. The other was standing behind him with his gun in the ready position pointing at the floor. Both were wearing bulletproof vests, DJ noted in his focused state. Both were also surprised at seeing DJ slide through the door with a gun in hand.
He used that to his advantage. DJ fired twice, dividing his shots between them, aiming at the four-inch targets that were their faces. Blood splattered on the walls behind the two and they slumped to the floor, dead.
DJ scrambled to his feet and pointed his weapon in the direction of the lobby, waiting for more to come around the corner. He knew he had just fired 9mm rounds from his gun, and not the larger .40 cal rounds that some agents still used. That meant he was holding a G17 model Glock with a seventeen-round magazine. It was one of the most popular law enforcement guns ever used. DJ owned three of them. To say he was familiar was an understatement.
Two guys dead. Fifteen rounds left.
He chanced a glance to his right into the room. Brett was covering a bullet wound on his left side just above his waist, and he sort of stood there a bit hunched over. A dark red stain was spreading outward from beneath his fingers across his starched white shirt. A pained, shocked look was engraved into his face.
Glancing further right revealed that Abbi was OK and still kneeling over the other agent. Ainsly was beginning to stir. As DJ looked on, she planted an open-palmed strike directly to the chin and the man stopped moving again.
I like her, DJ thought.
He returned his attention down the hallway and saw a shadow move. The car out front had room for four people to sit comfortably. Five if you put three people in the back seat. That meant as many as three additional would-be assassins could be lurking about. For sure, one was ahead and to the right, near the front door. He was probably readying himself to either jump out, or ambush them as they moved around the corner.
DJ had a decision to make, and with Brett now injured, DJ would have to make it for them all. They could either hole up in a room to defend themselves or attempt to get out of here. Big Chuck’s track record so far was to go over the top to make sure people were dead. It meant sending way more people than were needed to get the job done. There were probably more killers on the way or hiding nearby and watching the building.
DJ decided that getting out of here as fast as possible was the best course of action. If he didn’t have Abbi and a wounded FBI agent to concern himself with, then he might have chosen to stick around and see this through. He was tempted to do it, anyway.
Speaking of Agent Foster, DJ needed to do something to fix the bullet wound as soon as possible. They were standing in a clinic, after all. But he wasn’t going to have time to really do what needed to be done. He had to improvise for now.
DJ snapped an order at Abbi, whispering as loud as he could, but still focused down the hallway, on the watch for the next killer to step around the corner. “Abbi, take the tie off the guy you knocked out. Tie it around Brett’s waist. Tight. Make sure to cover the wound when you do. Fast as you can.” She nodded and set about her task.
Ahead, the shadow stepped around the corner and became a man. DJ was ready for him and placed a bullet just left of the man’s nose. The target’s head jerked back and down he went. The poor guy never got off a shot.
Fourteen rounds left. A possible two more people waiting for them.
Abbi finished up and DJ gave her another order. “The other agent should have one or two more mags for this gun along his waist. Take them and put them in your back pocket.”
“They aren’t pockets,” she said. “Just decoration.”
“Purse then. Quickly! Then help Agent Foster here and follow me.” She did as instructed and gathered up two spare mags, tucking them away. She then moved over to Brett who had rapidly turned pale, Brett put his left arm around her shoulders.
They proceeded down the hallway toward the entrance. At the corner, DJ checked the white linoleum floor for a shadow being cast from the front door, an indication that someone else was waiting for them. Seeing nothing, he popped his head around the corner and then back again, quickly. The coast was clear.
Instead of leading them through the front entrance, DJ
crossed the lobby to the other extension of the building. This was where the attending room was with a small storage closet for various medications. He directed the agent to lean against an examination bed and aim towards the entrance to the room.
DJ grabbed an empty plastic bag from the wastebasket in the corner. He stuffed it with bandages, gauze, hemostatic powder for clotting, disposable scalpels, antiseptic, and a pair of surgical tongs, all from a large shelving system along one wall.
He also found a wound stapler and tossed it in as well.
He quickly searched the small pharmacy closet filled with various drugs. There was a locked cabinet he was sure was filled with pain meds located in the back. He could go back to the lobby and check over the dead nurse for keys, but he figured it was too risky. He settled on just antibiotics, grabbing a large bottle of Erythromycin and adding it to the bag. Moving back to the agent, who was now sweating and in obvious pain, DJ
unbuttoned the two middle buttons of the agent’s tucked in shirt.
“What are you doing?” Brett asked through clenched teeth.
“First rule in battlefield medicine. Make your patients carry their own stuff when possible. This way you can shoot back and stay alive. Dead Corpsmen don’t do anyone any good.”
DJ winked at him while rolling up the bag of supplies and tucking it into Brett’s shirt on the opposite side of his wound.
The wounded agent shook his head. “We need to stay put. I’ll call in the cavalry.” Brett reached for his phone.
“Don’t be an idiot!” DJ shot back. “While I am sure you trust all of your fellow agents back in Dallas, you don’t know who you can trust here.” DJ snatched the phone from Brett’s weakened hands and handed it to Abbi. “Don’t let him have this.” He looked Agent Foster in the eye. “We get out of here first. Once we are safe, we can figure out what to do.”
Abbi spoke as she tucked the Agent’s phone into her sports bra underneath her tank top. “If we go out back and cross the stream, we can follow it along through the trees that way.”
She pointed east. “There’s a subdivision at the base of the mountains behind us. My parent’s house is right up against the woods. We should be able to make it all the way there without anyone seeing us. That’s if we can cross the stream without getting caught.”
DJ considered what she said. It was as good an idea as any, but he was still unsure. He moved to the window and peeked through the blinds. Anyone could be hiding anywhere.
They would be totally vulnerable if someone was watching the front and they tried to make a run for the agent’s SUV.
Then DJ spotted a 15-passenger van with tinted windows in a parking lot across the street. It wasn’t parked in a spot, but stopped sideways with the driver’s side facing him. It looked just
like the ones those soldiers arrived in yesterday. As he watched, the van started moving. It turned to make its way across the street and into the clinic’s parking lot. That certainly made up DJ’s mind. “We’re moving now,” he ordered.
He led them to the opposite side of the room to an emergency exit near the corner, Abbi helping Agent Foster along behind. DJ hoped there wasn’t anyone out back. If there were, this could be a very short trip. He kicked the door open but paused before charging through, waiting to see if someone opened up on the entrance from beyond. There was no sudden barrage of gunfire directed at the newly opened door, but there was a very startled Hispanic man with a silenced black pistol standing sideways on the walk.
The man stared at him with a shocked expression, obviously expecting his comrades to have taken care of the targets and all the loose ends inside. He had probably just been positioned back here as a guard. The man was momentarily frozen. Had he been more prepared, DJ wouldn’t have stood a chance. As it was, DJ shot from the hip and the bullet drove the guy backward off the sidewalk into the grass. DJ quickly closed in casually raising his weapon to the man’s head and pulling the trigger.
Twelve rounds left.
DJ stepped over the body and headed down the slope to the stream that ran behind the clinic. Behind him, Abbi was doing her best to help Brett down the steep grade, but there was no doubt he was struggling. DJ believed Brett was still OK from a blood loss standpoint, and he was pretty sure the wound was not immediately life-threatening, but the pain was no doubt severe.
“Suck it up, Agent!” DJ growled. “I thought you Quantico boys were supposed to be tougher than this.” He paused at the water’s edge waiting for them to catch up, simultaneously scanning for more bad guys.
Brett went down, slipping and dragging Abbi down on her butt with him. She regained her footing and pulled the agent to his feet. DJ went to the other side of Brett and wrapped the agent’s other arm around him.
The water wasn’t going to be deep, waist level at most, but the footing was going to be rough. They had to all make it across as quickly as possible before the guys in the van found them. Doing this all together seemed to be the wisest course of action. They stepped off the bank into the cold water and began to slog their way across. DJ kept turning his head to look behind him. Sure enough, about halfway across, the same emergency door opened and a man in a jean jacket stepped out looking for them. DJ let go of the Agent and wheeled around to take aim.
Both DJ and the killer fired at nearly the same time. A round passed wide of DJ and with no threat to the two behind him still splashing across the stream. DJ’s Glock let off a loud crack, alerting anyone looking for them where they were. His round also missed, but just barely. The other guy ducked back into the building, the emergency door swinging closed.
Eleven rounds left.
DJ wheeled and tried to run in the waist-deep water to catch up with his fleeing companions. When he caught them, he stopped and turned back around to take aim again. This time, two men had stepped out of the building and were on the grass at the top of the embankment. They let off a few rounds, but the distance between them had grown. DJ figured they were about seventy-five yards apart. Two hundred and twenty-five feet was an extreme distance for any pistol accuracy and the two men in the distance were hitting everywhere but their targets.
DJ, on the other hand, owned the very same Glock he was holding. The G17 was an accurate weapon in the right hands, and he routinely could hit a twelve-inch gong at one hundred yards on his range when concentrating. At fifty yards, when taking his time, he could smack a playing card eight out of ten shots. He took his time, here.
DJ knew they were wearing vests, but he needed to at least give them something to think about. He squared his feet, took a measured breath, and squeezed. The gun bucked in his hands and he was rewarded with the one in the jean jacket sitting flat down onto the grass embankment, the bullet smacking him center mass. DJ had hit right where he had aimed.
Ten rounds left.
DJ was feeling good and never more focused in his life.
So, when he took aim at the other man in the gray hoodie, he aimed a bit higher. The gun jumped in his hand again. Chunks of skull and blood flew as the round just caught the top of his target’s head.
DJ wasn’t the only one that saw his amazing shot. Three more guys had just filed through the door and were spilling out of the building behind their friend when DJ fired. They were speckled with bits of blood and gray matter from their comrade causing them to scramble in all directions.
Nine rounds left. That would keep them thinking.
He turned and sloshed after his companions who were just now scrambling into the trees on the far side. DJ made it ten more feet before the guys behind him opened fire again. This time, he just put his head down and pushed forward for the tree-line. A few more feet, and he too, disappeared into the foliage on the other side.
He found the others and they headed south, weaving their way through the pines. He let Abbi and Brett go first while he brought up the rear, pausing to look back every so often for signs of pursuit. He couldn’t hear anyone splashing through the water. The water flowing over the rocky stream bed would help to mask the sounds, but DJ had to believe they were being followed.
After about twenty-five yards, he stopped and called out to Abbi. “I need to hang back and give you guys cover. We’re moving too slow. They’ll catch us pretty quick if I don’t do something to slow them down. We’ll meet up at the house. Can you tell me where to go and what to look for?”
Abbi described the row of houses he would run into further up the stream. He would be approaching them from behind, and he was looking for the only chain-link fence with a back gate. There would be a long pole fastened to a fence post, sticking up in the air with a birdhouse on top. That would be the house he was looking for. As she described the home, DJ
couldn’t help but be impressed with her. She had been shot at and chased by multiple killers, on the run with a wounded agent and a scraggly man she had never met who was wearing nothing
more than hospital scrubs. Still, she seemed calm and unafraid by her circumstances.
When she was through explaining, DJ sent them on their way and hunkered down behind a large fir tree to watch for pursuit. Hopefully, whoever was chasing after, wouldn’t be on the lookout for an ambush.
He did not have long to wait. He saw the first one, then another, moving from tree to tree, searching. DJ wasn’t exactly blending into the surroundings dressed as he was. He couldn’t afford for them to get too close to his position. The white bandage would stand out like a beacon in the darker shadows of the trees. He would have to try and take them out now.
Using the tree as partial cover, he brought his weapon up and took careful aim. He waited until the first guy was about twenty yards away and pausing to peek around a tree. DJ
squeezed the trigger and the Glock did its job. The round passed through the middle of the man’s face.
Eight rounds left.
The other one spotted DJ and returned fire. Muffled claps spit bullets in his direction and he retreated behind the tree.
From around the edge, he spotted the man bolt from one tree to the other and DJ sent two quick shots at the shadowed form. The man let out a groan and went down, sliding face first in the carpet of pine needles under the trees. DJ put the man in his sights, stepped out from behind his cover, and started in that direction.
Six rounds left.
The figure on the ground saw him coming and tried to bring his weapon up. DJ shot him through the shoulder of his gun arm and the weapon slipped from his fingers. He continued to aim until he was standing over the man.
Five rounds left.
“Just do it,” his victim spat.
DJ placed the business end of the Glock to the center of the man’s forehead. The hot barrel started to burn and the guy flinched in pain. “Take a message back to your boss,” DJ
growled. “You tell him that I’m coming for him. You tell him that there is nowhere he can run and nothing he can do to change that. You tell him I am going to look him in the eye when I put a
bullet through his heart. Tell him he can put as many guys between him and me as he wants, but in the end, the last thing he’ll see is me looking down on him from a pile of corpses while he dies.”
On the ground next to the man was his silenced, newer Sig Sauer. It was the equivalent of the Glock he had in his hand.
While he dearly loved shooting a Glock, DJ probably liked this particular model of Sig even more. Plus, it had a silencer attached and he was certain he wasn’t going to stop shooting bad guys any time soon. DJ gathered it up. He also removed the two extra mags his enemy had on his belt.
DJ then went to the other dead one and removed both of the spare mags along his waist, as well as the magazine that was loaded in his weapon. He then tossed the gun as far as he could.
Turning back to the injured lowlife on the ground, DJ
said, “If you’re smart, after you deliver my message, you’ll make sure I never see you again.” He turned and began to trot through the trees in the direction of Abbi and the injured Agent.
In the distance, DJ could hear sirens approaching.
Someone must have reported the gunfire. There were still well-armed and trained shooters at the clinic. He hoped for the sake of the deputies hustling back there now, those men were gone by the time they arrived. Regardless, he couldn’t help them. He was now thinking of Abbi. For the sake of Henry, he had to keep her alive.
Chapter 17: Charles Kaiser Charles Kaiser listened to the voice on the other end of the phone explain their failure at killing David Slaughter yet gain. Thanks to one of their many moles in the FBI, he now knew the man’s name. As the Death Squad soldier on the other end of the line talked, Big Chuck’s grip around the phone began to tighten. When the voice on the other end delivered a personal message from Mr. Slaughter, he began to quake in anger.
His highest-ranking lieutenant, Remmick Sheckerley, the sharp-dressed black man with the diamond studs in his ears standing not too far away, slowly backed away. Remmick had witnessed the explosive nature of the head of the organization many times. Charles Kaiser was about to explode right now.
Seeing his lieutenant take a step back, Big Chuck entertained the idea of grabbing the tall, dark-skinned Caribbean man by his goatee and snapping his neck. But Remmi, as he was known, had been loyal and committed to him for years. It was easy to bend people to his will through fear and intimidation, but true loyalty in his profession was scarce. He would have to settle on some other direction for his rage.
Although the Mafia Boss was fifty-five, his physical appearance portrayed someone much younger. He had smooth, clean-shaven and chiseled facial features. Piercing blue eyes looked out from beneath a rich head of coal colored hair, styled by a $600 haircut. And, he was Olympian in both size and stature. To put it simply, Charles Kaiser was a giant of a man. He stood at six feet eight inches and was covered in boulders of muscles from his ears to his toes. Extremely health-conscious, he followed a rigid exercise routine, focusing mainly on anything to do with extremely heavyweights. Running was looked on with disdain, and he had little to do with things that focused on
“getting toned”. Instead, he concentrated on anything involving brute strength and power. He was as large and hard-surfaced as the weights he worked out with. When the head of the Kaiser crime family walked into a room, he wanted to be the largest thing in it in every sense of the phrase.
He was standing in a sort of conference room on the fourth floor of an aging building, his back to an enormous oak
table nearly twenty feet long. He used it to conduct business meetings with various leaders, both within and without his organization. The room was really nothing more than a brick-lined, partitioned off section of a gigantic warehouse.
It was part of a large, multi-warehouse complex in North Denver. His men liked to call it “The Keep”. It was a vast maze of interconnected buildings, both old and new, that sprawled their way along the South Platte River. It was nearly impervious to electronic snooping by the feds because of all of the steel and contained a number of hidden pathways into, and out of the place. It was the vast nerve center of his entire empire.
Charles hung up the phone and tucked it inside the breast pocket of his hand-tailored, three-piece silk suit. He turned around, raised his arms above his head, balled his fists together, and brought them down like twin sledgehammers into the middle of the massive table. He felt the wood give slightly and heard it pop as the supports splintered under the blow. Somehow, it managed to stay together.
The darker side of him wanted to continue destroying the table and the rest of the room. Only destruction could sate his fury. He closed his eyes and made himself pause. With effort, he shoved the darker part of himself into the background. He needed a focused mind to see his way through the current situation. Standing, he turned around and straightened his clothes. He bent his head over towards his shoulder, first left, then right, and cracked his neck.
Remmi backed off even further.
After adjusting his tie, Charles spoke in measured tones.
“Bring in Mr. Francheski.”
Remmi quietly obeyed and moved at once to open one side of the double doors located against the far wall. Saying nothing, he motioned to someone outside the door and Pete Francheski entered. There was fear in the young man’s steps as he timidly drew closer to stand before him. Charles could tell it was everything the young man could do just to look him in the eye.
Pete cleared his throat before speaking “Sir, you have every right to want to kill me, but I know the only thing that will
bring you any comfort over the loss of your son, is the death of the man that took his life.”
Charles displayed no emotion as he answered. “If you could have killed him, he would be dead. Instead, you have failed me. You failed my son that you were sworn to protect with your life.”
“Yes sir, I did” Pete took a step closer as he continued.
“But I can still do the next best thing. I can make your son’s killer come here to you. Without any more loss of valuable men.
I promise I can get him to walk in here and kneel at your feet like a lamb for slaughter.”
Charles paused before replying, considering the man’s promise and attempt to avoid retribution. “And please tell me, just how can you perform this magic trick, Mr. Francheski?”
Pete quickly reached into his jacket pocket. Remmi took a step forward, placing his hand on the silver Beretta at his side, and Pete froze. Big Chuck held up a hand to call off his lieutenant. Remmi dutifully nodded and silently retreated.
Slowly this time, Pete removed a crumpled, white envelope and held it up. “This,” he said, “is a letter from his in-laws. Based on the contents you can read for yourself, they are the last remaining family he has. I would bet he would do anything to keep them safe. Take them hostage, and he will walk in here and present himself to you. Their address is right on the outside.” Pete’s posture had straightened as he talked, convinced that this revelation would save his life. Charles could see it in his eyes.
Big Chuck reached up and took the envelope and inspected the outside. He could read the hand-written return address on the front. Opening it, he unfolded the letter to scan through the contents. It appeared the young man was correct. His assumption that Mr. Slaughter would give up his life as forfeit to keep them safe was likely true as well. Charles nodded in agreement as he returned the letter to the envelope and tucked it into his inside coat pocket. He smiled. “Well done, Mr.
Francheski. You have saved yourself from hours of unbearable torture.” He laughed aloud at his own joke.
Pete gave a nervous half-grin and seemed unsure of how to respond. Charles let Pete sit there in his uncertainty for a
moment, then reached out and grabbed him by the neck. Big Chuck hauled Pete off of the ground with one mighty arm. The young man’s feet kicked and Pete desperately clawed at Big Chuck’s fingers trying to free himself. His face rapidly transitioned from the pale white of fear to the deep purple of asphyxiation. Pete’s eyes bulged a bit from the pressure. With his free hand, Big Chuck reached into the folds of his suit and produced an enormous, black 50AE caliber Desert Eagle pistol.
He placed it against the forehead of Pete and pulled the trigger.
The entire top of his head was obliterated and turned into flying bloody bits. Remmi, standing to one side, and seeing what was coming, barely got his hands over his ears before the big canon went off.
The concussion of the gigantic weapon rattled the large wall of windows that made up one side of the room with such force, that Big Chuck thought some of the panes might break.
Behind him came a loud snapping noise, though not nearly at the volume of the huge pistol. The gigantic oak table finally gave way, cracking cleanly through the middle and collapsing with a reverberating crash onto the aging floor.
Big Chuck relaxed his fingers and watched the empty husk of Pete Francheski fall to the worn concrete. Then, he held out his hand towards Remmi, waiting for the man to respond to his silent request. The man reached into his coat and pulled forth a silk handkerchief, handing it over for the big man to wipe his hands free of the blood from Pete.
“Clean this mess up,” Charles ordered calmly. “And get me a new table.” The Caribbean man set about doing just that, walking to the door and issuing orders to invisible forms on the other side.
Charles walked to the opposite end of the room, opened an identical set of ancient-looking double doors, and stepped into the expansive office. On the same outside wall that mirrored the conference room were floor to ceiling warehouse styled windows with perfect square panes just like the conference room. On the far end sat a regal desk that was as impressive in its carved detail as it was in its size. Of course, anything designed and meant for Charles Kaiser had to be large and impressive.
Not too far away from the desk stood a giant fireplace. It was a late addition to the decor in order to make the fourth-floor room of the warehouse seem warmer and more inviting. In front of it were arranged a matching overstuffed leather couch and four huge chairs.
Next to the fireplace was a large wooden bar with an impressive collection of whiskeys, scotches, and other various spirits in crystal decanters. Charles did not drink, however. He believed it impaired judgment and left one vulnerable to mistakes and weak before one’s enemies. The purpose of the bar was to make guests feel at ease and comfortable, so as to make them more pliable to coercion. Some people performed better through the use of a carrot rather than the stick. The ornately carved bar was nothing more than a means to that end. It was just another tool for Charles to get people to do what he wanted.
He took only a few steps into the room, onto a waiting sheet of plastic, and stopped in front of a sizable Persian rug covering most of the floor. There, he stripped off his now bloodied suit until he was wearing nothing at all. Stepping onto the rug, he crossed over near his desk. To one side was a gigantic wardrobe. In it, were stored more suits, undergarments, and handmade shoes from Italy.
As he stood in front of the wardrobe, unabashed in his nakedness, he called over his shoulder to Remmi. “See that those are burned. Right on the concrete outside the windows. Have them laid out so I can see them from up here.” On the other side of the glass, four stories below, was a large space surrounded by more warehouses. He wanted to make sure all of his clothes were destroyed so no evidence of his murderous act was left to point to him. Some things he could trust to his surrogates. Some things needed to be overseen personally. A good CEO of any successful organization knew when to become personally involved in the management and when to delegate responsibility.
As he dressed, he considered what he must do now. He could not give up his quest to make Mr. Slaughter pay for killing his son. This was not something he could retreat from. To not follow through on that would be to demonstrate impotence to those who must be made to both respect and fear him.
The DS soldier he had just conferred with on the phone made sure to inform him they had killed the FBI informant, Brian Ainsly, as planned. Big Chuck could not have afforded to have that loose end out there providing evidence against him. He hated to lose any assets, but Mr. Ainsly had outlived his usefulness. At least that loose end had been tied up, he thought.
Besides, there were still plenty of other agents working for the Kaiser regime.
Charles thought about the leverage the late Pete had provided him. It would indeed provide perfect influence over Mr. Slaughter, but the man was now in the protection of another FBI Agent, an outsider whom Big Chuck did not know. This newcomer to his territory presented a problem. Ainsly had said the man’s name was Brett Foster, out of the Dallas office. Agent Foster would never allow Mr. Slaughter to just hand himself over. And Charles would have difficulty in even reaching Mr.
Slaughter to give him his terms. Plus, Big Chuck needed to be sure any plan he put into motion was not going to point back to him. Mr. Foster was supposed to have died right along with everyone else. Now, any plan of attack Charles followed would have to include this other agent as well.
In addition, there was now a girl added to the equation.
Who was she? Where did she come from? Was she just a passerby? It was unknown, at this time. Chances are, she was just some nurse working at the clinic that Slaughter and Foster were able to rescue.
Big Chuck’s DS operative had stated it appeared the escaped agent Foster was injured. How extensive were those injuries? Would the man seek medical attention? Would he reach out to other agents in Dallas? Or, would he make the mistake of reaching out to the corrupted Denver office?
And then there was the threat that Mr. Slaughter had made, saying he was coming for Charles. Was it just an anger-filled threat with no possible plans to back it up? Probably.
Slaughter would have to get away from his FBI protector in order to follow through on any threat. It was also unlikely the man knew very much about Charles Kaiser’s organization or how to find him.
There was simply no pathway forward without additional information.
He strolled over to the window and looked down into the courtyard below. There, two men had placed his bloody clothing into small piles and were pouring gasoline over them. When they had completed their task, they turned their heads upward toward the windows, seeking their boss’s approval. Those below spotted him standing in the wall of windows. He gave them a thumbs-up.
One of them tossed a lit cigarette into the pile and it went up with an audible woosh that could be heard all the way up to where Charles now stood. He watched as the flames burned up any evidence of his crime while he finished his dressing, tying his tie.
“Remmi,” Charles said to the figure he knew was standing dutifully behind him. “Get me everything you can on this Agent Foster.”
Chapter 18: Leverage
So, Henry had married a white girl, DJ thought to himself. He realized in today’s society that just the acknowledgment of that fact was often considered racist, but it was the first thing that went through his mind when he saw Henry’s wife for the first time. Despite his many conversations with Henry at the diner, and despite the several jars of pickles he had consumed made by her hand, the fact that Henry’s wife was white just never came up. Not that DJ cared one way or the other, he had simply assumed she was black only because Henry was black. Or African American. Or whatever terminology was considered socially acceptable at the time. But it did explain why Abbi was of a lighter complexion.
He could only imagine what Mrs. Jackson thought when her daughter came dragging in a wounded FBI Agent, followed by a soaking wet, unshaven, scruffy-looking guy in hospital scrubs and a bandage around his head. For her part, Mary Jackson seemed to take it all in stride. She seemed convinced that her daughter had a perfectly good reason for all of this. At least that was the look she wore on her face when they came stumbling through the sliding glass door at the back of the house.
DJ could see were Abbi got her pragmatic approach to life. Abbi had not lost her mind and crumpled to the floor of the clinic when all hell had broke loose. Instead, she processed the situation and acted accordingly. Mary Jackson behaved in the exact same way. She did not immediately freak out when DJ’s chaos entered her home. She remained calm and processed it, trying to determine how best to deal with it. In an often crazy world, it was refreshing to see.
Abbi set about trying to explain what was going on to her mother, while DJ led Agent Foster over to the dining table. It looked to be of sturdy construction, so DJ commanded Brett to take off his jacket and lay on top. That order got some push back by Brett.
The agent held up one hand. “I’m sure you may have seen your fair share of bullet wounds,” Brett began. “But you’re
nothing more than a medic. What I need is a doctor. Give me back my phone.”
DJ crossed his arms and scolded Brett. “You know, I thought the FBI hired smarter people than you. Let me connect a few dots for you, Mulder. The loss of blood must have made you stupid. Number one, this guy has his fingers in the FBI. Maybe not where you’re from, but he does here in Colorado. Right now, those people are using their resources to try and find you. To try and find me.” He pointed his finger at Abbi talking to her mother in the other room. “And her! If you set one foot in a hospital, they’ll know about it a few minutes later. You know as well as I, that hospitals are required by law to report all gunshot injuries, even if they’re inflicted on law enforcement personnel. You want to risk allowing Big Chuck to finish killing you off, fine! But you’re going let me haul you far away from here so you don’t accidentally get her and her mother murdered in the process.
And, since those same guys that shot you are probably combing through this entire area looking for us, that’s not going to happen any time soon.”
Brett was silent for a minute as he considered what DJ
had said. Then, “OK, you are probably right about that last part.”
DJ motioned to the table. “Now, do you want to sit here bleeding all over their house and wait until we can get you clear, or do you want to let me fix you up?”
Brett gingerly climbed up on to the table. “Fine, but then you need to let me call my boss. He can bring in an army of agents and have the Director temporarily suspend the entire management team in Denver. At least until we can get a handle on this.”
“That sounds like a smarter move,” DJ said with exasperation. “Get your shirt off and pull your pants down some.” Calling over his shoulder, he said, “Ladies, whatever you do, don’t call anyone. Especially the cops. We don’t know who we can trust just yet. And Mrs. Jackson, can I get some old towels? I’m afraid I’m about to mess up your kitchen.”
Mary gathered up the towels as requested and brought them to the kitchen while DJ laid out the supplies he brought from the clinic. When she set the towels down, DJ paused to take her hands and look in her eyes. “Your husband was a good man.
This was my fault. If I wouldn’t have chosen his parking lot to meet those guys that tried to rob me, he’d still be alive. I simply cannot tell you how sorry I am.”
“He liked you, you know?” She looked up at him. Her eyes were red from crying and she looked exhausted. “Henry said he could tell that you were wounded.” She tapped a finger above DJ’s heart. “Right there. He figured you probably lost someone close to you and was just trying to figure out how to make it through. I told him just last week to invite you over for Sunday dinner sometime. Said it was time I met the guy that kept eating all of my pickles.”
DJ couldn't help but smile at that. He turned then and set to work on Brett. In order to relieve some of the tension in the room while he worked, he spoke to Abbi. “Your dad said you were going to school?” As DJ examined the wound closer, he discovered the bullet had expanded and stopped somewhere in the middle of Brett’s torso. The agent had been shot by a suppressed round. If you really wanted a suppressor to do the best job it could to make a firearm as quiet as possible, then you needed to use slower rounds that didn’t break the sound barrier.
The slower speed combined with an expanding hollow point had kept the round from punching a hole cleanly through Brett’s body.
Abbi nodded. “Yeah. I’ve been going to school for Computer Engineering. But I’m not sure if I can go any further, what with Dad no longer around. Someone will need to keep the diner going. Even if this hadn’t happened, I am not sure if I could have continued. I’ve kind of hit a snag.”
The wound had stopped most of its bleeding, but that was going to be short-lived. DJ knew what he was about to do would kick the bleeding into high gear. He worked to clean the area around the wound, pouring some of the disinfectant over the entrance itself. Brett sucked wind from the stinging in response.
“Why do you mean?” DJ asked, pausing to turn her direction.
Abbi hesitated and seemed unsure of how to proceed.
Finally, she looked at her Mother. “I was accepted to MIT.”
This good news proclaimed by her daughter at such a bleak time after losing Henry the day before, brought about an
immediate change to Mrs. Jackson’s demeanor. She brought both of her hands to her mouth. “Oh, Abbi! Henry would be so proud of you!” She wrapped her arms around her daughter in a happy embrace and began to cry for a whole new reason.
“Wait a minute,” DJ said. “Why would being accepted to MIT be considered a snag?”
“Well, Dad was paying for my schooling. The cost to go to MIT is practically a year’s salary for most people, especially by the time you factor in room and board. That doesn’t even consider the cost of books and miscellaneous expenses. I managed to get part of that covered by scholarship, but there is no way we could ever afford to cover the rest.”
Mary was having none of it. “We’ll find a way!” her mother blurted. “You have to go. You just have to.”
“I agree,” DJ said. “I’ll cover the rest.”
“What?” Abbi looked at him stunned.
“I’m loaded,” DJ stated simply. “What else do I have to spend my money on? Besides, your dad saved my life. It’s the least I can do. It would be my honor.” He then turned back to Brett like he hadn’t said anything out of the ordinary.
Brett cleared his throat with sarcasm. “I hate to interrupt everyone’s plans for the future, but what exactly is the plan for me right now? I’d like to not bleed to death while you start picking out curtains for her dorm room.”
DJ held up the thin surgical tongs he had commandeered from the clinic and flashed an evil grin. “I’m going to follow the wound track with this, grab the bullet and pull it out. Looks like it missed anything important. I don’t smell any bowel from the wound, so the odds it missed any intestine is pretty good. If it did, when we get you to a real doctor later, they can go in and stitch it up. Oh, and then I am going to staple the wound.” He finished by holding up the medical stapler.
Brett went white and grimaced as DJ talked. “That all sounds horrible.”
DJ held his grin and nodded in agreement. “It absolutely will be since you won’t be sedated. I anticipate lots of screaming in your future. If you’re lucky, you’ll pass out.”
“Your bed-side manner is terrible,” Brett spat.
DJ shrugged. “What can I say. I don’t like you. You were going to leave me chained to a bed defenseless back there.”
DJ then turned back to both Jackson women. “I don’t suppose you have any prescription pain medication lying around?”
“Actually,” said Abbi. “Mom had hip surgery last year, and they gave her oxy. There’s still some left.”
DJ turned to Brett and said, “She really keeps helping you out. You’re going to owe her big time after this. We’ll give you some of that oxy and wait thirty minutes before doing this.
Maybe you won’t pass out after all. A shame, really. I was looking forward to that.”
The prescription bottle instructed Mrs. Jackson to take one pill every four hours. DJ gave him three. In thirty minutes, Brett was pretty baked.
DJ used the scalpel to cut a slot across the bullet wound and give the surgical tongs an easier entrance. Brett winced and groaned, but at least the pain was more tolerable for him. Abbi helped DJ by handing him things and wiping away the blood.
She seemed totally unfazed with seeing the blood or watching him work. Most people witnessing something like this for the first time balked at what could be considered as gruesome. She didn’t. He continued to be impressed by her. Henry had an awesome young lady for a daughter.
While he worked, he talked to Brett to both keep the man’s mind focused on anything else and to learn as much as possible about Big Chuck’s operation. Brett, inebriated as he was, didn't see the need to hold anything back. Besides, there didn’t seem to be anything Brett had learned in his research on the way in from Dallas that would have been considered sensitive in nature.
DJ learned that Big Chuck’s real name was Charles Kaiser and the FBI had been investigating him for almost two decades. Six times, the gangster had been formally charged for his crimes. The criminal’s high-paid lawyers had no problem with getting him off well before the cases ever went to trial. DJ
discovered just how diverse and immersive Big Chuck’s organization was. It stretched across multiple states and involved both legal and illegal businesses. It explained how the man was able to afford such a well-equipped private army.
DJ also learned that Big Chuck had a total of three sons who had been given control over parts of the business. What it did not explain, was exactly why Mason Kaiser had been involved in such a basic robbery attempt that should have been left to people far lower in the pecking order. He voiced that confusion to Agent Foster
“I don’t get that either,” Brett said. “It’s something we may never find out.”
“I also don’t understand,” DJ said, “how they can communicate with each other and you guys can’t intercept any of those conversations. I mean, you can’t tell me the FBI has never been able to get a subpoena to issue wiretaps.”
“We have them now,” Brett responded. “But it’s as if no one talks on the phone. I could see some conversations being handled by burner phones, but the organization is too big to have everyone rotate through burners every few days. They’re using some other form of communication but we’ve never been able to figure out what it is.”
Abbi, who had been standing away with her mom and listening on, chimed in matter-of-factly. “Oh, that’s easy.”
Both men looked at her, DJ pausing in his digging with the surgical tongs.
She continued. “You build an app. The app would have its own contacts list outside of the one built into the phone. Then, it directly connects to whoever you want to speak with through the internet using a VPN, or virtual private network. Kind of like video-chatting a friend, but way more secure. The data is digitized and turned into packets of ones and zeros. The app would also encrypt the information, locking it down even more.
It would be next to impossible to hack unless you were using the app yourself. Plus, if you ever needed to speak to someone you didn’t have a contact for, someone outside the network, it would have its own dialing mechanism to make phone calls. The far end of the call could be hacked in on, but the sending end would be completely secure.”
“How sure of this are you?” Brett asked her.
“One hundred percent. I’ve already built one for a hacking club I belong to. Every hacker's group is already using these types of apps. It’s their way to make sure the NSA isn’t
listening in on their conversations. They tend to be a paranoid bunch.”
“You’re kidding me,” Brett stated.
She shook her head. “No. Piece of cake. It’s Hacking 101. The trick, in Big Chuck’s case, would be to make sure the Feds never got a hold of a phone with the app. So, you limit who has a copy of it. You know, your management types. Secondly, if any of them get arrested, because it takes so long to actually process people when they get grabbed, you can remotely wipe the phone and delete the app. It’s probably why none of your geeks at the FBI have ever discovered it. It’s deleted remotely before they ever break into the phone.”
DJ asked a question, knowing it would make him sound incredibly naive. "How did they get something like that through an app store?” DJ asked.
She laughed at him. “You can’t find something like that in an app store. We’re talking about a sophisticated piece of software. You have to hack the phone and install it directly. It violates the warranty on the phone, but I am sure your everyday criminal empire isn’t really concerned with that.”
Brett kept his eye on DJ probing his abdomen with the tongs. “If that’s true, we’ll never be able to listen in,” he said.
DJ corrected the agent with glee. “Oh yes, we will.” He carefully removed the tongs and held up the bullet for all to see.
“I took Mason’s phone off of him and hid it before you guys handcuffed me in that hospital room. I figured I could use it later to find out who the guy really was. I didn’t count on the feds trying to send me to prison, however. I have it stashed in the kitchen cabinets at my house.”
“First of all,” Brett said. “Are you kidding me? Did you really think to track down whoever he was connected to on your own? Secondly, how can that help us now? She just said they can wipe the phone remotely,” Brett reminded him.
“To answer your first question,” DJ said, “I absolutely have no faith in law enforcement’s ability to keep me safe.
Especially not after these guys appeared to be so well equipped. I mean, whoever was behind them was obviously powerful and well connected. Secondly, my house is off the grid. I have both solar and wind power for electricity.”
Brett shrugged. “So what? What does going green have to do with anything?”
DJ smiled. “Simple. There’s an electrical cabinet and a bank of batteries in a room off the kitchen. You can’t get a cell phone signal within thirty feet of that thing. Too much interference.”
Brett smiled back. “So, it should still have the app loaded on it.”
“Wow,” DJ replied with sarcasm. “You really do have the ability to see through the fog and put together puzzle pieces.
I’m impressed.”
DJ finished patching Brett up and then decided to change out his own bandage. Looking in the bathroom mirror, he could see that it was already starting to knit together and heal.
Because it wasn’t stitched, however, it was going to leave a nice scar in a perfect little “V” near his hairline above his right eye.
Instead of wrapping his head again, he opted for a large adhesive patch that barely covered the wound. It was the equivalent of a large Band-Aid.
Mary assembled some clothes for both him and Brett.
The garments were donations that Mr. Jackson collected at the diner. His wife, in turn, sorted through and found the ones in the best condition, and then found people in need to give them to through their church. She had several black garbage bags full in the garage. She found jeans and tennis shoes for both men, along with socks from her husband’s collection. For shirts, she gave them a couple of brand new, gray T-shirts that advertised her church’s youth group. They were emblazoned with reflective red lettering that read “Relentless Youth.”
After changing, DJ came out of the bathroom to see that Abbi had also changed out of her wet clothes as well, although this new outfit looked a lot like the last one. Apparently, she had a style of dress that she preferred, tight and athletic. Almost too tight. DJ was having a hard time averting his eyes.
With a fresh set of clothes provided and feeling pretty good thanks to being dosed up on oxycontin, Brett decided to call his office and rally the cavalry. He filled in his boss on all of the details since arrival. He explained his belief that DJ was not a high-level contract killer, just a man that happened to be a skilled
shooter. DJ had been backed into a corner and decided to fight back. Brett told him about the corruption of the FBI at the Denver Field Office. Brett explained how he wasn’t sure how deep the corruption went. It would be impossible, until a proper investigation had been conducted, to trust anyone from that group. Any secretary, analyst, or agent could be funneling information to Big Chuck. He explained how they even had a working theory on how the organization had been secretly communicating.
Brett’s boss declared this was going to require Director level involvement. He instructed Brett to talk to no one and to stay put. They were to stand fast until Tim Neville had conferred with the Director and established a solid plan to move forward.
Staying hidden was the best course of action. In the meantime, Tim would assemble an advanced team to fly in and rescue them.
But it would take time to gather a group and make the trip. The soonest a support team could arrive on location for extraction was about four hours from now.
Brett hung up with his boss and announced the plan. It was currently about 4:30 pm. They could expect a rescue no sooner than 8:30 pm, but probably later.
Mrs. Jackson nodded at the news. “Well, that means you’ll be staying for dinner,” she concluded. She set about putting together a meal for all of them. Her declaration sounded awesome to DJ. The fish filets and fries had not been enough. He was still famished.
DJ told Brett to rest and catch some sleep on the couch, He would stand watch while Mrs. Jackson made dinner. There were bad guys still looking for them, so he stayed busy walking around and peeking out of windows. While he did, Abbi followed him and they talked a bit more.
“Explain to me about this hacking club thing,” he asked her.
She laughed. “It’s not nearly as rebellious as it sounds.
We don’t hack into governments and distribute their secrets all over the internet. We just look for sites that look challenging and see if we can break-in. We’ve never done anything once we do.
Well, not usually, anyway.”
“Not usually?” DJ prodded.
Abbi tilted her head to one side. “Well… it could be possible that once, completely on accident, of course, we caused a small blackout. But we fixed it. The lights were only off for maybe twenty minutes or so.”
DJ parted the blinds on a window just slightly to get a view out the side of the house. “Where was this accidental blackout?”
There was a slight shake of Abbi’s head. “I can’t pronounce it, really. It’s a city in Iran.”
Shocked at the news, DJ jerked his head towards her.
“What? You’re kidding, right?”
She grinned at him. “Maybe…”
DJ snorted at her. “OK. You got me. That was pretty good.”
Abbi beamed at him. “Hacking is what got me into MIT, though,” she said.
“Are you messing with me again?”
“Nope. The Dean of Admissions has one of those really cool, expensive, all-electric cars. You know, the kind that’s fast like a sports car, but it’s really a four-door sedan?”
“I’ve seen them,” DJ responded.
“I made a video with me explaining how society would be better served with me in school getting a quality education, instead of roaming the world getting into all kinds of trouble.
Then, I hacked her car and made it play the video on the screen built into the dashboard. Made it lock the doors and autonomously drive her to work while it played. Got me a twenty percent scholarship.” Her eyes twinkled with pride.
DJ shook his head. “I’m not sure if I should be impressed or scared,” he stated.
“Both!” she declared, perching a hand on one hip and pointing at him with the other.
DJ smiled. “What about the fighting thing. Where did you learn to deliver a roundhouse kick like you did back at the clinic?”
“Dad told me a girl always has it harder in this world. A black girl has it even worse. Knowing how to defend myself was important for me to know how to do. I’ve been involved in
Karate and kickboxing since I was six. Lately, though, I’ve been training in Krav Maga.”
DJ raised one eyebrow. “Wow. Impressive.”
“Thanks,” she said.
About an hour after Brett had hung up with his boss and before they could sit down to dinner, the agent got a text message that startled him awake. He had dozed off with his cell phone resting on his chest. It went off while DJ was standing behind the couch looking out of a window, so he bent over and looked at it as well. It was a picture. Someone had sent Brett a photo of an older coupled bound and gagged in a room with duct tape over their mouth. It came from an unknown number, but DJ
recognized the couple easily.
“What the…” Brett murmured.
“Oh crap,” DJ stated with a ring of despair in his voice.
The phone buzzed again and a second image popped up on the screen. Brett sat straight up over this one. Pain rewarded the agent’s efforts and he let out a groan. The picture was of an attractive brunette. She was also bound and gagged. She looked scared to death. There was a purple-colored bruise on her cheek and she had a swollen black eye. She had obviously fought back.
“No…” Brett trailed off, weakly. A look of fear carved its way across the agent’s face. DJ didn’t recognize this person, but he could guess who it was. Brett’s wife.
A third time the phone buzzed and a satellite map image popped up with a red digital thumb tack indicating the center of a field somewhere. There was an address listed at the bottom. DJ
sat next to him to get a better look at the screen, wondering how Big Chuck could have kidnapped Cassie’s parents and Brett’s wife.
The phone buzzed a fourth time, containing a set of instructions and an ultimatum if they were not followed. It was pretty clear. DJ was to arrive at that destination by a certain time.
If he didn’t, the people in the photos would die.
So, this was how Charles Kaiser was going to beat him, DJ thought. Not in combat like a man. Not with a bullet fired from a sniper somewhere. If you couldn’t beat someone physically, you beat them psychologically. You find their weakness and apply pressure. Big Chuck had finally gotten smart
about all of this. The notorious crime lord was going to beat DJ
by using leverage. Charles Kaiser was going to make DJ simply lie down and willingly give up his own life. And Brett Foster was going to let him.
Chapter 19: Plans, Complications, & Knots
“You can’t do this,” Abbi exclaimed. “You can’t just walk in and give up. You know as well as I do they’ll still kill all three of them. You have no reason to believe The Chuckster will keep his word and let them go.”
DJ nodded his head in agreement. She was right. No doubt about it. His in-laws and Brett’s wife would still end up dead. He looked at Brett. “Is this organization really so big that they have people in both Oklahoma City and Dallas?”
Brett considered it. “I would have heard about it before now if they did,” he answered. “More than likely, they reached out and offered a contract to a local gang. We know Big Chuck has been looking for ways to expand his reach. Partnering with local gangs would be a logical first step.”
DJ found himself clenching his fists as he talked and forced himself to relax. “So, then that means they aren’t being held here in Colorado. They are being held locally where they are,” DJ stated. As he talked, he could tell that Brett had been seriously deflated. The instructions that came across Brett’s phone had stated they would know if he contacted anyone in the FBI, no matter who he called. Brett had been sitting here for the last ten minutes looking like he had been run over.
Brett looked despondently at the phone in his hand. “I’m not sure how that helps us,” he replied.
DJ crossed his arms. “Only in that it helps define the parameters. Once we know where all of the boundaries are, we can build a plan of attack.”
“Right,” Abbi practically shouted. “We need to fight back!” She stabbed her finger at Brett. “You’re a government agent for the FBI, the most well-equipped law enforcement agency on the planet. And you,” she turned her attention to DJ.
“you’re like some sort of Army, slash, Super Soldier, slash, Military Doctor Dude.”
“Actually,” DJ replied with a smile. “I was in the Navy, not the Army. And I was a Corpsman, not a doctor.”
Abbi threw her hands up. “Whatever,” Abbi said with exasperation. “I just watched you take out a half dozen guys
single-handedly, and then you pulled a bullet out of an FBI agent on my mother’s kitchen table. Point is, if the three of us work together, we can beat this guy, and rescue your in-laws and Brett’s wife!”
The sudden surprise was evident on both DJ and Brett.
They spoke at nearly the same time, and said, “The three of us?”
Mary Jackson spoke up emphatically. “Abigail! I just lost my husband and I will not lose you.”
Abbi put her hands on her hip, “It’s precisely because those thugs killed my father that I won’t be denied in helping out. Besides, I have no idea how to shoot a gun or anything like that. But what I can do, is use what I know about computers and software to help flip things around on this Cheesy-Chuck person.”
It dawned on DJ where she was going with all of this.
“You can break into the phone so we can listen in on their conversations. Maybe find out where they are holding his wife and my in-laws?”
She seemed to think about that a second, “Not exactly.
That would be a lucky shot at best. Remember when I said that only the upper management types would probably have the app on their phones?”
Brett and he nodded in unison.
“So, check this out. I can hack the app on the phone you have stashed back at your house. I can make it tell me where the main program is on the internet. You know how your phone will routinely automatically update the various apps you have loaded?” They both nodded again. “Well, there is a main program sitting out there on the internet somewhere. Normally that means an online app store. If a software coder, like me, wanted to update all the apps that have been sold, they would update the main program online. The app on your phone, every so often, will look for an update. If it sees one, it will auto-update without your involvement at all. The phone just needs to be on and connected to a cell network.”
“So how can that help us?” asked Brett.
“Once I know where the main program is, I can break into it. I will rewrite parts of it and it will auto-update every phone automatically.”
“Again,” Brett asked. “How can that help us?”
Abbi sighed. “Simple. I will write a bridge between the app and the built-in GPS on the phone. Then I will make it spit out the exact GPS location of every single phone on the network.
I can even make it tell me who’s phone it is.” Abbi was grinning ear to ear now.
DJ spoke up again. “You can make it tell me where exactly Big Chuck is and I can go kill him.” DJ realized how horrible that must sound to Mrs. Jackson. He looked at her and apologized. “Sorry, Mrs. Jackson.”
“No need to apologize, dear,” she said. “He killed my Henry. Along with a bunch of other people, more than likely. He obviously needs to die.”
The room became instantly still at her simple declaration. It seemed a bit harsh coming from such a sweet-looking woman. She seemed more likely to bake you cookies than to declare someone needed to die. It momentarily produced an uncomfortable silence into the room.
Abbi cleared her throat and tried to continue educating the two men. “You could certainly do that,” she started slowly.
“You could see where this Big Chuck dude is and go kill him, but that is not going to help make sure your family doesn’t get killed in the process. What I am talking about is fighting fire with fire. I am talking about using the app to locate other people on the network.”
Brett’s eyebrows snapped together in confusion. “Who else would we… Oh…” Brett trailed off as a picture was beginning to connect in his drug-filled brain. DJ finally got what she was saying at the same time. A plan was already starting to form in his mind, but first things first.
Both DJ and Brett arrived at the same conclusion at the same instance. They spoke at nearly the same time. “We need to get that phone!” they both declared.
“Yes,” Abbi said. “We need to get that phone.”
They spent the next few minutes outlining a crude plan.
It was rough, with not a lot of detail. Truthfully, DJ thought, there were about a million things that could go wrong. It probably would go wrong. However, it was all they had if DJ’s
in-laws and Brett’s wife stood any chance at all at walking away from this thing.
It would involve Brett completely ignoring FBI protocol, and at the very least, bending the law somewhat. If he didn’t end up in jail, he would at the very least lose his job. But, it was the only chance he really had of saving his wife.
They would all have to work together as a team against impossible odds. They would have to be prepared to think on their feet and alter the plan as the situation changed around them.
But if they focused, and if they kept their emotions in check, and if they had a little bit of luck on their side, and if God granted them the smallest of favors, DJ thought they had a real chance at pulling this off.
The doorbell rang and they all froze. Crap, DJ thought.
__________
Bill Wilson had worked at the FBI for twenty-five years.
He was all set to retire a while back, but then his wife came down with cancer. He made the decision to stay on, needing the continued revenue stream to pay for medical bills that insurance wouldn’t quite cover.
It still wasn’t enough.
Word leaked to Big Chuck’s organization that he was hard up for cash and they had come to court him. At first, he resisted. But the more his bank account dwindled, the more he began to reconsider. All they were looking for, they told him, was information from time to time; just something to help them avoid prosecution. All they needed was the occasional heads-up if he got word of a raid. No one would ever get hurt, they vowed.
Bill eventually gave in and the extra money started to flow. He used the cash to improve the quality of care his wife received. When the diagnosis turned from serious to terminal, he used it to purchase the best hospice care money could buy to help ease her transition from this world.
After she was gone, however, Big Chuck informed Bill that he wasn’t done. He must stay on the job as he was just too valuable in the position he had worked himself in to. When he insisted on leaving, they threatened him with the safety of his children.
Now here he was, driving into a neighborhood where another FBI agent, along with a person of interest, was last seen heading. Big Chuck wanted them dead. Bill was certainly horrified at the prospect of helping the mob find another member of the FBI, but at this point, he was in so deep and had participated in so many things, it was now easy to shove those concerns away from his conscience.
As he pulled into the neighborhood, Bill glanced to the rearview mirror and watched the black passenger van pull in behind him and come to a halt. Bill stopped as well and waited.
Three individuals dismounted and made their away around the first house and along the back fence. The neighborhood was shaped like a big circle. A single road looped around until it reconnected with itself, with houses ringing the outside edge. A small park sat in the middle of the loop, shaded with trees.
Big Chuck’s men had given him a small two-way radio.
He was to knock on doors all the way around the circle and radio if he saw something suspicious. If necessary, he was supposed to use his FBI status to talk his way in while the three men invaded the home from the rear.
The first four houses yielded nothing of interest. He hoped that none of them would. The last thing he wanted was to be directly involved in the death of a fellow agent. In the end, however, it was either the life of someone he didn’t know or the lives of his children. It wasn’t a difficult decision to make. Bill would just rather not have to make it.
He worked his way around the circle, eventually pulling into the fifth house. There was no car in the drive, but the garage door was pulled down so he was uncertain. All the blinds were pulled as well, but that wasn’t uncommon. He got out of the SUV, walked up, and ring the bell. He waited a minute and was just about to walk away when there was a stirring on the other side of the door. After a second, the door opened partially and an older woman peeked around the edge.
He beamed his best disarming smile and produced his badge. “Hi, Ma’am. I’m Agent Wilson with the FBI.”
“Is there a problem?” the lady asked.
“We’re out here looking for a couple of fugitives.
They’re both pretty dangerous. One of them is even posing as an
agent using a stolen badge. Just wondering if you have seen anything.”
She shook her head sheepishly. “Oh…. No…. Sorry. I am afraid I can’t help.”
From the corner of his eye, Bill noticed the blinds in a window stir. Someone was peeking at him, hidden from view.
“Are you here alone ma’am?”
“Well…” She seemed unsure of what to say next. Then the door opened wider and a young woman, maybe her daughter, was suddenly standing alongside the older woman. There was a fire in her eyes and it was obvious she was trying to control her temper.
The young woman held out her hand. “Let me see your badge again,” she commanded.
“Not a problem,” Bill replied, flashing his big smile again. He flipped it back out as instructed but did not hand it over. She stepped forward and inspected it.
She looked up after reading his name “What can we help you with, Agent Wilson?” It was more of a demand than a question.
“Well, as I was telling…” He was cut off by the radio in his free hand. He had expected it to remain silent as the others were supposed to wait for his signal, but there was sudden chatter across the small speaker.
“This house! MOVE!” the voice on the other end was barking. From the end of the street, the van suddenly roared to life and launched in his direction. So much for not getting his hands dirty, he thought. He went for his gun. His plan was simple. He would take one of the women hostage and use her as a shield to enter the home. As he moved, the young one pivoted sideways. He guessed she was going to flee and leave the older woman to fend for herself. He was wrong.
She leaned away from him and drove a hard, sideways kick into his solar plexus. He heard his own breath leave him in an explosion of air. He stumbled backward and tried desperately to clear his gun and bring it up. She was all over him however, repeated punches to his face and throat coming in rapid succession. There was a knee to his groin and his knees buckled with new pain. He felt her grab his gun wrist and twist sharply
and the weapon slipped from his grasp. She continued to twist, bending his right hand sharply over his wrist. He was forced to follow it along lest it break.
The next thing he knew, Bill was chest down on the ground. His left ear was planted firmly in the grass, his right arm was extended at a hard and awkward angle behind him, and she was kneeling on the back of his neck making it even harder for him to breathe. What had just happened?
Bill could hear the van rapidly approaching his position.
He prayed the others would shoot this banshee off of him before she suffocated him. From the way his head was twisted around, he couldn’t see the van, but he could make out the front door.
Out of it came a man in jeans and a printed gray T-shirt. He was clean-shaven with sandy-colored hair. Because of his physical features and the fact he appeared to be wielding a standard-issue service pistol, Agent Wilson concluded this must be the missing agent he was looking for. Agent Foster already had his weapon leveled at the van approaching.
Bill heard the tires lock up on the van. Help had finally arrived. Please kill this crazy woman, he thought.
Gunfire erupted all around him. On one side, Bill saw Foster moving sideways across the house and taking measured shots with his Glock. Sharp cracks pierced the air as the agent engaged Big Chuck’s men. Behind Bill, came the muffled claps of silenced pistols from the new arrivals, trying to take the agent out.
The girl above him hollered and suddenly let go. She rolled off of him and towards the house, and then scrambled towards the front door and the shocked older lady looking on.
Blood was streaming from a wound in the young girl’s upper left arm.
Bill was aware the gunfire from Big Chuck’s men had stopped. As he attempted to get to a knee and recover his breath, he could see Agent Foster moving away from him across the front of the house, still searching for targets with his Glock aimed outwards.
Bill decided to take advantage of his momentary freedom. He would make that annoying harpy who had just given him an embarrassing beat down, pay with her life. Behind
his waist was a smaller Glock he kept for backup. He pulled it and carefully took aim at the fleeing girl. As he did, he caught a glimpse of yet another person rounding the side of the house from the corner of his eye. It forced him to pause and assess this new threat. It was the one that Big Chuck had taken out a large bounty on and the whole reason Bill was here. Slaughter was armed as well, a silenced handgun clutched in both hands. The man had instantly seen Bill as he tore around the corner and Bill knew he must shoot this man instead of the fleeing girl. He rotated the small Glock around to take aim on this new threat.
Before he could place the guy in his sights, he saw Slaughter, far faster than he, place Bill in his own. Agent Wilson was aware of the intense focus in the man’s eyes.
And then, he was aware of nothing at all.
__________
When the doorbell rang, a flash of anger hit DJ. He should have continued to stay alert and watch the windows for signs of trouble. He was the first to move, but not to the front door. DJ moved to the back of the living room and the sliding glass door instead. He was concerned this could be a decoy and the real attack could come from behind the house.
Brett moved next and Abbi followed him. Brett went to a front window and peeked through the blinds. “I got a standard-issue FBI vehicle outside,” he whispered to the room.
Without taking his focus off of the backyard, DJ asked,
“Isn’t it kind of early for your guys to be rescuing us?”
“Way early,” Brett replied.
Mrs. Jackson spoke up. “What do we do?”
“Back at the clinic,” Brett began, looking at Abbi.
“Those two deputies knew you were in the room with us, right?”
“Yeah,” she said.
Brett turned back to DJ. “They may have just sent someone to make sure she made it out before the attack took place.”
“How many do you see?” DJ asked.
“I don’t have a good angle from here, but it looks like just one. I can just make out the edge of someone standing at the door.”
“Let’s go ahead and answer then,” DJ spoke. “Mrs.
Jackson, see if you can get them to leave. Brett, if there are any issues, can I trust you to take him out?”
Brett’s eyes shot arrows at him. “They have my wife!”
DJ nodded. “I’ll go around the side and cover you.” He slid the door open and eased into the backyard. With his newly appropriated silenced weapon in hand, he moved to the corner and peeked around. Seeing nothing, he stepped around the side of the house. He closed his eyes to concentrate on listening. He could barely make out conversation from the front and knew that Mrs. Jackson was now performing her role. If anything happened to her, DJ was going to personally shoot Agent Foster.
Something alerted him from behind; some difference in the normal noises of the natural environment around him. The hair on the back of his neck raised and adrenaline suddenly flooded his system. He ducked and spun around, bringing his weapon up and searching for a target.
A bullet split the air above his head and, as was becoming routine, time slowed down.
Approaching from the rear were at least three armed men, heading towards the house in a staggered formation. DJ
ignored the near-miss intended to take him out and got a headshot on the first one easily. The rest scattered and he saw one start speaking into a radio. DJ focused on this one next, with first a shot into the vest he was wearing, and then a second through the face. The third opened fire before DJ could engage him. A round tore past DJ’s ear, and a second tugged the sleeve of his T-shirt. Then, the assailant spun to the left as DJ answered back and clipped the man’s ear. DJ’s second shot found its mark, the bullet passing through the temple.
Twelve rounds left.
From behind him in the front yard, DJ heard wheels lock up from an approaching car and then erupting gunfire. The thought of Abbi in danger erased all caution from his mind. He spun about, tearing towards the front of the house. Rounding the corner, he took everything in at once. Brett had engaged three more bad guys that had arrived in a black passenger van. It was probably the same one he had seen earlier at the clinic. Brett had
done his job well, taking out all three, and they lay broken and scattered about the yard.
A fourth person, what could only be the FBI agent Brett had seen from the window, was kneeling in the grass with a bloody face and a small black pistol swinging his direction. DJ
was faster, however, and his round passed just below the Agent’s left eye.
Eleven rounds left.
He quickly scanned the area looking for threats. Three houses down, a stunned neighbor was standing in the yard holding a garden hose; an aging man with a bald spot on top of his head ringed about with a frizzled gray hairline. The neighbor was frozen in shock, wearing a wife-beater and a pair of tan cargo shorts. Their eyes locked for a moment, then the man fled in terror for the safety of his home, dragging his water hose with him right through the front door.
DJ knew that 911 was about to be called. They only had a few precious seconds to get out of here. He began issuing orders. “Brett, get the Agent’s keys, guns, and spare mags.
We’re taking the SUV. Now. All of us. Abbi…” Turning his attention to her, he could see she was looking down at her arm, seemingly fascinated by the twin holes that were punched neatly through her left triceps and the blood that was streaming down to drip off of her bent elbow. He performed an instant diagnosis on the wound. “Abbi!” he snapped in a sterner voice. She turned her attention to him. “It’s a through-and-through. No damage to the bone. No arteries severed. I’ll fix you up, promise. Apply pressure to it with your free hand and get in the SUV. Move!”
His voice was a cracking whip. Abbi said nothing and headed to the Agent’s vehicle parked in the drive.
DJ focused on Mrs. Jackson next. “Mary, go into the kitchen and shove all of the medical supplies back into that garbage bag. Don’t be neat about it. Move like your hair is on fire.”
DJ went to the three dead bodies in the front yard. He removed all the spare mags and the mag holders clipped to their belts. Along with the four mags he had stuffed into pockets, that brought him to a total of ten mags. 170 rounds, plus the 11 he still had in his gun. He also grabbed one more silenced Sig
laying in the grass. No such thing as too many guns, he reasoned.
He tore off two of the bulletproof vests for him and Brett. They could probably use them later as they executed their crude plan of attack. Lastly, he scooped up the small Glock the other agent had used as a backup. It had been lying discarded in the grass, Brett having ignored it in favor of the dead Agent’s larger service pistol.
DJ ran back to the SUV. Everyone was already loaded with the engine running and Brett behind the wheel, waiting for him. In the distance, he could make out approaching sirens. DJ
started to climb into the passenger seat, but Abbi hollered at him.
“My laptop! I need my laptop to hack the phone!” Her hand was busy squeezing the meaty part of the back of her arm to stem the flow of blood.
“Where is it?” DJ frantically asked. They were running out of time.
“Living room. Far side. Backpack. It’s already packed.”
He dropped everything into the floorboard with the exception of his gun and raced into the house. The sirens were closer now. At first, DJ saw nothing and began to panic. Without that laptop, they were dead in the water. Without that laptop, he was dead. Then he saw it, hidden in the corner behind a living room chair. He grabbed the strap and ran for all he was worth.
He cleared the house and jumped into the front seat. The sirens were loud now. Brett threw the thing into reverse and backed out. He then slammed the shifter into drive, and instead of heading to the entrance, Brett raced around the circle to the back of the neighborhood and then slowed.
“What are you doing?” DJ yelled.
“Watch!” came the reply.
DJ craned his neck around to look back toward the entrance and through the trees of the park. A Sheriff’s patrol car tore into the neighborhood and instantly swung towards the house and the passenger van parked in the street. Brett continued to swing around the circle on the opposite side, driving nonchalantly, avoiding them. He turned towards town, maintaining a normal pace. Back at the house, DJ could see two deputies scrambling from their car with weapons raised and approaching the house. DJ wasn’t sure, but they looked to be the
two brothers that were watching him back at the clinic. The two were focused on the crime scene in front of them. They didn’t see the SUV pull out of the neighborhood behind them.
“Nice job.” DJ remarked.
“What took you so long coming around to back me up?”
Brett asked.
“Ran into company at the back of the house.”
“How many?”
“Three. That brings my count to thirty-two. You still have some serious catching up to do, Agent.” He looked at Brett with a sarcastic grin.
Brett glared at him. “You know this isn’t a competition, right?”
“Tell that to Up-Chuck,” DJ said in reference to the mob boss.
DJ looked back at Abbi to see how she was doing.
“Keep pressure applied,” he told her. “We’ll pull over before we get to my house and I’ll fix you up. You’re going to be fine, I promise.”
She looked up at him. “It doesn’t really hurt that bad,”
she said. “Will it leave a scar?”
He nodded. “A good one.”
“Cool…”
DJ shook his head, amazed at the youthful outlook she seemed to have on all of this. To her, life was one big adventure.
The fact that she had almost been killed didn’t seem to register to her at all. Had he ever been like that? He didn’t think so.
DJ turned his attention to the road. A second later, two more cars shot past them with blue lights flashing on the roof.
State Police, he noted. As they made their way back through town, the place was a law enforcement convention. There was one more State Police vehicle, a county coroner van, and three more black SUV’s that could only belong to the FBI, all parked in front of the clinic. As they made their way past the Sheriff’s Office, DJ noticed the place was deserted of Sheriff’s vehicles, their small force was scattered and working, but there were three more black SUV’s in the parking lot. Did the FBI even have other vehicles in their fleet, he wondered?
There was no one at the diner, but a section of the parking lot was taped off with crime scene tape and orange traffic cones. There was even more crisscrossed over the doors.
DJ glanced again at the two in the back seat. Both women refused to look at the diner. He could tell they just didn’t want to be reminded of what happened there. He could feel a heaviness in his chest as he empathized with their loss. He understood precisely how that felt. Once more, he was wracked with guilt over bringing this tragedy to their doorsteps. A desire for vengeance, yet again, began to claw its way into his thoughts. He shrugged it off. There was no place for emotion in all of this, he thought. Just do the job. Emotion leads to mistakes.
DJ turned his thoughts to how they were supposed to gain entrance to his house if it was still crawling with law enforcement, and he posed the question to Brett.
Brett was ready for an answer. “I’ve been thinking about that. It’s almost 6 pm. By now, there shouldn’t be any more FBI at the house. The Denver office had five forensics teams at your place since early this morning. They should have it mostly processed by now. But for a crime scene that big, they would want to make sure the integrity of the scene remained intact, just in case they needed to go back out and look for things they might have missed. Standard practice is to have local authorities secure the location until the FBI is certain they don’t need anything else. In this case, that means either Sheriff Deputies or State Police. I am figuring there is maybe one car parked at the end of your long drive guarding the entrance. Maybe another at the house. As long as it isn’t FBI, I should be able to bluff my way through. They should be used to seeing feds coming and going from your house and I won’t seem out of place.”
“OK, that makes sense, but what about the rest of us?
You can’t bluff all of us past,” DJ said.
“No, but we can hide you and Mrs. Jackson in the back.
These windows have a heavy dark tint, so if no one gets too close, we should be good.”
“What about Abbi?”
“She just became a rookie agent. We have to get her and her laptop in the house where the phone is. If we pull the phone out before she has a chance to hack it, it’ll reconnect to cell
service and get wiped before we get to do anything. You two will have to stay hidden in the back. I can have Abbi wear the FBI windbreaker and ball cap that is stashed in the back of our SUV. There should be two sets. It’s standard load-out for FBI to carry.”
DJ motioned to Brett’s clothing. “But both of you aren’t really dressed like FBI. You’re both wearing jeans and T-shirts.”
Brett agreed. “I know. That’s where you come in. If it looks like it’s going south, I’ll need your help to hold them at gunpoint. Just promise me that no matter what, you won’t shoot them.”
“Scout’s honor,” DJ replied. He hoped he could keep his word, he thought to himself. But truthfully, he would have no problem kneecapping a cop. Especially if it meant Cassie’s parents and Brett’s wife would get to live.
When they got close to the entrance of DJ’s property, Brett pulled over on the side of the road. Abbi moved over to the middle and DJ climbed in the back with her. He inspected the wound on her left arm, and while he was sure it hurt and was going to leave one heck of a bruise, he could tell she was going to be fine. He cleaned the wounds with disinfectant and poured hemostatic powder into the openings to speed up clotting.
He held up the wound stapler. “This next part is going to hurt. I need to put two staples to close each hole. I want you to grab hold of my knee with both hands. Squeeze with all of your might, OK?”
“I’m tougher than I look,” she promised. “I can take it.”
He nodded in agreement. “So I’ve noticed.” He pinched the first wound closed with one hand and put two quick staples in with the other. She gasped, closed her eyes and dug into his leg with her fingers. She was stronger than she looked as well, he thought. As fast as he could, to get it over with as quickly as possible, he repeated the process on the other hole. He then wiped away the rest of the blood and bound the wound with padding and gauze. As he did, she began to relax her fingers as the pain began to subside. When he was through, he gave her an oxy from her Mother’s stash. There was a bottle of water in the center console in the front seat, he gave that to her and she took a big swig.
Once she seemed more composed, he leaned over the seatback to search the rear of the SUV. True to Brett’s word, he found two dark blue windbreakers with the initials “FBI”
emblazoned across the back, and he gingerly helped her into one.
He also located a ball cap and handed that to Abbi as well. She adjusted the strap and pulled her ponytail through the hole in the back.
“How do I look?” she asked.
DJ Smiled at her. He could only smile because he couldn’t speak. His words log-jammed in his throat. She looked fine. She looked more than fine. She was beyond a doubt probably the cutest fake FBI agent there ever was, and he could not deny he was beginning to have feelings for her. She had to be twelve years younger than him, but he could no longer lie to himself about the attraction he was feeling. It started to grow from the first moment she walked into his hospital room. It was exactly like how those emotions had bloomed in him the first time he had met Cassie. DJ suddenly felt ashamed of himself.
When he first laid eyes on Abbi, standing there with a Styrofoam container filled with food, he was awash with guilt over what had happened to her Father. Now, he was awash in guilt for a whole other reason.
“You look fine,” he struggled to say. She smiled back at him, and he felt his heart twist itself into a knot.
Chapter 20: Phase One
Her arm was killing her, but there was no way Abbi was going to let it show to the testosterone filled, type A personality in the SUV with her. She had to admit, she liked the way the scruffy-faced guy worried over her and seemed genuinely concerned with her safety. She wondered, did he act this way because he felt like he owed Henry something? Did he act this way because he was attracted to her? Or, was it merely because he was a sheepdog surrounded by wolves? You know, the type of man that always looks out for others out of a sense of self-imposed responsibility.
Abbi hoped it wasn’t the latter. I can take care of myself, she silently thought. DJ should certainly be able to see this by now. Most men would look at her and at first glance, think her a small, fragile girl in need of protection. She tended to let them think that only because when they actually learned she was into martial arts and could probably beat the poo out of them, the look on their face was priceless. She enjoyed seeing men stammer and gape at her with opened mouths of shock. Like these two had when she had come out of the bathroom back at the clinic.
She eyed DJ casually from the corner of her eye, considering the undeniable attraction she was developing for him.
Abbi had only dated three times in her life. Once when she was eight years old, so she wasn’t really sure if it counted.
He dumped her when another boy started to bully him at recess.
She climbed the boy’s assailant like a tree and beat the stuffing out of him. She caught a three-day suspension over that. The poor boy she defended caught an unceasing amount of hazing afterward for letting a girl take up for him. Boyfriend number one was gone shortly thereafter.
The next happened at sixteen and lasted a whole year.
She caught him kissing a cheerleader under the bleachers. She planted a foot between his legs and made him walk funny. She turned her frustrations onto the cheerleader immediately after.
The little slut wore a black eye for nearly two weeks after that.
Abbi got suspended over it, too. And there went boyfriend number two.
Number three was a classmate at the community college she attended. It only lasted three weeks. He certainly was cute enough and definitely knew how to romance her, but he wasn’t much of a man like her Father. She wanted someone who both bent over backward to open doors and take care of her like the men of her Father’s generation, but respected her enough to not be intimidated by her sense of independence. Those were hard traits to come by, she was finding. It required both a level of chivalry and maturity that most her age didn’t possess. And, just like that, there went boyfriend number three. She for sure would miss those piercing blue eyes, however. They had a way of making her knees go weak when he looked at her and grinned.
Now, about this guy with the bandage on his head. She was kind of liking the way he looked at her too. And, despite the fact he could use a haircut and some facial grooming, he was pretty cute himself. He was also older, as well. About ten years, if he had to guess. She had never considered dating someone that much older. Not until now, anyway. But with age came maturity.
Well, she would have to keep her options open on him.
She had switched places with David, or DJ as he liked to be called, and was now riding in the front seat of the SUV with Brett. They were approaching the gravel road leading to DJ’s house and it seemed to be deserted. However, when they turned in and had only gone about a hundred yards into the trees, they spotted a Sheriff’s Patrol car parked sideways across the road. It had been sheltered from view in the shade of dense pines.
Abbi could feel panic start to set in. She was hoping that the place was being guarded by State Police. Everyone at the Sheriff’s office knew who she was. They were all longtime residents of the town just like her. South Fork only had a population of about five hundred people. Everyone knew everyone. She pulled the brim of her hat down and silently prayed that whoever was in the car didn’t pay too much attention to her.
As Brett approached the checkpoint, he held his badge up against the windshield so the Deputy could see it from his
seat. From under the brim of her hat, she could just make out the edge of the car begin to back off the road and allow them to pass.
It was working. She risked a glance to see who was driving. It was Hank Wetzel, her Third-Grade boyfriend. He was looking right at her. Their eyes met. Recognition rolled over his face and Hank slammed on the brakes.
Both Brett, and DJ hiding in the back, began to move all at once. She had to do something before someone got hurt. She drove the passenger door open and jumped out with all the speed she could muster. Hank already had a foot out of the car and was beginning to stand. There was uncertainty on his face, but he wasn’t going for his gun. He just seemed confused.
“Hank!” she cried out and threw her arms wide as she ran for him. He stopped in his tracks and gawked at her, stunned.
She wrapped her arms around him and drove him back against the car, squeezing him hard. Too hard. Sharp pain shot through her upper arm from the newly aggravated bullet wound. She buried her head against his chest so she had time to recompose herself. Breathe, Abbi, she told herself.
Finally, after composing herself from the pain, she broke free and looked up at him with the biggest smile she could paint on her face. “I thought that was you! How have you been? It’s been, like, what, two years since I last saw you? How is the Deputy thing working out? Still like it?”
Hank was looking back and forth between Brett and her, still completely confused over what was going on. “I… Yeah… I guess… Why are you with the FBI?”
She stepped back and spun around, showing off the letters stenciled on her windbreaker, pointing at them with a thumb over her shoulder. “Joined the FBI. I am an Agent,” she proudly explained. “Can you believe it?”
Hank blinked. “What? I thought you were in school for computers or something.” He looked at Brett who was still standing in the open door of the SUV with one foot still inside.
Brett seemed just as stunned about what was going on as Hank.
Through the windshield, Abbi could just make out the top of DJ’s bandage-marked head as he peeked over the seatback. As she watched, he ducked out of view. Had DJ been seen, she wondered?
She wheeled around to face Hank, still smiling and talking. “I did. I am now on a software forensics team with the FBI. So, technically, I’m not really an agent. But Still! Pretty awesome, right?”
Hank’s eyebrows knitted together. “The FBI already hauled off the computer. It’s not here anymore.”
“Oh, I know,” she exclaimed. “But I’m here to purge the buffer on the router. Shouldn’t take but a few minutes.”
“Purge the buffer?” Hank’s face was one big question mark.
She nodded. “Yeah, you know, download all the web addresses this guy ever went to from the router.” She wasn’t sure if Hank was buying it, so she really tried to sell the lie. She copped her best know-it-all attitude and continued. “You know, most people have no idea their router is secretly recording every web address that it’s ever been to, and saving every email or chat session you’ve ever had. That’s how we FBI catch all of those child pornography creeps. They can try to wipe their hard drives all they want, but all we have to do is connect to the router with a USB cable and, BAM! Your porno watching days are over.”
“Really?”
“Oh sure. Anybody can do it. If your wife wanted to, she could just search for how to do it on the internet while you’re away at work. You come home from patrol and all your stuff is out in the yard.” She laughed at the notion. She wasn’t positive, but there seemed to be a hint of concern in his eyes. Like maybe he either needed to check on somebody or cover something up.
She leaned in and lowered her voice. “If you want, I could stop by sometime and show you how to check it yourself, and how to erase the information.” She winked at him knowingly.
“Yeah, OK. Sounds good.”
“Well, it’s been good seeing you again! I have to go do my job really quick before the boss gets mad,” She motioned back over her shoulder with her eyes. Abbi leaned in a bit and lowered her voice. “Guy is a real slave driver.”
“Yeah,” Hank said. “Good to see you too.” His voice and body language said he was still just as confused as the moment she bailed out of the SUV. Perfect.
She turned and bounced her way back to the SUV and climbed in. Hank, in turn, got back into the driver’s seat of the patrol car and continued backing out of the way. As they pulled past and continued towards the house, she smiled and waved at him. Still sporting a confused look on his face, Hank waved back.
“Nice job,” Brett stated.
“Yeah, well we’re not out of the woods yet. If he talks to the only other two deputies in town, the brothers from back at the clinic, we’re all in trouble. Both of them will know my story is all a lie,” she said with a hint of concern in her voice. “Can you drive any faster?” Brett responded by picking up speed.
“Careful!” DJ cautioned from the back seat. “There’s a washed-out section of road up ahead. Trust me, you do not want to hit that section too hard.”
Arriving at the house revealed that it was in no way deserted as they had originally had hoped. There were two large, white, panel-vans with the words “Denver Field Office Evidence Response Team” stenciled across the side in blue letters. Abbi could see why they were still here. There were hundreds of small, yellow cones everywhere, marking evidence. Plus, an abundance of crime scene tape twisted in the breeze, zoning off areas of concern. For the first time, she began to appreciate what DJ had done; that he had not only survived but how he had managed to inflict so much damage on so many people.
The house sat on a small rise overlooking an expansive valley and winding creek. Out in that valley, a two-person team was taking pictures of something in the tall grass. There was another team, farther away, just visible in a stand of aspen. On the front porch, a middle-aged blonde-haired woman in a dark blue polo stood puffing on one of those e-cigarettes. As Abbi watched, the girl exhaled a thick cloud of vapor that quickly evaporated into nothing. The blonde was staring at them, but not in an alarmed manner. It was a knowing look that recognized the type of vehicle. To her, they were just another set of agents in a long line that kept coming and going.
“Here goes nothing,” Brett said as he shifted into park.
He then leveled a flat stare at her. “Let me do the talking this time.” Brett left the SUV running and they both stepped out of
the vehicle. She imagined that DJ was in the back seat, gripping his gun, readying himself to fly out and rescue her should the need arise. The thought brought a thin smile to her lips.
Brett addressed the woman on the porch. “Are you in charge?” he asked.
“Of the onsite evidence team? For now, yes. The overall agent in charge is Agent Morris and he’s back at the Sheriff’s Office. On a conference call, I believe.”
“Yeah, I was just there,” Brett lied. “We’re just here to inventory the house for potential household items that could be used as explosives.”
“There’s been no evidence of that type of activity in anything we’ve recovered so far,” the woman said.
“Hey I just do what I’m told,” he shrugged.
She motioned to his T-shirt just visible beneath the windbreaker and his jeans. “Not exactly regulation on your clothing choices.”
“That’s because this dim wit,” he nodded to Abbi,
“knocked us both down in the stream earlier. Back at the crash site along the road. We’re heading back to Denver tonight so we didn’t bring changes of clothes. We scrounged these up at the second-hand store in town.” He opened his windbreaker wide to show off his T-shirt. “I’m thinking we should institute ‘Casual Fridays’. I kinda’ like this look,” he said.
As the conversation progressed, both Brett and Abbi had been moving forward, but Abbi was moving faster than he. She had picked her way around a caution taped area in front of the house and was now on the porch, level with the woman they were talking to. Abbi could tell this lady was not convinced of who they were and was beginning to rapidly become suspicious.
As she approached the woman, armed with the biggest smile she could muster, the middle-aged lady began to back away.
“You aren’t from the Denver Field Office,” the blonde stated, slipping her e-cigarette into her pocket.
“No,” Brett replied and produced his badge. He flashed it open, showing his credentials. We’re out of the Dallas Office. I was sent down by Special Agent in Charge, Timothy Neville.
We're here offering specialty support for suspect profiling. The guy that did all of this matches the profile of an unsolved case
from a few years ago. It involved homemade explosives, so that’s why we’re here.”
The lady was pulling out her phone. She was about to call someone for verification, Abbi thought. Brett had stopped moving forward. Abbi guessed it was to keep the woman from becoming too alarmed. Abbi was closer, however. She bent down to set her black laptop bag onto the porch against a support beam. The blonde tapped the touchscreen of her phone and Abbi acted. There were several ways to instantly incapacitate someone in hand-to-hand combat. Many of those were focused around the head area. One such location was just below the ear and behind the jaw. There was a cluster of nerves that if struck properly, or if pressure was applied to, the other person became disoriented or could be rendered unconscious. Abbi went for that nerve-center now.
First, she slapped the phone out of the lady’s hand, sending it cartwheeling through the air and into the gravel in front of the porch. The woman’s body instantly followed it and twisted to her left. This exposed the nerve cluster so it could be struck from behind, even though Abbi was in front of her target.
Abbi spun in a 360-degree circle, bringing her right arm up and out, cupping her fingers into a modified fist. The side of her stiffened hand connected with the collection of nerves and down the woman went into a heap.
The oxycontin Abbi had taken deadened the pain in her arm, but the sudden motion sent it smarting again and she gritted her teeth in response. “Help me get her in the house,” Abbi barked at the gapping Brett. “She won’t be out long.”
Brett snapped out of his shock and tore up the steps.
“Stop doing that!”
“She was making a call!” Abbi shot back.
Brett grabbed the woman around her middle and lifted.
He grunted as a sharp pain rippled through the gunshot wound in his abdomen as well. “I had it under control,” he said through clenched teeth. “You can’t just go beating everyone you meet.”
“It’s worked for me so far,” she sarcastically hissed at him.
As Brett dragged the forensics specialist through the front door, another woman was standing in the kitchen, surprised
at seeing someone being hauled through the door. She was a medium-build brunette wearing an identical polo and blue, disposable medical gloves.
“Get over here and help!” Abbi ordered the woman.
“She passed out.” The other responded and rushed forward to help her boss. When she got close, a look of concern stenciled to her face, Abbi grabbed her wrist, twisted the woman around, and put her into the classic wrestler’s sleeper hold. Five seconds later, this new person was out as well.
Brett was glaring at Abbi, clearly angry. “I swear, if you do something like that one more time, I will shoot you myself!”
“Relax, agent-man, they’re going to be fine.”
“That is not the point! You’re assaulting law enforcement. They’re on our side. They’re the good guys. Just, help me get them to the staircase,” Brett commanded. Abbi complied and helped drag this new person over to the stairs. The other woman was already beginning to come to. Brett shoved the arm of the older woman through the banister of the staircase and then handcuffed her to her coworker’s wrist on the other side.
Now there was no way either one of them could run off unless they busted their way through the railings. Brett searched them quickly. Finding another cell phone on the younger woman, he removed it and tossed it onto the couch across the room.
Abbi raced back to the front porch and retrieved her laptop bag. She searched the field to see if the others were still out there working. They were still at it, completely unaware of the commotion that had happened on the front porch due to the distance separating them. A quick look around the area revealed no one else. As she darted back through the living room on her way to the kitchen, Brett spoke. “How long do you need?”
“Five minutes,” Abbi said, and disappeared into the kitchen to find the phone. It didn’t take her long. It was exactly where DJ had said it would be, and his description of the layout of the room was dead on. She yanked the cabinet door open, pulled the cereal boxes out of the way and grabbed the towel wrapped phone. She sat it on the counter and unpacked her laptop. Glancing over her shoulder, she saw Brett, his gun in his hand, looking out of a window into the field beyond.
She heard the forensics lead person speak up. The woman had obviously regained consciousness. “Who are you and what do you want?”
Brett responded. “Just shut up and sit there. We’ll be out of here quick, and nobody will get hurt.”
Abbi’s laptop was merely asleep and ran off of a solid-state hard drive, so it was instantly ready to do whatever she wanted when she opened the lid. She connected the appropriate cable between the laptop and the cell. The phone lit up in response, the screen indicating it was locked. The program she had would fix that, however. She selected an icon on the computer desktop and the screen went black, showcasing the classic skull and crossbones symbol of a pirate flag as the program loaded. A second later, the screen changed to an interface from which she could make various choices with a mouse click. She waited for a second as the program looked for connected devices and then found the phone. A grayed-out button that said, ‘UNLOCK’ in all capital letters, lit up as a ready choice. She clicked on it and the button changed to say,
‘BREAKING IN’.
A smaller Jolly Roger symbol below the button began to spin and rotate, indicating it was destroying the encryption process. Any smartphone had encrypted software to protect the contents. Try to break in, and eventually, after a few failed attempts, the phone would erase all the data. The program on her laptop had a way of fooling the encryption process so that each attempt looked like the first attempt ever tried. Eventually, the program would find the right combination and the phone would unlock. Right then, her laptop was slinging combination after combination at the phone, looking for the correct one. Millions of attempts were being made each minute, and it was simply a matter of time before the phone gave up its secrets. She had never seen it take longer than five minutes.
The Jolly Roger quit spinning, and just like that, the phone unlocked on the counter next to her. The first thing she did was put the phone into airplane mode so that it could not connect to any network once they left the house and be rendered useless. Then, she hit another button on the laptop interface that
simply read, ‘Clone.’ A status bar on the screen showed progress, and it raced along at a pretty good clip.
Once the entire contents of the phone had been cloned, she would have a virtual copy to play with on her laptop. It would contain every app, a complete contacts list, the browser history, you name it. She would also be able to break apart the programming of each individual app and see what made it tick.
In fact, looking at the home screen of the phone, she was pretty sure which app was the target.
The status bar reached the end and the program flashed a message that read ‘Cloning Complete’. She slapped the lid closed, disconnected the cable, and loaded it all back into her bag. “Let’s go,” she called out as she headed to the door.
Brett met her at the entrance and the two bewildered women chained to the stair rails just watched them leave, their faces showing both confusion and fear. From the porch, Abbi could see the closest set of technicians were approaching the house. They were trying to pick their way across the shallow stream by stepping from rock to rock. Brett and Abbi wasted no time but loaded into the SUV as fast as they could. Brett hit reverse, spun around quickly, sending gravel scattering outward in an arc. He slammed it into drive and gave it just enough gas to keep the big vehicle from fishtailing down the drive.
From the back, still hidden from view, DJ called out.
“What’s going on? Why the rush?”
“Our cover is about to be blown,” Brett replied.
They raced down the drive to a waiting Hank in his patrol car blocking the road. Seeing them approach, he began to slowly back out of their way. Brett raced around the front of the Deputy without waiting for him to get completely clear, barely missing the front bumper. Abbi could see Hank through the windshield tense up as he thought he was about to be hit.
When they connected with the main road, Brett turned right and headed away from town. Abbi looked at the clock on the dashboard. It read 6:18 pm. At midnight, DJ was supposed to show up in the middle of Denver, walk into a field located near a warehouse district, and give himself over to a mob boss. There was plenty of time to hack the phone, find what they were looking for, and change the rules of the game.
Phase one of their plan was now complete.
Chapter 21: Promises Made A few miles away from the house, Brett pulled over and went under the dashboard to find the GPS tracker every FBI vehicle had installed. He unplugged the module and tossed it into a ditch. Then, at Abbi’s direction, they turned off of Highway 160 onto a gravel road that twisted its way east into the mountains. It was nothing more than a service road used for fighting forest fires. It carved its way around until it eventually met up with Highway 160 again, but bypassed going back through town.
If they had stayed on their initial course, they would have crossed south into New Mexico and headed the wrong direction. If they had taken a left from the house and went back through town, there was a good chance they would have been caught. The forensics techs would be free as soon as their coworkers got back to the house and the entire state would be looking for them. Taking the thirty-minute route through the mountains was the only way to get pointed back towards Denver without the risk of going through town and still be able to pull off everything in time.
In the back seat, Abbi was fully engaged with her laptop, clicking and tapping her way through her part of the plan. A great deal depended on her involvement in this whole process, DJ knew. He glanced back at her to check her progress. Her fingers were flying over the surface of the keyboard and trackpad. He could see her hazel eyes dancing back and forth as she studiously worked away to fulfill her part in all of this.
Her hazel eyes… They weren’t a heart-stopping green, but they were still just as captivating. He shook his head. Keep your mind on your work, DJ, he silently scolded himself.
Before they had gone too far, Brett’s phone buzzed. He reported that it was his boss. Brett had been told that if contacted anyone at the Dallas Field Office, Big Chuck would know about it. But Brett told DJ that he trusted his boss with his life. Be had known him forever. They had both saved each other’s life on more than one occasion. Brett took a deep breath and answered.
The conversation was long and at times a bit heated, but Brett
plowed forward anyway, laying out his case of why things needed to proceed the way Brett was presenting it to him. His Boss could in no way be included in this crazy plan lest his career be ruined, and Brett pointed that out to him as well. In the end, Tim Neville agreed there was really no other way; that if it were his wife’s life were hanging in the balance, Brett’s boss would probably do the same thing.
Tim promised to make the arrangements with a couple of people he could trust to keep their mouths closed and do what needed to be done in order to help Brett out. After hanging up, Brett drove along, silently brooding.
DJ could tell the agent was worried. All the experience and training the FBI had poured into Brett could have in no way prepared him for a moment like this. To act to save someone’s life was what the man was conditioned for, but when it was your spouse that was depending on you to get everything right, DJ
reasoned the weight of this situation was probably tough to carry.
Thirty minutes after hanging up with his boss, Brett’s phone buzzed again and a text message lit up the screen. It simply said, ‘Done,’ and contained three phone numbers with names next to each. Brett nodded to DJ and continued to drive.
From the backseat, Abbi spoke up without looking away from her laptop. “We need supplies. Three prepaid cellphones with headphone jacks. Does anybody have any cash? We can’t use cards or we might be tracked.” Brett had close to forty dollars. Mrs. Jackson had almost sixty. Despite his wealth, DJ
didn’t even have a wallet. For her part, Abbi wondered out loud why anyone even used cash anymore. It wasn’t enough. They would need more.
“Wait a minute,” Brett said. Back at the house, he had grabbed the agent’s wallet when he frisked the man’s dead body.
Brett had tossed it into the glove box and forgot about it.
Checking it revealed only a few dollars, but the man had credit cards. Chances are, those cards had not been deactivated yet and would not likely be being tracked as the man was dead. It was worth a shot, they decided.
They stopped off in Poncha Springs at a big-box department store and found what they needed. The dead agent’s
cards still worked. So, while they were at it, they picked up some fast-food and topped off the tank in the SUV. Since the traitorous agent had tried to kill them all, they had no problems letting him pay for everything. Across the street was a large sporting goods store focused on hunters, shooters, and the like. DJ insisted on picking up a few items from there as well, to help with the assault they had planned. He knew exactly what he wanted and was in and out quickly.
From Poncha Springs, they finished the trip into Denver.
Somewhere along the way, Abbi announced she was done and needed a Wi-Fi connection. As soon as they got into the outskirts of town, they picked another fast-food chain that provided free internet to their customers. She sat in the car, connected, and uploaded the update for the app she had hacked into the online server.
“How long will this take?” asked DJ after a minute or two.
“It’s already done,” she replied and closed the lid. “What happens now, is it will push the update to all of the phones that have the app. As long as they are connected to a cellphone network or Wi-Fi, they should all be updated fairly quickly.
Within thirty minutes we’ll know where every single one of Big Chuck’s high-level people is. Including Big Chuck himself.
Abbi handed them Brett and DJ their new phones and continued with her explanation. “Now, check your burner phones. You’ll see a text message containing two links. Click the first one and it will download my app. It’s basically a hack for a popular open-source map program, but it’ll give real-time locations of every single phone. You’ll see each location as a little thumbtack. Tap the thumbtack and it’ll show you a name. If they’re moving, like they’re in a car or something, the thumbtack will move also. The second link I sent you downloads the app they use to communicate with so you can call anyone on their network.
Both men did as instructed, By the time they got their app installed, it was already starting to reveal thumbtacks on the scalable map. As DJ watched, more and more thumbtacks appeared. He clicked around the map, looking for the ones he was most interested in finding. In a minute, he found Big Chuck.
Zooming in revealed the mobster was currently in a large industrial area alongside the South Platte River.
Brett called out from the driver’s seat. “Got them!” He held out his phone for DJ to see. He was smiling at DJ but it wasn’t your typical happy-person smile. The fire that sparked in Brett’s eyes spoke of emotion far darker than child-like happiness.
“OK Abbi,” DJ looked at her. “This is where we let you two off. Once we are in position, I’ll call you. You can do your little hacking thing to help buy us the time we need. When we’re done and clear, call in the cavalry.”
One of the phone numbers Brett’s boss had provided was to the lead agent who should already be on the ground in Colorado. They were a tactical team from Dallas so there was little chance of corruption by Big Chuck. Brett’s boss had given the team instructions to be looking for a call and explained what they were to do when they got it. When Abbi and Mary reached out, that team was to come rescue and guard the two women until this was all over. The agents from Dallas would keep them a secret from any Colorado-based agents as well.
Abbi nodded, but she didn’t move. She just looked down at her closed laptop.
“What’s wrong?” DJ asked.
After an awkward pause, she finally spoke. “DJ, can I talk with you privately for a minute?”
“Sure,” he said. A lump suddenly manifested in his throat, and his heart began to pound so hard he felt the beating in his ears.
Abbi looked at her Mother. “Give me just a second, Mom.” She stepped out of the SUV, and DJ uncomfortably followed suit.
He met her at the back of the vehicle and she quietly began to talk. “Look, you and I both know you may not come back from this. Neither one of you might walk away from this, for that matter. There are so many things that can go wrong.”
She looked down at her feet and seemed unsure of how to proceed.
DJ didn’t think, he just reached out and took both of her hands into his own. She looked up at him, surprised. “Hey, this is
going to work,” he told her. “They aren’t expecting what’s about to happen. I promise Brett and I are both going to be fine.” His heart was racing and he wanted nothing more than to bend down and kiss her. He couldn’t bring himself to do it. He still missed his wife terribly, and if he followed through with that kiss, it would feel like he was cheating on Cassie. There was no doubt his feelings were real, but he would have to push them away for now. Maybe, if he survived the next few hours, he could work this out in his head later.
“I’ve been thinking,” she said. DJ noticed that she didn’t pull her hands away. “When this is over, chances are you’re going to jail. Or at least they are going to try really hard to put you there.”
DJ shrugged, unconcerned by this truth. “I have a boatload of money. I’ll buy the best lawyers money can buy,” he reassured her.
“Well…” She trailed off.
“Well, what?”
“I have another idea.” She began to explain her plan to him. It seemed far-fetched and over the top. He initially rejected it in his mind without voicing it out loud for fear of offending her, but as she continued to talk, he warmed to the idea.
“Are you sure you can do that? It sounds really complicated.”
“Well, I certainly don’t know how to do it all, but let’s just say I am connected with those who do.”
“Well, tell you what, I’ll think about it hard,” he told her. “There’ll be time to work that out later.” He finally, and with much remorse, released her hands and checked his watch. It was almost 10:30. They had an hour and a half to complete the next phase in order to save three people’s lives.
Abbi grabbed her laptop from the back seat and Mrs.
Jackson unloaded herself from the SUV. Mary gave both the men a good hug. She then spoke to both of them. “You two listen to me for a minute. The world has changed since I’ve been alive. We Americans go to war differently than we used to. And make no bones about it, that is what you two are going to have to do. Go to war. Nowadays, when good people are required to do bad things in order to save the lives of others, they tend to try
and restrain themselves. I am talking more to you, Agent Foster, than I am to DJ. I think he gets this more than you do even though you’re the one with the badge. But the both of you listen to me real close.
“Good people like yourselves, try to keep from crossing some imaginary boundary to keep their morality in place. But back in my parent’s days when they had to fight their way across Europe to stop Hitler, there were no boundaries. My dad told me stories of what real war looked like, and what you had to do to win. Because if you didn't do it, the other side would. As you two men go out to save the lives of the people you love, you need to understand that as well. The people you’re going against have no boundaries. They face no moral dilemmas. They will do what they need to do in order to win. They already have. You’ve seen that. It’s why we’re all standing here right now.
“Now somewhere along the way, if you don’t get yourselves killed first, you are going press up against that boundary. Your own sense of morality is going to tell you to restrain yourself. You’re going to resist crossing it. You’ll fear that if you do so, you’ll become the monsters you’re fighting against. Your own sense of morality will argue that you need to be better than that. But I am telling you that crossing that line does not make you like them. You two are good men. I see it.
And so does Abigail. So, you just go ahead and take one, big, giant step across that line when the time comes. You do what needs to be done so that the job is finished. For good. Because if you don’t, it will never be finished. Oh sure, you might win the battle this time, but you won’t win the war. They’ll come back after you, and you’ll be sorry you didn’t end this when you could have.”
Both men nodded at her like they had just been fussed at by their own mother, but Mary didn’t seem to be convinced. She directed her attention to Brett and spoke again. “You promise me, Agent. You look me in the eye and promise me that you’ll not second guess yourself, and just do what needs to be done.
Your wife will never be safe if you don’t.”
Brett seemed to think about that a second before replying. “I promise,” he assured her.
She then turned to DJ. “And young man, you promise my daughter that you’ll do whatever you need to do so you can come back to her.”
“MOM!” Abbi cried, shocked at her mother’s insinuation.
Her mother blinked at her. “I’m not stupid, dear.” She redirected her attention back to a stunned DJ. “Now you promise her. Right now. You two can figure out what’s going on between you when you get this over with. But you have to make it out of this in one piece first. So, go on. Look her in the eye and promise her.”
DJ looked at Abbi. She was clearly embarrassed, but as he looked her in the eye, she seemed to stand taller and lift her chin slightly. “I promise to come back. I promise to do what needs to be done,” he told her.
Abbi stared at him a second, not moving. Then, she simply nodded and said, “Good.” Without another word, she scooped up her laptop bag and turned to disappear into the restaurant. DJ stood there a moment more, looking after her.
They all did. Then, DJ turned to Brett and both men quietly nodded to each other. They gave Mrs. Mary one more hug, then climbed into the SUV and drove away into the night.
Chapter 22: Relentless Youth Club Xscape was one of the largest and most popular nightclubs in all of Denver. Big Chuck owned it, according to what Brett read in the files he had read. It was really nothing more than a footnote of information, he told DJ. It did say it was thought that local law enforcement was paid to steer clear of the place. If anything happened at the club, Big Chuck would take care of it himself. If the local police department got a call about a disturbance, they should be slow to respond. The FBI, however, supposedly had surveillance on the thing 24/7.
They drove past twice but Brett could see no signs of FBI presence. Having set up surveillance on criminal entities numerous times in the past, Brett felt he should have been able to spot the tell-tale signs law-enforcement snooping. It was possible, Brett reasoned, surveillance was set up in one of the nearby buildings and somehow escaped his seasoned notice. If so, then it drastically narrowed the possibility they would be able to pull this off.
The club was located in a renovated warehouse district.
The buildings had all been reclaimed and turned into upscale boutiques, shops, and restaurants. True to Brett’s reading of the files he had been given, DJ spotted not one single police car. In a busy nightspot like this, you would expect to see a few patrol cars attempting to keep the peace by at least parking on the curb.
But there were none. Apparently, no one dared cause any trouble near Big Chuck's premier establishment.
They had come to this location because the two thumbtacks on the map they were looking for, indicated their targets were here. Brett and DJ initially didn’t know what the place was until they arrived. But then it all snapped into place for Brett when he saw the sign out front. It made sense the two people they were looking for would hang out at the hottest place in town. It also just so happened to be owned by their father.
The idea was to kidnap one or both of Big Chuck’s sons and use them as bargaining chips for the release of DJ’s in-laws and Brett’s wife. If the Chucster would release them, DJ would
promise Big Chuck to not only turn over his two sons unharmed but still hand himself over as well.
Of course, this was completely illegal. DJ was not sure how Brett was going to pull off not going to jail himself. Brett did seem to have an understanding boss, so maybe they could come up with something. DJ wondered how the relationship between Brett and the head of the Dallas Field Office had become so close. He was sure there was a good story in there somewhere, and maybe, if they lived through the next few hours, DJ could ask him.
Xscape was at least a three-story building. There could be a basement level as well, DJ thought. Both left and right sides of the club were connected to other buildings, meaning no side entrances. There was an alley that ran behind the place, however.
Both ends were blocked off with orange traffic cones to keep patrons from parking behind the club. It stood to reason there was a back entrance hiding somewhere along the alley. This was just based on what they could see with their eyes. What they really needed, was better intel on what the inside of the building looked like. Brett had an idea on how to find that out without even entering the building.
In front of the club was a long line of potential customers waiting to gain entrance; young men and women all dressed to the nines, wanting to get in to have a good time. The men were dressed in tailored slacks and trendy sport coats. Some wore ties, some did not. All of them sported expensive haircuts.
The ladies were in competition on just how much skin they could reveal, with form-fitting dresses that ended well up their thighs, and low-cut necklines and backs. The whole thing was a glittering column of pompous, self-important young people, all on a quest to ensure their popularity. Nothing was more important than how you looked, where you hung out, and who you hung out with. Brett and DJ approached the back of the line and interrupted a young couple chatting away their wait time.
“Excuse me,” Brett began. The young couple stopped and turned their way. As soon as they saw Brett and DJ’s attire, jeans and matching T-shirts, their attitudes changed to barely contained disdain. “We were just wondering,” Brett continued,
“what this place was?”
“You from out of town?” The young man asked, looking them up and down.
“Not only out of town, but we just spent a week in the mountains on a hiking trip. I can see we’re currently not dressed for this place, but we were just passing by and saw the long line.
We were looking for a place to hang out tomorrow night. This place looks popular. Just wondering if you can give us some information” Brett asked.
“Well,” the young man said. “The first thing is, there’s a strict dress code. No jeans. Men have to wear at least a sports coat. Girls have to dress, well, like her,” He pointed at his date.
She tossed her hair and looked over her shoulder to see if the line had moved. She was clearly already bored with this conversation.
“Yeah, we get that,” Brett said. “What we want to know is, what’s it like inside? I mean, does the club really take up three floors?”
“And the roof,” the young man replied. “But it’s all arranged in VIP levels. The first two floors are for everyone that coughs up two bills a piece for the cover. It’s open in the middle, so the second floor is really a loft that overlooks the dance floor on the first.”
“What’s on the third floor and the roof?”
“The third floor has a bunch of private lounges. Each one will run you five G’s for the room and’ll get you access for ten guests. It includes a private bar. That doesn’t cover drinks, though.” The young man looked at his watch. He, like his date, was losing interest in this conversation.
“And the roof?”
His attitude perked up over that particular question.
“That is through special invite only. You need to know somebody in order to get in. It’s where the owners hang out. I got invited up once. It was pretty cool.”
“Really?” Brett asked. “You know the owners?”
“No. Not really. It was a friend of a friend sort of thing.
Pretty cool though. There is a private elevator in the back they bring you up in. There is a pool, four hot tubs, drinks are included. Its got its own dance floor and someone mixing music.
But like I said, you gotta’ know someone to get up there.”
“Well, I appreciate the information. We may stop by tomorrow. Sounds like something you really have to see once.”
The young man nodded and turned his attention back to his girlfriend. Brett and DJ wheeled about and walked away.
At the SUV parked around a corner a full block away, Brett watched DJ gear up. He put on a bulletproof vest he confiscated from one of the attackers back at the house. Brett followed suit. As they prepared, they discussed how they would do this.
DJ spoke up first. “So, I am pretty sure this place has a basement. They would need a place to store cases of booze and supplies. I saw one of those big restaurant vents hanging off the wall out back in the alley. So, we know they have a kitchen as well. You know there is a back entrance to this place and it probably leads straight to that kitchen. We should make our entry there. They probably have it guarded, though. According to the idiot we just talked to, there is a private elevator in the back.
Given their status, our targets are guaranteed to be on the roof.
We should try heading up from back there.”
“Right,” Brett agreed. “If we can get in the back, we can take the elevator up, grab them both, and head straight back down. Doesn’t sound complicated at all. You know… if you exclude the fact we have no idea how many armed guards they have, do they have radios, are our two targets armed, what is the specific layout of the place, or is there any security cameras to alert them of our presence? Despite those unanswered questions, sounds like a piece of cake.”
DJ shot a disgusted look at the agent. “We went into this knowing there were going to be a lot of unseen variables we would have to work out on the fly.”
Brett looked down the street to the club. DJ could tell he was overwhelmed by the incredible odds they were up against and what was at stake if they failed.
“Look,” DJ said. “I hate to oversimplify this, but I’m fully aware of what our chances are. But what other choice do we have? Right now, Big Chuck has all the leverage. We need some leverage of our own. So, the plan is pretty simple. We charge in the back, shoot anybody that has a gun, grab Hudson
and Ward, and disappear into the night. We just do what needs to be done.”
“You’re right,” Brett agreed. “The good news is we’ll have the element of surprise. Any security they have will likely be less than vigilant. After all, who would have the brass to attack one of Big Chuck’s clubs? There’s a good chance we can make it all the way to out targets before anyone really knows what’s going on. Place the call.”
DJ called Abbi and she answered on the first ring.
“We’re almost ready. How long do you need on your end?”
“I’m ready now,” she replied. “Say the word, and I’ll buy you some time. But it won’t’ last long. Five minutes, maybe.
I’m already logged into the other system too. When you’re ready for that one, all I have to do is click my mouse.”
DJ then conferenced in Brett. They ran the earbuds for their phones up the inside of their shirts and into their ears. This way, if they got separated once inside, they could still talk with each other. Abbi could listen in and perform her function when called on by either one of them.
DJ strapped on the low slung tactical holsters he purchased from the sporting goods store earlier. It was a double rig system that allowed for universal pistol holsters to be strapped to both upper thighs. This placed them in easy reach and at the same height as his hands fell naturally. Their open-ended design allowed both of the Sig Sauer pistols he had to be placed in the holster with the silencers attached. Next, he mounted all three of the double mag pouches on the front of his belt that secured the entire rig. Two on one side of the buckle, and one on the other. That gave him six mags at the ready. The rest, he stuffed into his back pockets.
Lastly, he tucked the dead agent’s backup Glock under his shirt and into his waistband. This model was a G26 9mm containing a 10-round magazine. It was yet another pistol he was already familiar with. There was, he reminded himself, no such thing as too many guns.
Brett refrained from using anything similar. Instead, he chose his familiar service pistol, holstered like normal and high up on his waist. Then, he took the other agent’s identical Glock and holstered it in a cross-draw fashion on his left side. Finally,
he grabbed the package of zip ties they purchased when they bought the phones.
DJ compared himself to Brett. DJ looked like he was going to war with his low-slung holster system and twin silenced pistols. He looked like something out of a movie; just a little over the top and ridiculous. Brett, on the other hand, seemed entirely outmatched by DJ. DJ addressed the issue. “You sure you don’t at least want the G26 backup? Or maybe one of these holster rigs? I feel like I’m hogging all the good stuff.”
“Well, I have a little surprise for you,” Brett replied. He brought DJ around to the back of the SUV and raised the rear liftgate out of the way. Mounted on the floor in the back and covered with matching carpet was a slide-out. DJ hadn’t noticed it before because it looked just like the floor of the SUV. Brett produced a key, probably from the agent that tried to kill them, and inserted it into a lock in the middle. The lock turned and Brett slid out a large, 6-inch-deep drawer.
Mounted into cutouts were three military-grade firearms.
There was a Sig Sauer 516, Sig’s answer to the military’s M4
assault rifle and a law enforcement favorite. In the slot above that was a Remington Model 700 sniper rifle. It was a rifle dating back to Vietnam and was still being used by many as standard issue. And finally, above that, was a Benelli Supernova Shotgun.
DJ whistled. “You’ve been holding out on me. Those are some quality weapons.”
Brett smiled. “FBI spares no expense. Too bad I’ll be losing my job soon,” Brett laughed at the notion. Then he looked DJ up and down and laughed even harder.
“What’s so funny?” DJ asked?
“I was just thinking,” Brett began. “If they have security cameras, it’s going to look like this place was assaulted by a weird church youth group.”
DJ looked down at the printed T-shirt. The reflective, red
‘Relentless Youth’ caught the dome light from the SUV and shimmered. DJ laughed as well. “Now that’s a Youth Group I would send my kids to.”
Brett referenced the three weapons in their slots. “You want one?”
DJ nodded and picked up the shotgun. He unloaded it and reloaded it to make sure he was aware of the count. Seven rounds. It would be a nice start. Plus, he had the added ability of being able to butt-stroke someone should the need arise.
Brett watched DJ check over his newest weapon, then reached down and retrieved the 516. The agent tucked the two additional mags in his waistband and nodded to DJ. “Let’s go save our family.”
Chapter 23: Stealing the Cubs Justin Reiman leaned against the brick wall in the alley behind Club Xscape, taking a long slow drag on his vape. The pounding thump from the dance music in the club could still be heard through the thick walls behind him. This sure was a boring job, he thought. But at least it was an easy one. Plus, it paid better than any legitimate job that didn’t involve years of school and training.
Justin and Remo’s job was to watch the back entrance tonight. Antonis Remos, or Remo, as he preferred to be called, was tapping away on his phone playing some stupid game. The big Greek immigrant wasn’t exactly on the smart end of the intelligence scale and he was easily entertained by the latest gaming app on his smartphone. What the big bruiser lacked in brains, however, he more than made up for it in viciousness.
Justin had been partnered with Remo for a while now.
They handled anything to do with security or intimidation. If a lieutenant was ordered to go perform a shakedown on a business that was paying them for protection, then he and Remo might get assigned to ride along and look menacing. If somebody needed extra incentive to fall in line with the Big Chuck way of doing things, then they might get charged with knocking a few heads around.
When required to get physical, they had a pretty good system worked out. Justin would issue a warning to their targets.
If they did not comply, Justin would simply stand out of the way and let the Remo Wrecking Ball loose. Justin would watch Remo’s back and make sure no one tried to step in and help. The big brute was both relentless and as tough as the brick walls lining this alley
Tonight, however, was supposed to be easy work. They were to just stand around the back and make sure no one tried to sneak in instead of paying the $200 cover charge. Plus, frisk any staff leaving out of the back to make sure they weren’t stealing anything. It was a lightweight assignment, but the money was good.
They stood in the illuminated circle of a single shaded bulb near the back entrance; Remo thoroughly entertained by some jumping character on a gaming app, and Justin bored out of his brain. That’s when they saw a large SUV turn into the alley from one end. The headlights caught their attention first. Then came the scraping sounds of a traffic cone that had been run over and was pinned beneath the vehicle. The SUV was weaving sporadically down the alley at a slow but steady pace.
A drunk, Justin thought.
Not taking a chance, they both pulled their guns and pointed them in the approaching vehicle’s direction. As the SUV
got closer, Justin hollered for the driver to stop. They both approached the black SUV, closing the gap. The driver complied, dropped it into park, and rolled his window down. He hung both hands out with his palms out and started screaming.
“Don’t shoot! Don’t shoot! I’m show shawry. I just a little bit lost.” The driver looked to be in his thirties with dirty blonde hair. He seemed like a clean-cut kind of guy, but he was clearly drunk out of his gourd. There didn’t seem to be anyone else in the SUV with him.
“Get out!” Justin barked at him. “Keep your hands where I can see them.”
“Issa’ OK, man! Shust donta’ shoot me!”
Neither one of them saw the shadowed form emerge from around the back of the vehicle. Justin only became aware this was all a setup when a bullet passed through Remo’s head and continued its way through the alley. Remo instantly stiffened and collapsed flat on his back. The shadow had some sort of long gun slung over his back and he held a pistol aimed at Justin’s face. Justin tried to turn and open fire, but a second round punched its way through his wrist. He screamed, dropping his gun harmlessly to the ground. The shadowy figure was on him then, punching him in the nose. Justin staggered, tripped in a pothole, and fell to the ground.
The guy was there, kneeling on his chest and placing his silenced weapon under Justin’s chin. “I’m going to ask you a question,” his assailant told him in a surprisingly calm and measured voice. Justin could see him clearly now, and there were two things that stood out. One was the large bandage on his
forehead with a dark patch of blood staining the middle. The second was the serious determination in the stranger’s eyes that said he was a man on a mission; a mission that he would carry out no matter what. “You answer that question truthfully and I’ll let you live. If I think you’re lying, I’ll end you right here.
Understand?”
Justin nodded, grunting from the pain coursing through his shattered wrist. The man stood then, pointing the weapon at Justin’s bloodied nose. Behind him, the other stranger who had driven the SUV, had dismounted and was holding an assault rifle.
“Where are Ward and Hudson?” the man standing over him asked. It was all clear to Justin then. These two were going to kill both sons of Big Chuck. They were on some sort of vendetta. They were going to make Big Chuck pay for some perceived misdeed that had been done to them by murdering two of the mobster’s children. Justin quickly reasoned through the choices and ramifications. If he told them where the sons were, there was a chance the possessed and determined man above him would keep his word and let Justin live. If he were somehow able to walk away from here, however, Big Chuck would kill him no matter where he ran. If he lied to the man standing over him, the man might still believe him and let him live, or he might kill him whether Justin was believed to be telling the truth or not.
Justin made his choice. “They have a couple of girls down in the basement. It’s where they go…. for fun,” Justin told him. Now it was all up to the guy standing over him. Would he let him live, or would he finish him off?
Justin never heard the report of the silenced weapon aimed at his face. He never saw the gun buck in the stranger’s hand as the trigger was pulled. All of that happened a fraction of a second after the 9mm slug passed through his brain. The world around him just simply disappeared, replaced by inky blackness.
__________
For a moment, Brett didn’t move. Then he was shouting at DJ. “You just killed him in cold blood!” He was shocked at the sudden but calm nature at which DJ had just murdered a
defenseless man. Not innocent, to be sure. But certainly, no longer a threat.
DJ shook his head. “Number one, I’m pretty sure he lied to me and I like to keep my word. Number two, we couldn’t really handcuff him and call the cops, now could we? And number three, he would have started screaming bloody murder as soon as we walked away. Remember that line Mrs. Jackson warned you about? Well, that was it, and I just hopped over it.
You want your wife to see morning? You better leave that badge of yours in the truck.”
A voice crackled across the headphone plugged into their ears. It was Abbi. “Both of you need to hurry. I’m hacked into two systems that I shouldn’t be in. It’s only a matter of time before I am detected in one of them.” DJ moved to the back door and tested the handle. It was unlocked. He prepared to throw the door open and let Brett go through first with the assault rifle.
“We have to split up,” DJ pointed out. “Just in case that guy was telling the truth. You take the basement, and I’ll head to the roof. There should be a stairwell leading down near the kitchen.”
Brett took aim at the door and readied himself to charge through as soon as DJ threw it open. “I thought you said you were pretty sure he lied to you,” Brett said sarcastically.
“I am,” DJ said. “But we have to make sure, now don’t we?”
“Just shut up and open the door.”
DJ threw the door open and the driving music was suddenly louder. Beyond, was a wide hallway that ended in a set of swinging double doors with small, porthole shaped windows, like the kind you would find leading into a restaurant dining room so the wait staff could see through in an effort to keep from banging into each other. To the right was another set of identical doors with windows as well. To the left was an opening into what looked like a stairwell.
Coming down the hallway was a well-dressed man in slacks and a matching sports coat. From the coiled, clear mic cable that ran into his ear, he was clearly security. Seeing Brett standing in the back door with an assault rifle, his hands clawed for his own gun. Brett put three rounds through the man’s chest
before he could clear the holster, dropping the man where he stood. The loud music pounded, drowning out the sound of gunfire for anyone who wasn’t close.
They both moved forward in a line. Brett stayed to the left to give DJ a clear line of sight. He glanced at the stairwell and announced it was clear. DJ moved forward and peeked through the windows of the doors to the right.
“Kitchen,” DJ called out. “Let’s get this guy into the stairwell before we get caught.” He was speaking loudly to be heard over the dance music coming from deeper in the club.
They both grabbed a handful of the man’s jacket, dragged him into the stairwell, and tucked him out of the way in the corner.
Hopefully, they would be gone before anyone found him.
Standing in the stairwell, they could see it only went down. That gave DJ a better option instead of splitting up. So far, the whole place had not been alerted to their presence. Time was still on their side. Both of them could go down, clear the basement before anyone found out about them, then make their assault upward after locating the back elevator they had been told about.
DJ communicated this to the agent and Brett agreed.
With Brett still leading, they maneuvered their way down the stairs. They made it to the first landing with no issues, then turned the corner to finish the descent into the basement.
That’s when they met a guy dressed as a waiter heading back up with a case of whiskey. Everybody froze for a moment, the waiter staring at the assault rifle with wide eyes. Then he dropped the cardboard box with a shattering crash and bolted back around the corner.
“ABBI, NOW!” DJ shouted. Both men took off after the guy, jumping over the dropped box of booze and rounding the corner as well.
__________
Finally, Abbi had been given the go-ahead for her first assignment. Not an assignment, really. It had been her idea, after all. “Got it,” Abbi replied into the phone. “You have five minutes tops.” Abbi had been hacked into the Denver Emergency Management Center, a state of the art 911 call center
located downtown. Since most hackers seldom targeted anything quite so boring, the cybersecurity for the facility was surprisingly less sophisticated than the overall system was. Hacking in had taken her about ten minutes. In fact, it was hardly considered hacking. It was just a matter of going to the human resources page of their main website, grabbing a list of names for the IT
department, using the last name for the login, and “password” for the password. The fourth one she tried, logged her right in. IT
technicians were the worst at not having legitimate passwords.
To anybody on the system, she would appear as a connected user and assume she was doing IT work. Unless, of course, whoever happened to notice her was part of the IT team.
Then she might be in trouble. That’s why she had wanted DJ and Brett to hurry.
In digging through the system looking for a way to render it useless, she discovered a maintenance protocol that involved rebooting the entire system should there be an unresolvable communication conflict between servers. On DJ’s shouted cue, she initiated that routine. The system instantly cut her off, and she knew the entire place had just gone dark. It would take a few minutes for such a large system to come back up, run through systems checks, and be back to running normally. The good thing was, anybody calling 911 to report armed invaders at a nightclub downtown would be met with a busy signal. The bad news was if anybody tried to report something legitimate, like the heart attack of a loved one, for example, wouldn’t be able to get through. It had been a calculated risk to take.
Abbi then waited for the second hack she had performed to be initiated. This one was designed to enable an escape. It was really a rather Hollywood approach, but one that was a legitimate threat to any city’s traffic control system.
Even in this day and age, the traffic management grid was extraordinarily easy to break into. As proven by a recent cybersecurity study by the University of Michigan. While a news crew filmed the event, it had taken them all of two minutes to hack almost all of Detroit’s traffic lights. All you needed was a laptop equipped with a WiFi card capable of running on the same frequency as the wireless networked traffic lights. Anyone
with rudimentary computer skills could connect to any traffic signal within range with just a mouse click. Like the traffic light at the corner near the fast-food place Abbi now sat.
Every modern-day traffic light came equipped with a control unit that communicated via a wireless router to the next closest set of traffic lights, forming a network. This way there were no conflicts in the system and traffic had an orderly flow.
There was always an open port on the router for maintenance purposes. That port was usually unencrypted and unsecured.
Once you connected to one, you had access to the entire system.
Provided, of course, you were in possession of the correct management software. Abbi was. All she had to do was walk over to the silver box mounted near the light, read the company logo that was stuck to the side, go to their website. and downloaded the software freely from their product support page.
Any teenager with a laptop could have done what she did. All Abbi had to do was stay in the range of the one she was hacked into, and she could willfully turn every signal she wanted to any color she desired. In Brett and DJ’s case, she would make sure they had green lights in whatever direction they chose to escape.
All Abbi could do was sit and wait with crossed fingers and toes, listening in to the progress of the two men assaulting Big Chuck’s nightclub. She hoped they were successful. She prayed for their safety. But she prayed harder for one of them in particular.
__________
Brett and DJ cleared the corner, chasing after the panicked waiter. They were greeted with a large open basement, broken up by a series of support columns and a labyrinth of lightweight shelving units. The ceiling was crisscrossed by a series of electrical conduits, pipes for plumbing, and ductwork for the HVAC system. The entire thing was a shadowy and poorly lit rat maze. The fleeing waiter was their cheese.
DJ was faster than the injured agent in front of him, but he could not race past due to the narrow confines of the pathways through the shelving. Ahead, the waiter was pulling away from them, zig-zagging around metal shelves and stacked boxes. DJ was unsure of where the guy was running to, but if
they didn’t stop him soon, there was no telling how much trouble they were going to find themselves in.
Their prey skidded left around a corner, shouting,
“They’ve got guns!” and disappeared from view. A second later, another man appeared dressed in a sports coat and an open-collar shirt, pointing a gun through the aisles. Brett slid to a halt and ducked left between shelving. DJ ducked right. Bullets split the air between them. DJ could hear shouting about attackers in the basement from someone other than the waiter. He could only assume the entire security team had been alerted by radio.
DJ switched to the shotgun and poked his head around the corner and back. He barely snatched it out of the way before the advancing security guy plugged the end of the shelving with two rounds. The man could shoot.
“How about some cover,” DJ said to Brett. The agent responded by holding the assault rifle at arm’s length around the corner and letting fly with three randomly placed rounds. That should have been enough to cause the man to duck out of the way, DJ thought. He followed Brett’s move by swinging the shotgun around and up, aiming down the narrow corridor, waiting for the guard to show his face.
However, a second face appeared further down where the waiter had disappeared. Another security guy, with another handgun. Apparently, the first guy had a partner. DJ didn’t wait.
The 12-gauge bellowed and the man’s face turned into red mush.
He flew backward into a column of stacked boxes. Faster than thought, DJ racked a new round into place and waited for the first guard to show himself.
Six rounds left.
The first man finally popped around the corner and he was fast. Almost too fast. DJ felt the hot sting of a round graze his neck just under his left ear. He flinched and jerked the trigger involuntarily. The shotgun bellowed once more, catching the man in the center of his chest with a lucky shot. He was painted in instant crimson, obviously not wearing a vest like many of the others DJ had encountered. The man was sent backward, hard into metal shelving.
DJ racked the shotgun. Five rounds left.
The shelf that the dying man fell into, rocked and tilted from the weight of his body collapsing against it. It teetered for a moment, then crashed into the shelf behind it. The next thing they knew, an entire section of shelves on DJ’s side of the corridor began to fall over like metal dominos. Plates, pots and pans, glass tumblers and champagne glasses, cases of beer and alcohol, all began to shatter in an impossibly loud chorus of crashing and breaking things.
DJ pressed forward amid the chaos of disintegrating shelving, heading after the fleeing waiter and whatever waited around the corner. Brett was hot on his heels, racing across broken glassware and jumping over a spilled box of metal kitchen utensils. When they got to the corner, they found a set of closed elevator doors and another stairwell leading upwards.
A quick glance at the indicator lights above the elevator revealed that it was headed down, and it was almost here. DJ
also noted the last floor on its list of options said, “Roof”. That was a good sign. Since the elevator was going down and not up, the waiter must have taken the stairs. Not that it mattered.
Everybody with a radio and a gun now knew they were here.
The elevator reached the bottom and a bell dinged to announce its arrival. Brett and DJ stood side by side and raised their weapons simultaneously. As the doors slid open, they could clearly make out guns in the hands of more security. They were obviously responding to the call that went out over the radio.
DJ and Brett did not wait but began to unload on the reinforcements. There were five armed men in the elevator. They never stood a chance. DJ divided the remaining shotgun rounds evenly between the elevator’s occupants in rapid succession, and Brett hammered away with the remaining rounds left in the magazine if his assault rifle. It was a slaughter. Most were dead before the doors even finished opening.
What was left was a grizzly scene. The small compartment was piled with bodies and bathed in blood.
Somewhere in the tangled mess, a hand moved. Not aggressively. Just someone still alive, but barely hanging on.
Brett reloaded, and DJ dropped the shotgun to the floor and drew both pistols. Brett walked forward, found the owner of
the twitching hand, and finished him off with a single shot from the newly reloaded rifle. He looked back at DJ.
With the loud dance music pouring through the open stairwell, DJ considered their choices. Did they take the elevator to the roof or make an assault up the stairs? Either way, they were likely to meet more armed men. If they took the stairs, they might even run into innocent civilians. Of course, taking the elevator might have the same results.
DJ looked to Brett and voiced the question, but Brett merely shrugged. He was right, DJ thought. In the end, it probably didn’t matter.
__________
Up on the roof, what was considered by guests to be a very good time for the privileged few who were chosen to be invited, suddenly turned into a very tense situation. As the call came across the radio there were armed invaders in the basement, the mood drastically changed. Despite the summer heat, there was now a stark, mood-snapping chill in the air.
Guests only became aware of something wrong when men, scattered all over the roof posing as high-dollar security, suddenly pulled guns to face the stairs and elevator at the far end. When someone asked a security member what was going on, he responded there were armed people invading the club. The information spread like wildfire to all the other guests on the roof. Most of them did not fully understand who owned this club. For them, it was a horrifying reminder of terrorist attacks around the world.
For those who worked for Big Chuck, there was shock and sudden fear. That someone would have the audacity to attack the crown jewel of his holdings was beyond comprehension.
They believed it invulnerable to attack, purely based on the reputation of the man who owned it. Another rival would dare not attack it.
Included in that thought process, was one Mr. Josh Hemming. He was in charge of security at the club. It was a position he had always assumed would be more about the show, and less about actually performing his job title. When the call came across the radio, his shock was so real, for a moment he
failed to do anything at all. Then, adrenaline sent a jolt of energy into his heart, and he, slowly at first, but picking up speed as his mouth caught up with his brain, began to issue orders.
The first thing he did was send a third of the men on the first floor down to meet the threat in the basement. The rest, he had cover the elevator and stairwell entrance in case those five failed. This included sending some of them to the rear basement entrance across from the kitchen. That last group reported finding one of their own dead, stuffed around the corner in the stairwell entrance. Next, he ordered the second and third-floor men to group and cover the entrances to those particular floors.
There was one task left to do and it was the most important job he could ever have. Josh had to keep both of Big Chuck’s sons safe. If he failed, he was as good as dead himself.
It was a powerful incentive.
Josh had worked for Big Chuck ever since he was a street runner back in the old days. Long before Big Chuck’s lieutenants had access to the app on their phones allowing for clandestine communications, couriers were used to send messages to avoid the FBI’s electronic surveillance. It had been a low tech, simple system, that had just worked. Young boys on bicycles and skateboards would carry handwritten coded notes on scraps of paper.
Josh worked for Big Chuck as one of those couriers when he was only thirteen years old. He was just a wiry teenager with spiky black hair and freckles, running messages back and forth on a beat-up longboard with bright red wheels. As he got older, he was entrusted with verbal messages. From that, he was promoted to enforcement. Eventually, Josh elevated himself to protection detail for either Big Chuck himself, or one of his three boys.
Finally, at only twenty-four years old, he was in charge of security at Club Xscape. Usually, it was a cushy job. He would occasionally have to bounce a few drunks from the building, flirt with anything in a skirt, and otherwise just look intimidating. Tonight, however, things had taken on a more serious nature. Someone decided to make a major move against Big Chuck. They were here to take down his primo establishment, and maybe, if they were lucky, take out his sons.
The attackers might even be hoping to eliminate Big Chuck himself if he happened to be here. It was the only logical explanation for what was going on. But who would be brazen enough to try such a thing? The Mexicans? The Russians? It was almost an unimaginable prospect. Yet, here they were.
Josh ran over to where the sound equipment was set up feeding music to the rooftop dance floor and yanked the cord from the receptacle. Everything went silent. He then ordered everyone that was a guest to move over to the bar, the furthest point from the elevator and stairs.
He then, quietly, instructed both Kaiser boys to go behind the bar on the other side of the guests and use the crowd as human shields. The two did not question his wisdom but drew their own weapons and did as he suggested.
Josh had to admit, part of him faced a bit of revulsion at sending them to hide behind innocent bystanders. The very notion that the offsprings of one of the most vicious men to have ever lived were cowardly hiding behind their own guests was both ludicrous and abhorrent. If Big Chuck were here, he would be leading the charge to face their attackers. And, he would probably do it barehanded. These two were nothing like their father.
Above the elevator, the floor lights began to methodically light up one at a time. It had been sitting on
“Basement”. But as Josh watched, they were slowly cycling through each floor number in order.
1…
2…
3…
“GET READY!” Josh shouted to his crew.
Both the elevator and stairwell were housed in what resembled a large mirror encased cube at the far end of the roof.
It reflected the lights of the city and the multicolored flashing strobes of the dance floor. It was kept polished, clean, and blemish-free. Standing across from the mirrored doors, Josh could see himself in its reflection.
It showed him standing in the middle of an arc of armed men. Gone were the freckles of a skateboarding thirteen-year-old, but he still had his trademark spiky black hair on top of a
gangly and wiry frame. At his shouting, they all raised their weapons and sighted along the barrels. All were aiming at the sliding doors of the elevator, ready to decimate whoever was on the other side. They would pay a heavy price for coming here, he thought to himself.
‘Roof,’ the indicator light said. ‘Ding’ went the bell.
The doors parted to reveal why the five men he had sent below had not provided updates over the radio. They were dead.
It was a massacre. Bodies were stacked on top of one another and twisted in grotesque angles. The polished mirrored walls and stainless-steel railings that lined the interior were bathed in crimson splatter and riddled with bullet holes.
Josh was impressed that not a single one of his men blasting away as soon as the doors started to slide open, but rather held their fire until they had a solid target to shoot at. He thought at least a few of them would have unloaded on the elevator as soon as the bell chimed.
Where were the people attacking them, he wondered? He keyed his radio and asked for updates from the teams on each main floor. The first, second and third floors had gathered to take aim on the stairwell openings and elevator doors on their respective levels. This left the front and back entrances to the club unsupported.
The front had four guys outside, but they reported no unusual activity. The back was completely silent, but then Josh hadn’t provided radios to those two. That turned out to be a huge mistake on his part. One he was sure Big Chuck would express his displeasure over later. Probably in a physical way. They were limited to the number of radios and he had chosen to equip security members in the club and at the front over the two at the back. The back alley never had anything to report. That was likely the weak point the invaders chose to exploit.
Wait a minute. Did that mean inside information had been provided to whoever had attacked them? Was there a mole in their organization feeding intel to an enemy? If so, then Big Chuck had a much bigger problem than Josh’s oversight at not handing out radios. He would make sure to point all of this out to Big Chuck when they spoke.
All floors reported no activity at the stairway and elevators. So then, where were they? Were they still holed up in the basement, now trapped and unable to escape? It seemed the only choice left.
He would gather the full force of his men at all entrances to the basement and sweep through, killing any they found there.
But first things first. Josh had to get Ward and Hudson clear of this building and safe from harm.
From behind him, he heard some rumbling from the guests over by the bar. He turned to see many with their cell phones out. A few were recording, but most were frowning at the displays in their hand. From the growing murmuring of the crowd, he caught one of them say 911 was busy and no one was having luck getting through. Everyone at the club must have called at once and overloaded the system, he reasoned.
Josh darted forward before the elevator doors had an opportunity to close again and hit the emergency stop button.
“Get these guys out of here,” he directed. En masse, the group of guards moved forward to do as he instructed. They grabbed arms, legs, and jackets, and dragged the dead men from the elevator. They laid the bodies to one side near the dance floor.
Behind him, women cried and cowered behind their dates as Josh’s men worked.
He called out to Hudson and Ward, motioning them over and explaining what was going to happen next. He had both of the sons get into the elevator. Next, he called four of his best shooters to get in to help guard them. Before climbing in with them, he ordered the remaining guards to confiscate every cell phone from the roof. Last thing he needed was someone posting video of this online.
Josh keyed his mic and cranked out more commands to the guards located on the floors below him. He ordered the ones located on the ground floor, at the basement stairwell by the kitchen in the back, to start their descent. He ordered both the second and third floors to head down the stairwell and assault the basement from that end as well. He then commanded the men on the ground floor watching the stairwell and the elevator, to head out front and help secure the front entrance.
There were two expensive German SUV’s parked in front of the club. They were armored against small-arms fire, but nimble and quick despite the added weight of the laminate plating. Josh would whisk the two Kaiser boys to the first floor using the elevator and into those waiting armored vehicles.
Practically everyone else, with the exception of those he just instructed to secure the front entrance, would attack the basement in force.
Josh released the hold on the elevator and hit the number 1 button. The doors slid closed with a metallic ‘swish’ and they began their slow descent through the building.
There was a noise above him. It was soft and not alarming. Not at first. Then, he realized what the noise was. It was the sound of the trap door at the top of the elevator being pulled open. A fresh wave of adrenaline and fear hit him. He tried to move, but oddly found himself rendered immobile. He commanded the muscles in his hand to raise his weapon and point it toward the ceiling, but they would not respond. He willed himself to turn his head upward and look above him, to see the armed attackers he knew were now looking down on him, but even his own neck muscles defied him. Then, he was aware of a warmth that began to wash over him from somewhere above. It was like heated water being poured on his head. He could feel it cascading down his neck, over his shoulders and down to the rest of his wiry frame. Josh could not look up to find the source for some odd reason. Instead, he looked at the reflections in the shattered mirrored walls encasing the elevator.
He saw himself and understood what was going on. He understood why he could not move.
He had been shot. A bullet had passed through his head on one side. A chunk of his skull had been torn away, exposing his brain. It didn’t look like the kind of wrinkled cartoony model that you might see in an anatomy book, but rather the torn apart gooey mess that would be left behind from expanding hollow point rounds. And the warmth he was feeling? That was his own life’s blood being drained out of him from his opened skull, cascading down him in a kind of morbid waterfall.
He was dead where he stood, he realized. Or soon would be. He was amazed he could even see himself in the mirror, or
process what was going on in what was left of his brain. How was he even still standing there, he wondered?
It was oddly silent, Josh noticed. He could hear nothing at all. It wasn’t like the kind of quiet you experience when you’re laying in your bed with the pillow over your head, trying to block out the world so you could go to sleep. It was a quiet that was far deeper. It was as if anything that could make noise had just hit the kill switch. There was just nothing. Nothing at all. The part of his brain that processed sound was either damaged or missing, he concluded.
Around him, in the absence of sound, reflected in the mirrored walls, he saw his comrades dying. They collapsed in random order, silently, onto the floor of the elevator. One by one they fell, until all that were left, were the two Kaiser boys standing behind him and his own broken body that was already dead yet refusing to fall. It was the weirdest and oddest sensation he had ever experienced. Like he was outside of his own body and watching on as a bystander.
Josh was suddenly scared. Not of dying, but of what waited beyond. He wasn’t much for religion. He had refused to even accept the possibility of an afterlife. Science instructed the world that there was no great beyond. When you died, you were just gone; the universe simply reclaiming the matter that made up the complexity of ‘you’. But now he wondered, was all that wrong? Was there something beyond death? And did we pay a price for the sins we inflicted on others?
In the fractured mirror, he saw the barrel of a rifle poke down from the trap door in the ceiling. It pointed at his head one more time. One more awful time.
I guess I’ll find out soon enough, Josh thought to himself.
__________
When Brett threw the trap door open, it was easy for DJ
to tell which ones were Ward and Hudson. They were the two cowering in the back of the elevator looking like frightened puppies. They had all the appearance of pampered boys about to receive a spanking for the first time in their life. Not only that,
but they were the only ones without clear radio cables jammed into their ears.
DJ, kneeling at the trap door, had both silencer equipped pistols in his hands. He began to walk through the five guards surrounding them, alternating back and forth between his left and his right hands. He had practiced many times at his home using dual-wielded weapons and was certainly proficient within a certain range. If his targets were four inches or larger, and within twenty feet, he was better than OK. But, he still was not near as accurate or fast as he was with both hands wrapped around one weapon. At this distance, however, it was like shooting… well, to quote an overly used cliché, like shooting fish in a barrel. In just under two seconds, he rattled off three rounds with his right hand, and two with his left. One shot a piece for each head he saw.
15 rounds left in his offhand pistol. 14 in his right.
Both Ward and Hudson, from the very first silenced clap of his matching Sigs, and even though they were clearly armed, merely covered their heads with their arms and tried to shield themselves. As if their forearms could protect them from bullets, DJ marveled to himself. They crouched down into two whimpering balls, forgetting about their own weapons. They were practically whizzing themselves in fear.
Perfect, DJ thought to himself. He needed them alive and well. It was far better if they didn’t fight back. He would have hated to have bloodied them up before he presented them to Big Chuck. It might make the negotiations harder.
The very first guard DJ shot, and even though he passed a round cleanly through the man’s head, tearing off a piece of his skull in the process, simply would not die. Not that he fought back at all. He didn’t. He merely stood there with a piece of his head missing, looking at himself in the mirror. It reminded DJ of stories he had heard about hunters mortally wounding a deer; the bullet pulverizing the heart, yet the deer refusing to fall. To be perfectly honest, it was a horrible thing to witness.
That’s when Brett took over, calmly lowering his rifle through the hole, and shooting the guy again. DJ looked up at the agent. There was a faraway look in Brett’s eye and his face was emotionless.
Good, DJ thought. Push the emotions away, and embrace the job that needs doing. It was a process he had identified in himself back at his canyon home, fighting black-clad commandos for the right to live.
DJ turned and refocused his attention to the Kaiser boys below. “Drop your weapons. NOW!” he shouted. They instantly complied, looking up at him in abject fear.
Both boys were clearly twins, but they looked nothing like Mason. These two either looked a whole lot like mom or dad, or they had a completely different mother altogether. They were towheaded and blue-eyed, versus the coal-black hair and dark brown eyes of the late Mason Kaiser. Both were of a medium build. One of them had a neatly trimmed beard and mustache the same color as his head.
DJ dropped out of the hole in the middle of the elevator’s roof, landing in front of the cowardly twins and right between the feet of a dead guard. He holstered his left pistol and picked his way over the dead bodies in order to stand to one side.
His eyes stayed focused on his prey and his right hand kept the Sig leveled at their belly. With his left hand, he reached up and Brett lowered the assault rifle down, collapsible stock first. Then Brett followed and grunted when he hit the floor. His gunshot wound was clearly bothering him now. DJ would have him take another pain killer when they got out of here. If they got out of here.
DJ grabbed both young men by the collars one at a time and forced them to the elevator doors, while Brett and he picked their way around the many corpses to stand behind. DJ held his gun to the base of the skull of the one in front of him. He wasn’t sure who was who, but DJ’s hostage was clean-shaven. Brett had slung the Sig Sauer rifle over his back and had switched to his service Glock. He also held it to the base of the twin’s head in front of him.
Brett growled at the two through clenched teeth. DJ
wasn’t sure if it was due to the pain Brett was feeling, or because the agent was chosen to try and intimidate the twins. “Give us any issues, fight us in any way, and you’ll be worth nothing to us. We’ll kill you and leave you with your friends on the floor.
Cooperate, and you’ll make it out of this alive. Promise.”
DJ’s man, Blondie 1, made a whimpering moan in response. But Brett’s guy, Blondie 2, slumped a bit and released his bladder. The smell of urine instantly permeated the small confines of the elevator. Yep, DJ thought, we’ll get no trouble out of these two.
The elevator reached the ground floor and they readied themselves for a confrontation. What they found when the doors slid open was a scene of confusion. Apparently, news had spread of an armed attack on the club, While the music continued loudly, the place was emptying fast out of the front door somewhere to their left. There were no guards at the elevator, having been called off by the dead guy lying in a broken heap on the floor.
So far, so good, DJ thought.
Then, a young girl in a dress way too short, happened to look their direction. She saw the dead bodies on the floor of the elevator along with the blood-splattered walls, and let out a shrieking scream far louder than even the music. Others near her turned her way, then refocused to where she was looking. More screams. What had been a concerned exit, turned into a panicked rush for the door.
Brett and DJ shoved their captives forward and to the right, towards where they believed the back exit to be. The way was clear and DJ barreled Blondie 1 through the swinging doors and into the kitchen hallway. They were on the right path, as ahead, he saw the familiar back entrance of where they first entered. Out of the stairwell came two guards, probably headed back up after discovering the only thing in the basement was two of their own, dead.
DJ moved his pistol pointed at the back of number one’s head and aimed it over the twin’s shoulder. He squeezed the trigger and took the first guy through the throat. The guard grabbed his neck with both hands and fell over backward, gurgling blood.
The second proved more of a challenge now that the man was alerted to the fact that who they were looking for was shoving Big Chuck’s sons down the hallway in front of him. He sought cover back around the corner of the stairwell and tried to take aim on the parts of DJ that were exposed. For the son’s part,
Blondie 1 started screaming as soon as he saw the guard pointing a gun in his direction. The man held off shooting, not wanting to hit the son. DJ plugged the man through the left eye as he peeked around the corner.
“Thanks for the distraction,” DJ said to the twin sarcastically. He propelled the young man forward, past the stairwell, and out through the back door. As the went past the opening to the basement, DJ turned his head to peer down and see if others were coming up. They were. He let fly with three more rounds into the gloomy confines of the stairwell. He was pretty sure he at least winged one of them. That should slow their ascent and cause them to rethink their strategy, he concluded.
9 rounds left in his main hand weapon. 15 in the one holstered to his left leg.
They scrambled through the back door and into the alley beyond. DJ shoved the two brothers into the back of the waiting SUV, commanding one to lie on the floor, and the other to stretch out on the seat. DJ climbed on top of them, sitting on top of Blondie 2 and placing his feet on the Blondie 1. His head pressed against the ceiling and his silenced pistol resting against the ear of number 2. With his other hand, he hit the switch to roll the window down on the driver’s side and un-holstered his left sidearm. He pointed it out of the window in the direction of the back door, waiting for targets to appear. Brett shoved the assault rifle barrel first against the floorboard on the passenger side and scrambled into the driver’s seat. He fired up the SUV, slammed it into gear, and punched the accelerator.
More guards finally arrived, kicking the back door open and spilling into the alley. DJ let loose with a few more rounds as they accelerated past. There was no real hope of hitting anyone, there was too much bouncing around and accelerating movement. He was just trying to make them scurry for cover. DJ
was rewarded with clipping one in the shoulder, however, and a second was drilled right in the back of his head as the man tried to retreat through the door. The blood splatter from the exiting round painted the front of another man coming down the hallway, the bullet hitting him dead center of his chest. A two for
one, DJ smiled. Purely luck, of course, but that should slow down any pursuit.
13 rounds in his left-handed weapon. 9 in his right.
Brett screamed across the headphones at Abbi. “Give me green lights headed east from this point! Green lights headed east.”
In his ear, DJ could hear her acknowledge his request.
True to her word, when they turned right out of the alley headed east, all the traffic lights as far they could see were glowing green.
Brett raced down the road through three of them and then turned north. “Abbi, give me green lights north, and turn everything else red.” Abbi instantly responded. They repeated this maneuver a couple of times, zig-zagging back and forth, but always headed at least east or north. Brett slowed down to the speed limit and their hearts began to all beat at a more respectable pace. Behind them, there was no sign of pursuit.
DJ looked at the son he was sitting on. From the corner of his eye, Blondie 2 looked up at him in submissive fear. DJ
still had a pistol pressed up against the twin’s left ear. DJ smiled down at both of them. Blondie 2 was too scared to move lest DJ
pull the trigger. Number 1 lay under DJ’s feet in the floorboard, softly crying.
His smile turned to laughter. The laughter grew from just a bit of a snicker to a giggle. From a giggle, it developed into a full-on howl. He glanced up a Brett driving in the front seat.
Brett looked back at him in the reflection of the rearview mirror.
He could only see Brett’s eyes, but DJ could tell the agent was legitimately worried about the sanity of his teammate riding along in the back seat.
“Brett!” DJ hollered at the back of the agent’s head. “We did it! We pulled it off! Don’t you realize what that means?
You’ll get to see your wife again. You just completed a Hail Mary pass for a touchdown to win the game. The rules have been changed, my friend. We beat the odds. Now it’s Big Chuck’s turn to play defense.”
DJ threw his head back and let out the biggest redneck whoop he could muster. The rules had indeed been changed.
They had just gone into the lion’s den and stolen a couple of his cubs.
Chapter 24: Beaver Nuggets Brett was still worried. Despite how confident DJ
seemed to be about this almost being over, Brett knew there was still more to be concerned about. In order for this deal to work, a few more things had to fall in line perfectly. For one, Big Chuck needed to have an overwhelming love for his two remaining boys and be willing to do anything to ensure their safety. Brett was troubled there might not be anything Big Chuck loved more than power or wielding that power through fear. If he didn’t love his sons as much as he loved his own strength, ability, and influence, then this thing would all fall apart. Brett’s wife would not only end up dead but likely tortured out of spite.
He was concerned that despite their improbable success at the club, everything hinged on the other party, in this case, Big Chuck, having normal parental feelings and tendencies. There was nothing to indicate those existed as far as Brett could see.
Certainly, nothing he had read in the brief bio on his way down.
Definitely, nothing Brett had seen in Big Chuck’s behavior since he had been in Colorado, either.
Brett ran down the list of events associated with the last thirty-two hours. In that time, the mob boss had dispatched an entire team to kill one man because he posed a threat to his son.
And not even a physical threat. Just the possibility of fingering his son in a line-up. Plus, it wasn’t even a simple team of guys. It was twenty, well-armed, well-equipped mercenaries. By all accounts, they would be more at home on a battlefield in Afghanistan than traipsing through the woods looking for a witness. The entire thing had been an over the top show of power. It was not an act done out of parental love but one born of vengeance and a show of strength.
Then, despite DJ being surrounded in a small town that currently consisted of more FBI, sheriff deputies, and state police than actual residents, Big Chuck sent in another team to try and kill the same man. He had done it twice. The man had even demanded the services of bought and paid for FBI agents.
At least two of them. If a crime lord managed to get members of the FBI on his payroll, one would think he would do everything
he could to keep them secret. He would never risk burning them and allow them to be discovered. They could be used against him in a criminal case. And yet, Big Chuck had done so without hesitation. Again, an over the top show of power.
Brett was in no way a profiler for the FBI, but he had been to a few seminars on the subject. Plus, he had a career of law enforcement to look back on for experience. Everything in him said that this guy would never drop his habit of making decisions out of a position of power and a show of force. There was nothing Brett had seen that would allow Big Chuck to suddenly abandon his habitual, heavy-handed, controlling nature, and instead, suddenly operate out of a position of weakness.
Nothing.
There was always a way to coerce certain behaviors out of a person, Brett knew, and this time was no different. But the way forward from here would require a balancing act of careful thought out negotiation. It was something that Brett had been trained for, although he had never done so with the safety of his wife’s life waiting to be forfeited should he fail. He was also sure that DJ had never been in any type of negotiation with a criminal before. Unlike Brett, he had never worked an interrogation. And since DJ had something to lose here as well, Brett was not sure that DJ would allow him to take the lead on this. That made walking this tightrope even harder. Yes, Brett was still worried.
They searched the two twins in the back and discovered nearly five thousand dollars in cash between them. They then used that cash to rent a room at a fleabag motel on the outskirts of Denver. It was the kind of establishment that had hourly rates.
Making sure that no one saw them, they moved the two into the motel room and secured them back to back using the duct tape and zip-ties they picked up earlier when they purchased supplies.
Additionally, once they secured their bargaining chips in the room and were positive they didn’t need Abbi for anything else, they wished the young woman good luck and released her to call Brett’s FBI contacts for a pick-up.
“So, you ready to make the call?” DJ asked Brett.
“Well, I think we need to discuss how to move forward, first.”
“What do you mean?” DJ seemed suddenly defensive; like he was concerned the cop in the group was going to start demanding they follow rules and guidelines.
“Relax, DJ. I just think you need to follow my lead on this part,” Brett reassured.
“There’s no lead, here,” DJ shot back. “We just call the dirtbag and give him an ultimatum.”
“DJ, think this through,” Brett reasoned. “Big Chuck is a tough guy used to demanding and getting his way. He will not simply roll over like a scared schnauzer and tinkle himself in fear. His son might, but he won’t. If we approach this wrong, Big Chuck will start killing off our family one by one until we give in to his demands.”
DJ was silent a moment and appeared to be considering that. After a minute, he appeared to calm. Finally, he said, “So how do you propose we do this?”
“Well, we first need to make sure to isolate him from the rest of his crew. We need to make sure that none of his guys are in the room with him. If they are, he’ll never back down in front of them.”
“How do you plan on doing that?” DJ asked.
“I got a few ideas but that’s not the hard part. The hard part will be that once he’s learned that it’s us that has his sons, to convince him to not just turn around and threaten us with our own family. Because that is what he’ll want to do. He’ll tell us that unless we give up his sons, he’ll kill them. Or worse, torture them while he streams it live on the internet, and then kill them.
My gut tells me it will be his natural reaction. He’ll fight fire with fire. But, he’ll want to go over the top with it and prove that he is far more evil than we are. After all, he would never believe an FBI agent would resort to torture and murder, even if his wife’s life was hanging in the balance.”
“OK, so what’s your answer for making him comply”?
“Honestly, I have been thinking on that for some time and I can only see one viable option that may persuade him into thinking we are more brutal than he is, and therefore not ones to be messed with. Emphasis on the word “may”.
“I’m listening,” DJ said. It was obvious he wanted to get the show on the road and a quick look at Brett’s watch showed
that they didn’t have much time left. DJ was supposed to make his appearance in the field not too far away and they were approaching that deadline fast. DJ had a good reason for growing impatient.
Brett hastily began to lay out his plan. It would require some quick study by DJ and some ability to act out the part using improvisation. If DJ wasn’t convincing in his acting, or if he flubbed on any of the facts, then Big Chuck would surely call their bluff and the three people they cared about most were finished.
DJ seemed to listen and soak everything in, nodding in compliance. When Brett finished, DJ sat back on the bed and closed his eyes in contemplation. Finally, he spoke. “I, for one, am simply happy putting bullets through knees and elbow on these two,” he gestured to kidnapped sons bound in the corner.
“Maybe yanking their fingernails out with pliers and stream it all to Big Chuck’s phone until he gives up. But, maybe your right.
This guy needs to think I am at least just as morbid and diabolical as he is. Maybe worse. OK, you convinced me. Let’s make this thing happen.”
Brett nodded and called his boss to ask for one more under the table favor. They needed files and some crime scene photos.
“Oh, one other thing,” Brett asked DJ while the phone rang. “How is your Spanish? Your military file said you speak it.
I am not sure you will need it, but it might come in handy just in case.”
“Two years in high school. Aced it. Cassie and me, we went on a few mission trips with our church. I was the official interpreter for the group. I’m not fluent but I can have a conversation,” DJ replied.
“Good enough.” The phone stopped ringing and his boss answered on the other end.
__________
Charles Kaiser, AKA Big Chuck, was not having a good week. First, his oldest son had been killed by some no-name, backwoods, bumpkin out on a ranch in the middle of nowhere.
Mason had been the one son who had shown true potential for
taking over the business one day. The other two showed absolutely no aptitude at all. Hudson and Ward occupied positions in his organization purely as figureheads, but Mason had shown a real desire to be an innovator and to lead. Now he was dead. And at the hands of some nobody, no less. It would have been one thing if one of his rivals killed him trying to advance their own competitive business. It would have still infuriated him, to be sure, but to have Mason taken from him by someone that was not even in the same line of work was hard for him to wrap his head around.
To make matters worse, the same nobody had somehow, impossibly, defeated nearly half of his Death Squad soldiers in a twenty-four-hour time frame. And the man had accomplished that feat with all the skill of a trained assassin. In at least two of those instances, the man had been unarmed and seemingly defenseless. Yet he somehow turned the tables on them, armed himself with the weapons of his dead enemy, and racked up an incredible body count. Charles would have sought to hire him and bring this guy into the fold if the man had not killed his favorite son. Remove that detail, and Charles would have been impressed enough to pay the man top dollar to work for him. DJ
Slaughter was a gifted natural.
To increase his frustration and pain even more, Charles had just received word that another faction had used this moment of weakness and distraction to make a move on him; to launch an all-out war on his businesses and interests by attacking him while he was still smarting over the loss of his son. According to the report he had been given about an hour ago by his number two man at Club Xscape, a large team of thirty men had assaulted the club. They killed a number of the club’s enforcers and kidnapped Big Chuck’s two remaining boys. The report had said it was thought that the attackers were maybe Mexican Cartel. They had been wearing body armor and were shot multiple times, but still somehow managed to getaway. There was no doubt the kidnappers would try to use the twins to get Charles to give up some of his holdings. They would threaten his remaining boys with torture and eventual execution if he didn’t give in to their wishes.
Big Chuck had not faced such a brazen attack for many years. But whoever they were, be they Mexican Cartel or not, they would see why he had obtained the reputation that he had.
Once he learned who they were, he would make an example of them. Stories of Big Chuck’s wrath, in this instance, would be told in hushed tones in seedy bars for years to come.
Charles Kaiser was standing in his office next to the large windows on one end, quietly fuming. There was simply too much going on right now. He was facing challenges on two fronts, plus dealing with serious losses to his available manpower. How he dealt with these challenges would have implications that were farther reaching than just sating his own anger with the blood of his enemies. People were watching him.
His own men were secretly looking on and gauging how well he dealt with these things. By now, despite his desire to keep it under wraps, most of his crew had learned about the death of Mason and the ravishing of his Death Squad soldiers. And if they hadn’t, they soon would. That information flowing freely among his men was like an open wound, and he needed to bandage it quickly.
To do that, he had to both crush the people that challenged him in order to keep his men’s fear of him intact, and use careful precision in that execution in order to show his superior intellect. Both fear of him and a healthy respect for Big Chuck’s calculating intelligence was what he needed everyone to see in all of this.
Behind him, waiting patiently near the entrance to the room, Remmi stood ready to follow through on any order he was about to give. Outside of the heavy, scared, and ancient wooden door, he had to deal with yet a third issue that had cropped up.
That third issue was in the form of a person that sat waiting in the adjoining meeting room, sitting next to the shattered conference table.
Charles certainly did not have time, nor did he have the desire, to entertain a discussion with this individual. With the recent series of events taking place at the club, however, he might need to bring this person into the fold. And quickly. He would have ordinarily made that person disappear into a dark hole somewhere. Especially making the claims he was making,
and apparently being able to prove those claims according to the paperwork he carried with him. But now?
Charles thought about the issue a bit more. Despite the fact that he had one son dead, and maybe even the last two following close behind, and despite the fact his main establishment had been hit by a yet unnamed rival organization, the person sitting in the other room was a very important issue to be considering. Now more than ever. It was not a matter that he could simply tell the young man he was too busy at the moment.
Could he please come back later? He needed to make some sort of decision on him now.
The most logical course of action was to isolate him and keep him silent while Charles figured out what to do with him.
He couldn’t really afford to do so in a violent and threatening way either, in case Charles decided to use him for his own goals.
He must make the young man feel as if he were being protected.
Certainly believable, with all that was going on, and an easy reason to sell.
He considered the young man’s reason for coming to him here begin with. The stranger apparently had done enough research on Charles to know exactly who he was. The man on the other side of that door had to know it was entirely possible the mafia boss would just kill him when he presented his information. But he came anyway. And, with no upfront demands.
Maybe Big Chuck should ask him what it was he wanted and let the whole thing play out. If there was something more to the young man, like he actually proved to be some sort of plant or ploy by the Feds to bring him down, then Charles could bury him in the woods somewhere.
Regardless, the decision could not be made now. There were too many other things going on. Best to put the young man on ice somewhere until Charles could decide what to do with him.
“Remmi, create lodgings for him here. Make sure he has every comfort he requires. No access to phones, though. Take his away from him. No internet either. Treat him nicely, but make him invisible to the rest of the world. And keep some guards on him. Explain it’s for his own protection. Tell him that we are
under attack by rivals at the moment. Tell him as soon as I can, I will sit down with him and figure all of this out. And see to it that all of those documents he brought with him are destroyed.”
“You got it boss”, Remmi replied in his thick accent. He did not move, however, knowing more instructions were about to follow.
The next thing Big Chuck needed to do, was address the slaughterhouse that was Club Xscape. First, he would need to reach out to his contacts in both the FBI and the local Police Department. He needed to have all their findings brought to him first. If there was evidence pointing to who had perpetrated such an open attempt at a power grab, Charles needed to be informed about it as soon as possible. Then, he would need time to exact retribution before the Feds got in the way. He issued those instructions to Remmi as well, who simply nodded his head in compliance.
Next, he needed to see to this David character who killed his son. The man was scheduled to walk into a field nearby and wait for someone to either end his life or bring him to Big Chuck for torture. That should be happening any minute. He needed to reach out to those watching the field for an update as he had not heard from them yet. If the man didn’t show, he would have his contacts in Oklahoma City and Dallas dismember their captives and leave them in trash bags on the doorsteps of the FBI.
Then, he would gather all he knew about both David and Agent Foster and place the largest bounty on their heads that had ever been issued. And the girl too, whoever she was, just to be safe.
His phone buzzed in his suit jacket pocket. He removed it and glanced at the screen. It was a text message with an attached image. It was coming across their special app to avoid snooping by the Feds. And, it was coming from an ID that was not listed in the contacts. Charles didn’t think that was possible.
His tech guys designed the app to be inclusive. His men could dial out, if necessary, but no one could dial in. He didn’t like what he was seeing.
Charles tapped on the screen to open the attachment. The image was of a decapitated man. Hispanic, by his appearance.
The body of the man was propped up in an ornately carved
wooden chair and positioned to look like he was holding his own head in his lap. The message read, “More to follow.”
What did that mean? Were there more bodies about to drop like the one he was looking at? Was this some sort of threat? He didn’t know the person he was looking at, so why should Charles care? Or were there more messages to come and this was just phase one?
A moment later, a second image came across accompanied by his phone buzzing the announcement. He had his answer. This image was even more gruesome than the first. It was of two large dogs. Great Dane sized, but some other breed he didn’t recognize. They had been disemboweled and their cavity had been stuffed with human body parts. While he couldn’t even tell if it was a man or woman, it was very clear the dogs’ owner had been chopped up into small pieces and crammed inside them like candy into a piñata.
While he had never seen the pictures before, they triggered something in his memory about a story he had been told; a rumor he had heard. It was more of an urban legend, really. There was no chance to think about it further as his phone buzzed a third time with yet another horrible photo.
This time there were two of them side by side, but stitched together into one picture. The one on the left revealed another Hispanic man, naked, behind the wheel of an exotic sports car. His throat had been cut and blood had turned his entire body into a red, bloody mess. The second, on the right, was what was obviously the man’s genitals, removed and turned into the car’s hood ornament.
Now, Charles knew what these photos were from and an odd emotion suddenly found itself coursing through his body in a sort of adrenaline-laced pulse. It was an emotion Charles had not experienced in quite a long time. It was cold fear.
Calm down, he told himself. You don’t know what these are yet. It is either a warning or a job application. With what has happened at Xscape, it could be either. Let it play out. React not to blind emotion, but with thoughtful and reasoned purpose.
A fourth photo came through. It was just as ghastly as the three before it. Then a fifth. A sixth. They kept coming, one at a time, until he had a dozen images of twelve grisly murders.
Finally, a message flashed on the screen. “El Gran Blanco wishes a moment of your time in private. I will call in two minutes. With great respect, it would serve both of our interests if you were alone when I did.”
Charles stared at the screen for a moment and focused on calming his racing heart. He wasn’t often apprehensive, but that name drove the emotion into him none-the-less. He took a slow measured breath and pushed the emotion into the background.
This was ridiculous. Charles was a notorious killer. He was the head of a large criminal empire that he ruled with precision and an iron fist. El Gran Blanco was just a man like all of the rest he had defeated. If this really was a threat of some kind, Big Chuck would crush the assassin just like all the other enemies who had come before him.
His heartbeat slowed to a more measured pace. He was in control once more; clear-headed and focused. He returned the phone to his jacket and turned to Remmi. “Reach out to our contacts in the FBI and local P.D. Have them come immediately to me with any information on who they think might be responsible for the club. Also, check to see if David has shown his face at the rendezvous spot. For now, leave me be, I need to make a phone call.” Remmi nodded his head in compliance and ghosted out of the room.
Charles turned back to the windowed wall and tried to recall everything he knew about the person that had sent the pictures. El Gran Blanco was Spanish for “The Great White.”
As the story went, the leader for all organized crime in Guatemala, Alfonso Portillo, somehow managed to get himself elected as the President of his country. Not only did his organization have free reign to do as it wished, but as President, he was able to utilize government-funded means to grow his influence, wealth, and power across the entire region.
Additionally, he was able to bribe and embezzle his way to the tune of hundreds of millions of dollars a year, by engaging directly with corrupt and susceptible members of other foreign governments. Guatemala became so dangerous, and its government so nefarious, the United Nations took up the issue of dealing with them as a topic on the Security Council.
Eventually, with both the United States and France taking lead by providing military support, they were able to get him removed from power and arrested. The US was able to secure an order of extradition for prosecution, but before the exchange could take place, his loyal followers broke him out of jail and he disappeared forever. This was all a well-known piece of history, discovered by any with a simple internet search. What was not known, was the story of an assassin employed by President Portillo at the height of his power.
According to legend, he had traveled to Cuba to strike up a deal with the youngest Castro brother, Raúl. While there, Raúl kept making sexual advances to President Portillo’s beautiful wife. Alfonso became enraged, no deal was struck, and he made to leave the country in haste. Raúl Castro saw him to his plane and begged forgiveness. Alfonso refused to accept the apology. Shortly before takeoff, he stood on the steps of the stairs to his jet and made a promise to the youngest brother.
Because of the insult, he would leave a lasting mark on the Castro name if it was the last thing he ever did.
President Portillo had heard of an up and coming assassin trying to make a name for himself. As assassins go, the bigger the reputation you have, the more money you can require for your services. This American, who went by the name Joe, was on a quest for a really big job to garner the reputation that was so profitable in his line of work. Alfonso decided to give the young assassin the shot he was looking for.
The Cuban regime was supported by twelve leading generals. They went by the title of “El Consejo de Doce,” or The Council of Twelve. The assassin snuck into Cuba, and after careful research and planning involving months of preparation, managed to murder the entire council in a single night.
The killings were elaborate and gruesome. Each one done in a way as to make a statement about the individual who had been killed. One General had two large, prize-winning dogs he cherished more than even his wife. He was, of course, dismembered and stuffed into his hounds as the photos Charles looked at had shown. One was known for his sexual exploits and promiscuity. His manhood had been removed and placed as a hood ornament on his Italian sports car.
The assassin even had the foresight to take pictures of his accomplishments so he could prove his ability and released them out into the Dark Web; that shady side of the internet where criminals conducted business. Charles had never seen those photographs until now. He had only heard the stories and wondered how much of it was truth versus fiction.
The murder of all twelve main Generals of Fidel Castro’s army, done in such a brutal and horrific way, and accomplished in such a short amount of time, sent a shockwave throughout the country of Cuba. It also launched the career of the man that quickly became known in every Spanish speaking country south of the US, as “The Great White”. Named not only for the killing machine of the world’s oceans but for the fact he was a white man who had single handily invaded the Communist country of Cuba. Where the American military had failed at the Bay of Pigs, a single American had accomplished what they could not. He brought a country to its knees in just a few hours with surgical skill and graphic savagery.
The Great White, El Gran Blanco, was now seeking to have a private word with him. There could only be two reasons.
One, the assassin had been employed by those who attacked Big Chuck’s night club only a short time ago. Although why he would announce his involvement confused him. Unless it was to help strike fear in his heart and persuade him to give up some of his power.
Two, he was aware of the attack made against Charles and was attempting to solicit business from him. The photographs texted to his phone were a calling card of sorts. A resume of accomplishments, if you will.
Charles’ phone rang. A look at the screen showed it to be a video call, again, coming across his secure app and not from traditional means. He hesitated before answering. As far as he knew, no one had ever seen the face of El Gran Blanco. But then, Charles didn’t hire many assassins, preferring to handle things himself. He was simply not well versed in the world of hired killers. He answered.
The first thing Charles saw was both of his remaining boys bound back to back, mouths taped over, sitting in a corner of a nondescript room. A voice spoke from off-camera that said,
“Right now they are both completely unharmed. Not even a bruise to show between them. It is my desire to make sure that they stay this way.”
Right away, Charles Kaiser’s blood began to boil. Gone was any lingering trace of the fear he felt only moments before.
Reason was beginning to melt away as well, replaced by the darker side of him known as Big Chuck. The two were one and the same, of course, but it was more of a Jekyll and Hyde symbiosis. The Charles Kaiser side of him reasoned everything through. The Big Chuck side of him, his alter ego, was released when brutality was necessary to make a point.
He had always been careful and controlling of the two personality sides of himself. He knew when the situation demanded that Big Chuck stay chained to a wall of control and for Charles Kaiser to step in and calculate everything through.
But when it was time to release the beast, Big Chuck would rampage about, creating carefully restricted mayhem before he was returned to his cage of confinement. Right then, despite Charles Kaiser’s order to stay put, Big Chuck was rattling his cage and trying to break free.
“What do you want?” Charles said through clenched teeth.
“Simple,” came the off-camera reply.
The view rotated and he was now looking into the face of a man that looked closer to a vagrant under a bridge than the notorious assassin he was claiming to be. The man’s hair was scraggly and generally unkempt. He wore a several days growth of beard that had undergone no grooming or trimming. His lip was busted like he had been punched, and a large blood-soaked bandage was stuck to one side of his forehead. While not physically in the room, Charles could almost smell the fact that the man could use a bath. At least it was how he appeared.
“You’re El Gran Blanco?” Snorted Charles. This guy appeared nothing like what he would have imagined the famed assassin to look like. He pictured someone larger than life. Not someone that looked like they just came off an all-night bender.
“Why don’t you get yourself cleaned up before you try to sell yourself as one of the world’s foremost assassins.”
The camera view rotated around to show both of his sons again. A figure stepped into the frame, though he could only see part of the man’s back and waist. Doing so partially blocked the view of his sons. The unknown man was there but a moment and then stepped back out of the way. When he was gone, Charles could see that the man had balanced a cheap glass ashtray on top of the head of Ward. He could tell it was Ward because of the neatly trimmed, blonde beard.
As Charles watched, the end of a silenced pistol came into view and pointed right at Ward. The pistol jumped, the all too familiar THWAP of a silenced gun could be heard, and the ashtray splattered into flying glass shrapnel in every direction.
Both sons jumped and Ward followed it up with a soft whimpering moan.
Inside Charles’s own head, Big Chuck was pitching the mother of all fits. He was as violently mad as he had ever been.
The doors to his cage were beginning to buckle from the strain of the vicious side of him demanding to be set free. The Charles Kaiser side of him was struggling to maintain control. He exercised the full extent of his willpower and tried to calm himself, but it was a battle he was not sure he could win.
Again, the camera rotated around to show the man who looked more like a beggar on a street corner. “Here’s the deal,”
the man said looking into the camera. “I treat you with respect, and you treat me with respect. If any one of us fails to extend that courtesy to the other, then the only recourse we have left is to resort to our more basic instincts. And let’s face it, when we compare both of our reputations, history says that will only result in quite a lot of bloodshed.”
The Big Chuck side of him yelled and screamed, yanking with brutal force against the confines of Charles Kaiser’s control. His darker half wanted out. He wanted to break things. He wanted to kill. He wanted to maim. “What is it that you want?” Charles asked in measured tones. His vision blurred from rage. His hearing tunneled to make it sound like he was listening to everything in a can. He was never more furious than this moment.
The man proclaiming to be El Gran Blanco tilted his head to one side. “Well, first I am going to tell you a story. It
will explain how we got here. You will listen politely while I tell it. If you interrupt me, I kill your two boys. After I kill them, I promise that I will be coming for you next. If you know anything about my reputation, you know I have always accomplished my goals. And without anyone to leave your business to, all you have worked for your entire life will evaporate into nothing.
Your legacy will be but a brief footnote in my history.
“However, when I get to the end of my story, you will see that we both have something the other wants. If it all works out, a deal will be made and we will both get what we desire.
Both of us walk away satisfied. Maybe not actually happy, but at least satisfied. If it does not work out, then you and I go to war.”
Charles did not break his gaze from the camera facing him. He knew the man could see him on the other end. What he wanted to do was set the phone down, punch a few holes in the wall to release some tension, and then return to the conversation.
But he did know something of the other’s reputation. He could not risk the other simply killing his two boys as soon as he set the phone down.
Charles was going to have to kill this man, he decided.
No way around that. Even though no one currently knew what was going on, and he had no one in front of him to save face from, his own personal pride required a payment of blood. Not only that, but the raging monster that was Big Chuck, seethed in the background, demanding the man’s flesh to feed on.
“Fine,” Charles replied evenly. “Tell me your story.”
“Good, I am glad we’re on the same page,” the assassin said. “First of all, just like you, I require certain things in order to do my job. In order to acquire those things, I have a number of pathways that I can take to get what I need. But, unlike you, I require total anonymity in the way I acquire them.
“While your reputation revolves around a central person that people see, fear, and are made to bow down to, mine revolves around stories and legend. El Gran Blanco is a man that is shrouded in mystery and cloaked in rumor. What’s real?
What’s not? Speculation tends to create someone of supervillain status into the minds of those that seek to hire me. This, of course, adds to my bottom line.
“One of the things that I require, are weapons. As you can imagine, I go through quite a lot of them. I can seek them out on the black market, and I do so when the need arises, but this runs the risk of exposing me. So, more often than not, I just pick up used weapons from unsuspecting private citizens. It’s easy to do and far less dangerous.
“Yesterday, I was making such a deal when the person I was attempting to buy from tried to kill me and steal my money.
I hate to admit this, but he caught me with my pants down. He totally had the drop on me. That’s when a friend of mine, someone that did not know who I really was, tried to intervene.
My friend unloaded a shotgun on the guy that was running the show and his two friends that were helping him out. In the chaos that followed, my friend was killed by your son, but I managed to escape.”
Suddenly, everything fell into place for Charles. All of the pieces to the puzzle snapped together and coalesced into a clear picture. It answered all the questions that had been nagging Charles since this whole ordeal with his son began. How could some back-woods rancher manage to single handily, and unarmed, get the better of twenty highly trained and experienced DS soldiers? How could the same guy, again, avoid ambush by no less than two bought and paid for FBI agents, and two other teams of Death Squad members?
He had done so because he wasn’t some simple bumbling redneck that happened to just get lucky. He was a seasoned assassin that had maybe hundreds of kills under his belt.
For Charles, this made the death of Mason easier to swallow. Mason had been bested by one of the top ten assassins on planet earth. Their separate paths of illicit operations converged in an impossibly bloody coincidence. Charles was still committed to killing this man with his bare hands, of course, but at least he could feel a bit better about the manner in which he lost his most talented son.
Additionally, if there was any silver lining to this at all, it also meant Charles wasn’t being attacked by another entity trying to take him down. That also meant the second in command at Club Xscape had lied to him about being attacked
by thirty cartel members in body armor. As soon as he could, he would have the guy killed. Although the liar was probably halfway to Mexico by now.
The assassin on the other end continued. “You see, usually you and I could coexist with no problem. Even work together from time to time. But now we’re in a bit of a stalemate.
We are at odds with one another. You’ve kidnapped the last two remaining relatives I have. Plus, my trusted associate Agent Foster, you have his wife as well.” The man leaned into the camera. “Yes, you are not the only one that has a few law enforcement people on his payroll.
“So, here is what I am proposing. I’ll give you a couple of phone numbers to a few more associates of mine. You pass them on to your captives. They call those numbers and my associates come to pick them up. When they’re safe from harm, I’ll release your last two remaining heirs. Unbruised, unbloodied, and completely safe from harm. Then we all go our own ways.
Of course, I will have to go through all of the tedious and costly efforts to come up with all new identities and backgrounds for myself and my agent here. But it’s the price I’ll have to pay for tripping across your son and killing so many of your people. I apologize for that, but it was self-defense, after all.
“So, what do you say? It’s a pretty straight forward deal.
And one I am unwilling to compromise on. We both make an exchange of prisoners and then walk away. Or, do we resort to doing what you and I both do best? I kill your boys, you kill my in-laws and my FBI agent’s wife, and then you and I go to war and try to kill each other.” He leaned in again to make a final point. “Of course, since I am only one man who can easily disappear into the wind, the advantage here is clearly in my favor.” He leaned back and waited for Charles’s response.
The demon that was his alter ego, stomped around his brain and declared that the choice was simple. Just kill everyone.
Ward and Hudson were worthless as heirs to his throne anyway.
Better to let Big Chuck free. Tell this guy what he could go do with himself and let Big Chuck do what he did best: wreak utter havoc spanning three states and smear the bloody remains of his enemies across the walls of his compound like so much finger paint.
Charles had been shamed. He had been violated. If his numbers were right, this one man had single handily took out almost fifty of his men. Including his favorite son. After he gave this guy a piece of his mind and made him a promise to rip out his throat, the assassin would kill his last remaining sons as well.
While none would show it, he was sure that many of his own people were secretly laughing behind his back. He had to prove to them that no matter what, he would always exact a payment of blood from any who dared defy and humiliate him.
He screamed silently at himself. SHUT UP! YOU ARE
NOT IN CONTROL!
Reason was demanded here. Restraint was required.
Charles Kaiser was the one who needed to be calling the shots.
The raw emotion that Big Chuck existed on would only lead to mistakes and regret. Oh, to be sure, Big Chuck would be unshackled from his restraints when the appropriate time came.
Charles silently vowed to his other half he would make time for him. He would orchestrate the moment when the doors to his cage could be flung open and Big Chuck would be allowed to do as he pleased. But that moment was not now.
With a herculean effort, Charles brought the demon-side of himself to heel. Slowly, purposefully, he pushed the raving monster into the background of his subconscious. Not now, he told himself. Not yet. After a long moment, his screaming, frothing alter ego, quieted until he was only a droning noise in the background of his mind.
Charles smiled into the camera of his phone. “Well, David… May I call you David?”
“Sure, why not,” the other man shrugged. “It’ll be something else by tomorrow, anyway.”
Charles nodded. “First of all, let me express my sincere regret that we’ve crossed paths in this manner. You are indeed as efficient and ruthless as the legends describe. I believe we have a deal. Pass on the phone numbers and I will make arrangements at once. You should be hearing back from your contacts in about half an hour that everyone is safe and sound.”
“Perfect,” the man said without breaking his stern expression. “I hope that you don’t plan on breaking this deal.
When my contacts pick up your captives, if they even so much
as suspect this is somehow all a setup, I will pour every resource I have into erasing you and all of your accomplishments from the earth.”
Charles’s smile deepened in response. “And you, El Gran Blanco, please know that if we ever cross paths again, I will carve your heart out with a butter knife and dine on it for a main course.”
The man on the other end smiled. “Who knows. One day I may take you up on that.”
The phone went dead. It was followed almost instantly with another text message that comprised the two phone numbers Charles was to use. He sat silently for a moment to ensure the Big Chuck side of him was still secure in his cage.
Then, he shouted for Remmi to return. When the Caribbean man entered, Charles issued a few more orders. First, he was to contact the people holding his prisoners and release them. They would use the two phone numbers he provided to arrange for someone to come pick them up.
For his part, Remmi did not bat an eye at the clear contradiction to Charles’s previously stated goals. Remmi, because of his long history with Charles Kaiser, knew his place.
He simply carried out orders and ensured that others did the same.
“Once you have done that,” Charles continued. “Find out who the top ten hired killers are outside of the one known as El Gran Blanco. Reach out to them. Tell them I am offering a contest. Ask which one of them has the skills to kill or capture El Gran Blanco. Tell them that each will get a million dollars just for trying. The one that manages to capture him and bring him in alive, gets another ten million for the prize. Just kill him and you will earn five million for your trouble. Tell them the contest starts in 72 hours. Not one minute sooner.”
Remmi nodded and disappeared through the door to carry out his assignment. El Gran Blanco may have won this battle, and he may have inflicted heavy losses on Charles’
empire, but winning the battle was a far cry different than winning the war. Charles Kaiser had never lost a war. Not ever.
And he wasn’t about to now.
__________
DJ tapped the button the phone’s display to disconnect.
He then forwarded the two phone numbers for Big Chuck to call for his in-laws to be picked up. When done, he looked up at Brett for approval. He got a nod and a grin from the agent as his reply.
“Not bad,” Agent Foster said. “There were about a hundred ways that could have gone wrong. I don’t want to get my hopes up too much, but it looks like you may have pulled that off.”
“You know,” DJ responded. “I am getting tired of the glass half empty outlook on life you seem to have.”
Brett shrugged. “I am just being a realist.”
“There is a thin line between being a realist, and being a defeatist.”
“Tell you what. When we have our family back safe and sound, I’ll put on a paper hat and throw a party. How does that sound?”
“I’ll bring the cake,” DJ replied.
Brett changed the subject. “You know, you could have been a pretty good actor if you would’ve pursued that.”
“Well, I did manage to land a part in the school play back in high school. Macbeth.”
“You had a chance to play Macbeth? Even for high school that’s quite an accomplishment.”
“No. I said I was in the play. I didn’t play Macbeth. I was one of the guards he killed in Act Two. I didn’t even have a line. But I died beautifully,” DJ exclaimed proudly.
“I’m glad I didn’t know that in advance,” Brett stated flatly.
DJ smiled and checked his watch. It was just now midnight. He figured they had maybe thirty minutes before they could expect to hear from Brett’s contacts. “I don’t know about you,” DJ said. “But I could go for something to eat. I saw a Mexican fast-food place next door. Sign says it’s open 24 hours.
How about I watch these two and you go find us a taco?”
Brett nodded his approval. “I could go for a taco.”
DJ reached into his pocket and pulled out a twenty from the stash he had taken off the twins in the corner. Brett grabbed it and headed out the door. As soon as the door closed, he snatched
up the cell phone and quickly dialed Abbi. He needed to hear her voice. The guilt he had been feeling over his attraction to her, though not at all gone, was at least beginning to fade.
She answered on the first ring. “DJ? Did he go for it?
Did you get them back? Is it going to be OK? What did he say?
I’ve been so worried.”
He laughed. “It’s going to be alright. At least I think so.
He agreed to the exchange and we’re waiting to hear back from Brett’s friends to see if he went through with it. We’ll see, but I feel good about it.”
“Good. That’s good. I’ll keep my fingers crossed.” She paused for a moment and they were both silent, trying to come up with something else to say.
This is stupid, DJ thought to himself. I’m sitting here holding two men hostage with a roomful of guns, and I feel like an awkward teenager trying to talk to the girl he’s been secretly admiring all semester.
“I’ve been thinking,” Abbi broke the silence. “Will Brett be able to get us all into witness protection? Because as long as that guy is alive, we’ll probably never be safe if we don’t have new identities.”
DJ nodded. “I’ve been thinking about that as well. Big Chuck has contacts in the FBI, so what’s to think he wouldn’t have contacts with that program too? However, I’m working on something to keep him from coming after any of us. For myself, I think I am going to take you up on your offer to help me disappear after all of this. Which means, as soon as we get word our family is safe, I am going to have to ditch Brett. He’s going to want to bring me in, and chances are, I’m still going to jail if he does. If I felt like I had done something wrong, I would let him. But as far as I’m concerned, I only defended myself.”
It was Abbi’s turn to nod. “I’m totally on your side with that. Speaking of which, we’re holed up with Brett’s FBI friends in a hotel right now. They said they’ll be moving us back to Dallas tomorrow on a private plane. But, while we’re here, I’ve been using the hotel’s internet to start work on your behalf. My contact said he can set you up. How detailed a new identity you need will dictate how much money he wants for the job. Also, um… I kinda’ had the guy help me steal all of your money.”
DJ sat up in the bed. “What are you talking about?”
“Well, I couldn’t see any alternative. You either go to jail or disappear. And when I talked with you about this earlier, you know, when you wouldn’t let go of my hands, well you seemed open to the idea.”
“First of all, you wouldn’t let go of my hands. Secondly, I told you I would think about it. How did that remotely sound like I agreed with you?”
“Well, you didn’t really say no. And if we were going to do this, we needed to start right away before the Feds froze all of your bank accounts. My contact said that once they issued a court order on Monday, you would never be able to get to any of your money without their direct involvement. As it is, we couldn’t steal all of it. Just the money you had in the bank. He said you had some CD’s and investments and stuff, but he couldn’t touch any of that. Still, it’s a lot of money. Plenty to start a new life.”
“You robbed my bank account?” DJ asked
incredulously.
“Well not really robbed. Sort of moved it around and hid it. My contact even did it for a discount on the hopes that you will hire him to create a new identity. He said it was easy.”
“You had some hacker friend online, someone you have never met, someone you don’t even really know if you can trust, steal all of my money?”
“First of all,” Abbi took on a more defensive tone. “We did not steal all of it. Just, well, most of it. And it’s enough to create a new life a few dozen times over. Besides, you still have all of your investments in place. Secondly, while I have never met the guy, I have known him for almost ten years. Beaver is totally trustworthy.”
“Beaver? The guy’s name is Beaver?” DJ was standing now, shocked at what he was hearing. The two twins in the corner were staring at him. He pointed his pistol in their direction, lowered the phone for a moment and shouted at them.
“DON’T LOOK AT ME!” they quickly obeyed.
He raised the phone to his ear in time to hear Abbi answering, “Well, actually, it’s Beaver Nuggets. But he goes by
Beaver to all of his friends.” All DJ could do was hang his head and shake it back and forth.
He had been shot at over and over again. He had his shoulder dislocated. He had taken a bullet to the head, for crying out loud. He had lost a friend to a murderous son of a gangster.
He had invaded the Gangster’s nightclub with an on-the-run FBI agent for backup. But despite all of the craziness that had recently beset him, the most incredible thing was being told by the girl he found himself falling for. All of his money had been stolen by a hacker going by the name ‘Beaver Nuggets’.
“Beaver Nuggets,” he exclaimed out loud. “Are you kidding me?”
Chapter 25: Favors
DJ was waiting patiently when Brett walked back in from his trip next door to the 24-hour Mexican place. Brett was carrying a brown paper bag and a drink carrier loaded with two disposable cups with straws poking out of the top. “I hope you like sweet tea,” Brett stated.
“Absolutely,” DJ responded and snatched the bag out of Brett’s hands. He was starving and relieved to count eight individually wrapped tacos in the plain brown sack. He dumped them out on the bed and dug in, devouring the first one in four large bites. He noticed Brett was proceeding a bit slower, choosing to eat in a more civilized manner.
Once DJ had the last bite to the first taco firmly crammed into his mouth, he dislodged a multicolored drink cup from its carrier and began to take in large sips to order to wash down the Mexican delight. He emptied half of the cup before finally slowing and reaching for the next taco. He was almost done with the second before Brett finished his first.
The man had to be as hungry and thirsty as DJ but was taking his time. Something was wrong. Brett was dwelling on something. He must still be worried about their daring plan working out, despite the successes they had in implementing it.
Brett must still be thinking about the safety of his wife. DJ
decided to try and take his mind off it.
“So,” DJ began. “How long you been with the FBI?”
“Just stop,” Brett replied, cutting a sideways look at him.
“What?” DJ stopped inhaling tacos and attempted to take on his most innocent expression.
“I know what you’re trying to do,” Brett stated. “You’re trying to help me not think about my wife. But it’s not going to work. If this plan fails, then she’s dead. You’re not going to make me stop worrying about that very possible outcome until I get a phone call saying she’s safe.” Brett went back to eating, slowly.
DJ paused, trying to find the words. Brett was right, of course. Everything done up until now had been in trying to pursue a path that would free their family. DJ knew the odds all
of it could backfire on them was firmly entrenched in the probable category, despite everything done to make sure it all ended well. But here is where the differences were in the two men. DJ was a glass half full kind of thinker, and Brett chose to be half empty. DJ wondered how anyone that focused on the negative aspects of life could have ever had a career in the FBI.
And then it hit him. DJ was wrong. He had misread the agent. Brett was very likely someone that did focus on the positive. There was no way a person with a ‘can’t do’ attitude could have made it through Quantico training. But, he had never in his life faced something like this. Brett never had to worry over the possibility of being wrong resulting in the death of his wife. All of his training and experience revolved around getting the job done, without having the repercussions of failure hitting so close to home. The person DJ was seeing in the agent was likely not the person that showed itself to the world on a daily basis. This pessimistic person sitting across from him was a version of the real man who only existed in this most unique set of circumstances.
Then a second thought hit him. DJ was not always a positive person himself. It was not all that long ago he had placed a gun in his mouth and attempted to pull the trigger.
Maybe he should give Brett a break. Maybe he should give him some space as well. DJ quit trying to find words that would make Brett feel better or help him to take his mind off of the situation at hand. Instead, he just focused on tacos and tea.
Wonderfully tasting, and delicious sweet tea.
Brett’s phone rang. The agent almost dropped his food as he stood and made to hastily dig the thing out of his front pants pocket. He barely looked at the screen before swiping the virtual button on the surface to answer. “Hello?” Brett answered breathlessly.
Instantly, the tension in Brett slowly melted like the ice in his cup. DJ could see it happen and he knew what had been said on the other end even before Brett could tell him. His wife was safe. Their plan had worked. At least as far as his wife was concerned. They still had to wait on a similar call about DJ’s in-laws.
“Can I talk to her?” Brett asked. A moment later and the man was speaking softly into the phone, reassuring his wife everything would be fine. Brett’s eyes were closed, and for the first time since DJ had met the agent, Brett seemed relaxed, calm, and finally at peace. He turned into a completely different person right before DJ’s eyes. He watched as Brett’s head dropped a bit, and a calm smile painted itself across the agent’s face as he spoke with his wife.
A few minutes later and Brett hung up the phone. He looked up at DJ and quietly nodded his head. DJ said nothing, only returning Brett’s smile with one of his own. He wiped a dribble of taco juice from the corner of his mouth and silently nodded back at the agent.
DJ was happy for the man sitting across from him in the cheap, and well-worn hotel desk chair. As DJ kicked back on the bed, inaudibly sharing Brett’s relief that everything was going their way, he almost hated what was going to come next for his law enforcement friend. The guy was clueless, of course. As Brett needed to be. It was all going to be done for Brett’s benefit, but DJ was still going to hate doing it to the man.
The phone rang again, and Brett quickly answered. The voice spoke to Brett and the agent responded by looking up at DJ
again and flashing a thumbs-up. “You want to speak to them?”
asked Brett.
DJ merely shook his head and looked down at his taco.
He hadn’t spoken with them since leaving Oklahoma so abruptly to move away to Colorado. He had only sent them a short email with a mailing address after getting here. They had sent him numerous letters since then, but DJ could never bring himself to read them, much less reply. There was a part of him that would always feel responsible for the death of Cassie and the kids. The logical side of him knew that none of it was his fault. But that still didn’t make the part of him that thought with his heart think there should have been something a responsible husband, father.
and protector could have done to have prevented their horrific deaths.
Additionally, their existence was a reminder of that broken part of his life. They were like living, breathing bookmarks that flagged the book owner to a specific chapter.
When you picked the book up with the bookmark sticking out from the folds, you couldn’t help but be brought back to that moment even if you did not physically turn to the page. They were the bookmark to his tragic past, calling his attention to that event with every unanswered letter they sent him.
For both of these reasons, he couldn’t talk with them then, and he still could not talk with them now. DJ shook his head at the invitation, and instead, focused intently on his taco.
Brett stared at him for a moment with confusion, then,
“DJ…”
“I said, no.” DJ said, his words held a biting edge to them. “Just do me a favor and make sure they stay safe.”
Brett stared a moment longer at him and then returned to the phone. He talked with the person on the other end for a minute or two more, then hung up. When he looked back up at DJ, Brett’s body stiffened in shock. While Brett had been paying attention to his conversation, he hadn’t noticed that DJ had silently unholstered a weapon and was now pointing it straight at Brett’s face.
“What are you doing?” Brett asked evenly, looking past the cold, black muzzle.
“Keep your hands where I can see them.” DJ instructed.
He stood, dropping the half-eaten taco on the bed, continuing to point the weapon at Brett. “Slowly stand up and turn around.”
Brett’s eyes changed from surprise and confusion to a steely stare. He stayed put and glared defiantly at DJ. “Put the gun down, DJ.”
DJ dropped his aim and squeezed off a shot that sent a bullet smacking the floor between Brett’s feet. The agent flinched involuntarily. “DJ!” Brett almost shouted at him.
DJ shook his head. “I am going to tell you to stand up one more time. I have no intention of killing you, Brett. But make no bones about it, I will still shoot you in the leg and then we can do this the hard way.”
Brett hesitated with indecision. DJ fired a second shot.
This one was close enough that it clipped the sole of the shocked agent’s shoe. Brett jumped in response. “Now!” DJ snapped.
Brett grudgingly complied, but the look in his eye told DJ if he got a chance, the man was going for DJ’s throat.
DJ motioned with the gun. “Turn around and face the wall.” Brett did as ordered and DJ stepped in and removed Brett’s Glock, tossing it on the bed behind him. “Move to the bathroom.” While Brett was gone getting food, DJ had taken some zip ties and set up a place to secure the Agent to the middle hinge of the bathroom door. He made Brett slip his wrists through the waiting twin plastic loops that were strapped in place. “Use your teeth and pull them tight,” DJ instructed. Once he verified the straps were tight enough, DJ stepped away and re-holstered his weapon. “This is all for your benefit, Brett. Yours, your wife, Abbi and her mom. Everyone, really.”
“How do you figure that?” Brett sneered, turning his head to look over his shoulder.
“You know as well as I, there’s no way the FBI is going to let me walk. And there was no way you were going to get to keep your career. Chances are, you and I were both going to share a cell in a prison somewhere. But now you have a valid alibi. I forced all of this on you. There were no real witnesses that you helped me at the club. You get to keep your career.
Probably. And, more importantly, you and your wife get to stay safe.”
Brett didn’t reply, but his eyes were throwing darts.
DJ continued. “You see, you have to believe that if Big Chuck had contacts and helpers in the FBI, then there is no reason to believe Witness Protection could keep everyone hidden. As long as any of the Kaisers live, none of you are going to be safe. Period.”
Brett still did not reply, but DJ could see a look of understanding begin to replace the one of anger in his eyes. He knew what was coming, DJ could tell.
“Just consider this,” DJ said. “What about all of the countless innocent people this guy has hurt? How many more will continue to suffer as long as he and his boys walk free? And you know there is nothing in all that has happened that will put him and his boys away for life. He is going to get away with it all, like he’s gotten away with everything before all of this, because there’s just not enough evidence to prove Big Chuck was behind everything. And certainly, none pointing fingers back at his two twins here. He’ll just go on hurting people.”
DJ took a deep breath and then let it out slowly before making his final concluding statement. “So, I’m going to end it. I am going to end it in the only way that can guarantee this family never hurts anyone ever again.”
With that, DJ drew his right-side weapon, walked over to the two Kaiser boys cowering in the corner, and shot them both in the head. It was quick. It was sudden. Yet it was simple in its execution. DJ heard Agent Foster gasp at the brutality of it all.
DJ walked next to the nightstand by the bed and grabbed the keys to the SUV parked outside. Next to them was the remaining oxycontin in the prescription bottle from Mary. On a whim, he grabbed that too and stuffed them into his front left pocket. If he was injured in what followed, he might need it to make it to the end.
Stepping to the front door, he opened it and paused. The wind had picked up and a few raindrops were beginning to splatter the pavement outside. A storm was coming.
DJ turned back to Brett and spoke one final time to the captive agent. “Now, if you yank real hard on those zip ties, chances are, the hard edges to the door hinge will cause them to break away fairly easy. That’s just a guess, of course. But wait a good hour before you try, please. That’ll give me time to do what I need to do. After all, I am doing you a pretty big favor right now. It would be great if you could return it.”
With that, DJ closed the door and darted for the SUV
between the random raindrops. He fired it up and made to pull out of the parking lot. He was headed for where the little red thumbtack on the phone’s app had told him to go. That little digital marker told him where Big Chuck was. The Mobster was right then waiting on word of his twins being freed; waiting to see if El Gran Blanco was going to live up to his promise. That call was never going to come, of course.
Just as DJ turned into the street, the sky opened up and the full weight of nature’s fury descended on him. Lightning sent spider webs of electricity forking through the heavens and thunder split the night. Rain suddenly descended in a rushing, roaring torrent. It was a perfect allegory for DJ’s mindset, he thought to himself. A storm had arrived. He just hoped he was
the one that was going to be just as unrelenting as Mother Nature. Unrelenting dedication would be required in order to finally kill Big Chuck.
“Please, God, if you’re still listening, do me a favor.
Help me to be the storm,” he asked aloud. His left hand found the switch to kick on the windshield wipers to full and DJ drove off into the wet blackness of night, headed in the direction of a tiny, red, digital thumbtack.
Chapter 26: Philippians 3:14
Derrick Wood had been a Death Squad soldier serving under Big Chuck for almost two years. In that span, he had trained relentlessly with his fellow soldiers in the jungles of South America and participated in a handful of operations against the rivals of his boss. In all of that time, he had never seen a single DS member lose their life. He had never witnessed a single mission end in failure. There were no accidents or mistakes. Not even a sprained ankle manifested as a penalty for their efforts. They were a true force to be feared. They were armed perfection.
All of that had changed.
Word had spread through the ranks that Big Chuck had been attacked. By whom, no one really knew. There were rumors, of course, but no official word had come down from on high as to who was responsible. Mason had been killed. Hudson and Ward had been captured. Club Xscape had been devastated.
A large portion of DS soldiers had been wiped out, as well as quite a few protection members at the club.
Big Chuck’s hired guns were dropping like flies in a room full of mustard gas. Some of Derrick’s brothers in arms had already vanished into the night, choosing to flee instead of fight. It appeared that the once unbeatable supremacy of the Big Chuck empire was beginning to crumble.
No one thing could last forever, Derrick knew. The Nazi’s looked undefeatable once upon a time as well. But now, US military bases dotted the German countryside and trained American soldiers on former Nazi soil. Before them, France ruled most of Europe under the military mastermind that was Napoleon. Until, of course, Duke Wellington ended his reign at the Battle of Waterloo. Before that, the Roman Empire controlled most of the known world, until random, uncoordinated Germanic tribes, dismantled their authority piece by bloody piece.
A kingdom was always a temporary thing. By the time it was all said and done, an empire was but an excerpt in the pages of history. Soldiers like Derrick Wood, either became a forgotten
piece of that history or were smart enough to move on before that empire was erased. And replaced.
That is precisely what Derrick planned on doing.
Moving on. And tonight, was as good a time as any. In fact, tonight was the perfect time to leave, considering both the weather he could use for cover and the distraction of Big Chuck focusing on being attacked. Slipping away should be easy.
Before he was a foot soldier in Big Chuck’s army, Derrick was an up and coming officer in the highly respected Navy SEALS. He was a team leader with a list of accomplishments behind him and a bright future in front of him.
Until that is, he snapped while on assignment and decided to torture an eight-year-old boy in the Afghan mountains.
He believed the kid could reveal the whereabouts of an elusive Taliban leader they had been pursuing for months. The terrorist had been single handily responsible for the deaths of many innocent Afghani civilians, and even a few American military members. Derrick finally had enough and decided to fight fire with fire. He no longer cared how old someone was.
Age did not define a soldier. If you fought against him and his brothers, you were the enemy no matter your age or sex.
His superiors did not agree with him. Torturing, under the right conditions, might be ignored, or even covered up by the upper leadership. But removing the fingers from an eight-year-old boy with a pair of wire cutters was a line that couldn’t be crossed. When his actions were discovered, he was quietly retired from service. He would have ended up in a military prison had it not been for that same leadership wishing to avoid a scandal on every cable news channel.
Out of the Navy, he was directionless and lost. He wandered from job to job and bar to bar until he stumbled into the receptive arms of the Big Chuck empire. Here, he had found a home. Here, he could use his skills and training to make a lot of money. It would have been one thing if he was required to kill or harm innocent civilians. But he wasn’t. He killed the scum of the earth. Rival drug dealers, high-level pimps dealing in sex slaves trafficked from far away Asian countries, gang bangers, smugglers, thieves, murders. Every one of them was a low life who needed extermination.
True, it was a fact he made his living killing for the piece of dirt that was Big Chuck, but Derrick justified it by proclaiming he was thinning the herd. Besides, you could never get rid of every piece of filth that roamed through society. No matter how many times you shook the sifting box of life, you would always find trash making its way to the top of the pile. For every five good people you discovered, there would always be one polluting the lot.
Since he couldn’t kill them all, Derrick could at least take some of them out of the mix. It was a great side-benefit that he could make a lot of money in the process. The one thing he seemed to be good at was killing people. Why not get paid for his services.
Because he was a realist and a former Naval officer, Derrick believed being prepared for any eventuality was a smart way to live one’s life. Preparation was an insurance policy against the possible. As such, he had been hoarding away his paycheck and living under very modest means. Staying here at
‘The Keep’ that was Big Chuck’s sprawling riverside compound of warehouses, was like living in the barracks stateside, or bunking in a ship on deployment when he was in the Navy.
Except here, he had way more room and creature comforts than he had ever been afforded courtesy of the US Government.
He slept on a bunk in a corner, held little in the way of clothing and personal items, and fed himself from the leftovers in Big Chuck’s kitchen. But, there was also a make-shift weight room, a rec area with a giant TV and video games, a pool table, a full kitchen with two refrigerators, and even a stashed away gun range and weapons facility for training. He had everything he needed. Almost his entire paycheck over the course of two years was stashed away in a Cayman Islands bank account. He already had enough to live quite well for a long time. It was enough to even start a small business if he wanted.
That was an idea. Maybe he could open a small bar on a beach somewhere and retire himself away to a less dangerous lifestyle.
Derrick had gathered his few possessions into a rugged backpack, collected his fake IDs and passports, and headed down by the riverside portion of the complex of warehouses. The
entire place was wrapped in double barriers of chain-link fencing with razor wire at the top. It was guarded and secured from multiple locations and over-watched by a handful of snipers concealed along rooflines and strategically placed cameras.
He was aware of a small blind spot, however, near where the fencing butted up against the riverbank on the southern boundary to The Keep. It was there that he would slip away under the cover of a heavy rainstorm that had set in. Tonight, was the night. The timing was right, and concealment due to weather and darkness was ideal. He would kiss this life goodbye, slip away to the Caribbean to collect his money, and settle into a more relaxing and well-earned lifestyle.
Derrick made his way uneventfully to his planned exit point and was in the process of doing a final scan of the area before rushing from his current hiding spot in the deep shadows of one of the many large metal buildings. That’s when he noticed someone else had decided to use his exit point in the fence line.
But not as an exit. This one had chosen it as an entrance.
From his vantage point, he saw a shadow cross through the chain-link and was now crouched low in the heavy downpour. The figure cloaked in darkness and rainstorm seemed to be deciding on a way forward.
The shadow made its decision then and bolted for the corner of a building. Not just any building, but the very one Derrick now stood in the shadows of. Not just any corner, but the precise one he now was peeking around. The blackened form was headed right for him.
Derrick stayed motionless. He didn’t think the other could see him. He could try to duck back around and stay hidden, maybe avoiding the detection of the other, or he could use being concealed as an advantage and ambush the person headed his way.
Derrick chose the latter. It was his plan to flee The Keep and Big Chuck, but he wouldn’t look a gift horse in the mouth.
Whoever was sneaking in was obviously here to cause harm.
Maybe he was an assassin. Maybe he was a spy seeking intel, working for whoever was assaulting Big Chuck. But regardless of the motivation of the approaching individual, Derrick was going to take him out. He might even score a few more points
with his boss and end up with a bonus. There was still time for Derrick to leave this life for good.
Derrick was armed, but his assigned silenced service pistol was safely tucked away in his backpack, protected from the elements. He hadn’t seen a reason for him to use it when he was preparing to leave, so he buried it deep in his bag with his meager belongings. The closest weapon for him to access was a single-edged combat knife strapped to his waist under his shirt.
While he had packed his gun away, he still hated not having something handy to defend himself with. So, he had tucked the knife into his waistband like it was a concealed handgun.
Besides, he was as good with that knife as he was with the gun in his bag.
For this ambush, however, he only needed his hands and feet. Derrick was well trained in the art of hand to hand combat.
He timed himself accordingly, and at the right moment, stepped forward towards the approaching figure and made a hard strike for his intended victim’s throat.
Derrick was fast. Always had been. Surprise was on his side to aid him. Add to the fact he was shrouded in darkness and torrential rain, and he was nearly impossible for the other to detect and defend against. The unknown victim gliding his way through the downpour would be easy pickings for a soldier of his deadly skill.
Halfway to his target, chance intervened. Lightning broke the night, splitting through the rain and striking the top of a nearby building. The near-instant accompanying crack of thunder broke through the droning roar of rain on metal rooftops and pitted asphalt. The clap of thunder was like a cannon going off in his ears and the blinding flash of lightning illuminated the entire area in a harsh white strobe.
The thunder and lightning had two effects. For one, it startled both attacker and victim. Breaking both of their concentrations and briefly disorienting them. For another, it ripped away the cover of concealment that both had been depending on to keep them hidden. As a result, Derrick was clearly revealed to the other as he made to incapacitate his intended victim. This caused the other to roll to his right in an effort to avoid him. What would have been a devastating blow,
ended up being nothing more than glancing strike across the shoulder.
Even though the flash of light lasted but a moment, its illuminating effects were carried over to a nearby transformer, exploding in an identical crash of noise and blinding flash. The shattered transformer still had the sustained voltage of electricity coursing through it, and it instantly caught fire, casting a strobing, flickering, and sustained light across the surrounding area.
While Derrick was not armed, the other certainly was.
Two silenced pistols were strapped low to each one of the stranger’s legs in matching combat holsters. As the other pivoted to one side, the enemy simultaneously made to draw one of them with his right hand. As he cleared the holster, Derrick timed a second open-palmed strike at the wrist, across his own body, and this time his aim was true. The shock from his hard impact caused the man to release his grip on the weapon and it careened away across the wet pavement.
The man continued to roll and pivot further to his right and this time he grabbed for the other gun with his left hand.
Derrick countered with a second strike with his other hand.
Again his aim was true. The second weapon clattered harmlessly to the ground.
Now they were on even footing. Neither had a gun to bring to bear on the other. It was hand to hand combat all the way. Derrick had no idea on the history of the other, but it was clear from his rather clumsy nature at trying to move away, he had no training to speak of. Derrick, on the other hand, had years of aggressive training and practical knowledge at his disposal.
He almost felt sorry for the other. This was going to be too easy.
His target was wearing a bulletproof vest pulled over the top of a T-shirt. It would offer insulation from any body-blow he might throw at the guy. He would have to choose another area to aim at. Thankfully the guy had many to choose from. Arms.
Legs. Joints. Head.
Derrick advanced a step. The other fell back one. The pulsating light of the damaged transformer allowed Derrick to see the uncertainty in the other’s eyes. Derrick took advantage of that in an explosive set of rapid steps forward, his victim hastily
falling back away from him in the process. Then, Derrick went leaping into a spinning attack, known in Taekwondo as a Tornado Kick. The stranger made to block by bringing up an arm against Derrick’s furious assault. It was a futile and inexperienced effort. The toe of Derrick’s boot smashed through the other’s defensive move and connected near the guy’s left ear.
The fight was over. The invader spun around from the impact and landed sprawling on his stomach with a splash and a groan into the rain-soaked pavement.
And now, Derrick asked himself, do I bring the guy in alive, or do I slice his throat and drag his corpse back to Big Chuck? He liked the sound of the last option the best. He moved forward and straddled the dazed form, placing one foot on each side of his collapsed victim. He reached down and grabbed a handful of hair and pulled the man’s head back, hard, exposing the throat. Derrick gripped the large knife concealed beneath his shirt and released it from its scabbard. His victim offered no resistance, dazed from the wicked blow.
It was not an unfamiliar position he now found himself in, standing over a fallen adversary he was about to slice from ear to ear. It was a move he had repeated throughout his murderous career. Perhaps this would be his last kill before officially retiring, he mused. How fitting. A final extinguishing of life, on his final night of service.
As if on cue, the sparking and burning transformer issued its last sputtering arc of light and the torrent of rain killed the flames. The area was plunged back into wet, thundering darkness. Derrick smiled at the symbolism, and then directed the sharp blade towards his victim’s throat.
__________
DJ thought it a stroke of luck to have found the break in the double barrier fence line. Searching the nearby rooftops showed no signs of movement, and the two cameras that he spotted were aimed in another direction. He used the weak spot to slip through undetected, or so he thought, and head for the shelter of one of the many warehouses. He needed to get out of the rain so he could fish out the phone and use the app to zero in
on the exact location of Big Chuck in this unyielding rat maze of buildings.
He decided to assault Big Chuck’s warehouse fortress by staying as quiet as possible. So, he only carried his twin silenced Sigs. He chose to leave behind the other long guns in the SUV as they would make too much noise. Right now, with the heavy rain pounding every exposed surface and the sporadic crack of thunder, there was enough noise to camouflage any silenced shots he might choose to take. He might make it all the way to Big Chuck before anyone became aware of his presence. The odds of that were probably nil, but one could always hope.
Besides, he brought quite of lot to this fight despite only packing in two handguns. Not only had he collected nine extra mags for both pistols, totaling 173 rounds with what was still left in the matching guns strapped to his legs, but he possessed serious skill in wielding them. He felt sorry for anybody that ended up in his way. With his recent successes, he was feeling extremely confident in his ability to pull all of this off.
DJ was sprinting for one of the outlying buildings when a real stroke of luck occurred. Lightning struck a nearby rooftop.
The flash of light illuminated a previously undetected attacker slipping through the blackened rain to level a crippling blow at his head. He only narrowly avoided it. The punch grazing his shoulder instead.
The lightning caused an electrical transformer mounted high on a nearby pole to explode with more flashing light and noise. It continued to pop and spark and set the pole it was attached to on fire, the creosote covering the pole fueling the small blaze despite being soaked in rain. The flickering light served to bathe the combat area he now found himself in with dancing, popping, sizzling illumination.
DJ moved to one side and quickly drew his main hand weapon. His attacker was simply too fast, and DJ had largely been unprepared. The guy pulled a ninja move and struck DJ’s gun hand with his palm. The blow sent the pistol spinning into the night, leaving his fingers numb and tingling.
Fine, DJ thought to himself. That’s why I ascribe to the belief there is no such thing as too many guns. He made to draw his offhand weapon, but again, the other proved simply too fast.
Another ninja-like strike sent the second weapon away from him as well. Now he was in real trouble. For the first time in this short fight, fear raced up his spine.
DJ was well versed with just about anything that launched projectiles at high rates of speed. He was both fast and accurate with just about any gun he could get his hands on. But he simply didn’t know jack about hand-to-hand combat. Oh sure, he had been in a handful of fights over the course of his life, and he had won his fair share of them. But artful and skilled, he was not. He was more of a brawler; the type of fighter who just balled up their fists and waded in swinging without much thought or planning. The way DJ had been disarmed without much effort at all, showed that the ninja-man he now faced clearly outmatched him on every level. Yes, DJ was in very real trouble.
Ninja Man feinted and took a step towards him. DJ
retreated backward with a step of his own.
Suddenly, the Ninja Man was charging forward. DJ
found himself clumsily scurrying backward, sloshing across the rain-laden asphalt, desperately trying to stay away from the attack. Then, like a gymnast, the other was leaping and spinning in the air. He was a flurry of arms and legs. Too late, DJ realized a kick was being propelled towards his head. He frantically tried to block it with his left arm. He failed miserably and the tow of a laced-up boot crashed into the side of his head above his ear. DJ
was sent sprawling and spinning across the wet pavement. Stars crossed his vision and he felt like he was going to blackout.
There was a ringing in his ears. He was uncertain if it was because of another crash of thunder going off impossibly close, or if the Ninja Man had kicked him so hard it had damaged his hearing.
A ringing in his ears could also be a sign of a concussion, he thought to himself. Great, not again.
DJ struggled to push himself up from the ground, but his body refused his orders. The side of his skull throbbed with shooting pain and it made his other head wound start aching all over again. The puddle he was laying in was turning red beneath his gaze. He was bleeding once more. More than likely the blow
had reopened the wound, and with the bandage soaked from rain, it was now useless. If it was even still there at all.
He noticed he was gasping for breath. The wind had been knocked from him, but he had been hit so hard, he wasn't thinking clearly. He was living in a fog. His brain had only now just informed him that he was having issues getting oxygen into his lungs. DJ was in trouble. He needed to get up. He needed to move. He was losing this fight.
Ninja Man grabbed a handful of hair from somewhere above him. The man jerked it hard and DJ’s head arched backward, exposing his neck.
Oh no! He screamed silently in his own head. NOOOO!
He knew what was coming next. There was only one reason to yank his head back like this! The man behind him must have a knife. He was going to cut his throat! DJ was going to die here, in the rain, on the ground, head pulled back like he was some helpless animal about to be sacrificed to a pagan god. It was over. All of his recent successes in his battle against Big Chuck were about to result in nothing. And he wasn’t even going to be killed at the hands of the one man he had sought to finally confront. He would be killed instead by an unknown stranger who didn’t even wield a gun.
A gun. If only he still had a gun. Any gun. He would even take a small one…
His rattled brain finally connected his memory of the recent past to his situation in the present. Back at Abbi’s house.
The attack on them led by a traitorous FBI agent. Abbi had beaten the guy senseless. DJ rounded the corner to see the guy about to shoot Abbi in the back with a smaller, back-up pistol. A Glock G26. DJ had ended him and then confiscated the man’s weapon for his own. It was now still stashed away in his waistband, under his shirt and vest.
The flickering light of the transformer and the flames of the burning electrical pole finally gave up their last bit of illumination. Electricity ceased coursing through the damaged transformer and the rain finally beat back the flames clinging to the pole. The cover of night was yanked over the area once more.
Everything went black.
Only for a moment.
DJ snatched the Glock from his waist, swung it around behind him until he felt the barrel connect with a body part of the man standing over him. A foot, DJ thought. He pulled the trigger, twice. Twin flashes of light shattered the darkness and the man above him screamed. DJ was suddenly released. He twisted hard to his left, rotating onto his back, but still lying between his assailant’s feet. He couldn’t see the enemy above him, but he really didn’t need to. A guess would be good enough. He aimed in a general direction and pulled the trigger again. Another flash of light and DJ could clearly see the precise location of his attacker straddling over him.
In that split second, he could also see the man’s face. It was twisted in both sudden pain and complete shock at having the situation reversed on him so quickly. The man disappeared back into the shadows of night. DJ aimed at where he remembered the guy’s face to be and pulled the trigger a fourth time. The resulting flash of gunpowder burning away outside of the confines of the barrel of the gun, gave DJ the rewarding view of Ninja Man’s right eye being turned into an unseeing hole as the round traveled through his brain.
The full weight of his dead enemy collapsed on DJ, then.
He did not move. He just lay there with the dead body on top of him. The man’s lifeblood poured itself out on him, combining with the unrelenting rain. Heavy drops of water drove into his face as he gasped for breath. He closed his eyes from the onslaught and thanked whoever might be listening above for helping him through one more impossible battle.
Just a battle, however. Hardly the completion of the war.
In order for all of this to finally be over, he must catch his breath, pull himself up from the ground and press on to the finish line.
That thought caused him to remember a sermon preached by his former pastor back in Oklahoma. A scripture from Philippians. It was a verse written by the Apostle Paul to motivate believers; something about pressing on towards the goal to win the prize.
In that lesson, the preacher had explained it was not important how you crossed the line. In the race of salvation, just to make it to the finish meant you were a winner. Stumble, trip, or stagger your way across the line, and you collected the prize.
In that particular instance, his Pastor had been talking about living a Godly life in a broken world. But DJ used it now as a means to motivate him in the quest he was now on. Get to the end of this thing, DJ told himself. Just get to the end. Be battered, bruised, and bloody, but just cross the finish line.
DJ let the small Glock fall from his fingers as he rested for a moment more. He would collect it in a minute. He would tuck it back under his shirt and vest for backup. It still had six rounds. This time, he told himself, he would not forget it was there. For now, however, he just needed to rest a minute more.
He let the cascading water wash over him. In his mind, it was a symbolic act of letting the rain cleanse him from his worries and concern. He let it wash away his physical and mental stress. He let it restore him. He let it mend him enough that he could press on towards the goal and the prize.
Finally, after a long moment more, he pushed the dead body off of him. He found the small backup pistol in the dark and wet, returned it to his waistband, and willed himself to stand again. He was rewarded for his effort with a fresh pounding above his eye as his gunshot wound reminded him that it was still there.
He groaned aloud and bent over a moment at the waist, resting his hands on his knees for support.
Beaten and battered, he thought to himself, but I press on towards the prize.
He took a breath and forced himself to straighten. For a moment, his vision tunneled and faded. He thought he might pass out. Slowly, it passed. He was fine. Except for the aching throb above his right eye.
DJ kicked around the wet pavement until he located the dead man’s knife. He picked it up, then crouched over the corpse. Using the blade, he began to carefully trim away a section of the man’s shirt, creating a two-inch-wide, long swath of cloth. He used is as a headband and looped it around, above his ears and eyes and secured it behind him. He was careful to cover his head wound and ensure the flap of skin stayed closed.
The body was an amazing thing, DJ knew. It had a persistent habit of knitting itself back together all on its own.
Particularly when it came to skin. Practitioners of medicine and
first-aid always stapled or sutured skin closed whenever possible, but that was only to ensure the wound did not reopen or to minimize scarring. As long skin as touched skin and that connection was maintained, the body would usually seal itself up if left alone long enough.
Once completed, he then removed the man’s backpack and slung one strap over his shoulder. He searched the man’s pants and found a wallet and confiscated it as well. A few minutes more of feeling around in the rain and he was able to locate all his lost pistols and return them to their resting places about his body.
Armed, outfitted, and patched up, he made his way to the closest building, trying the first door he came to. Locked. He proceeded along the way until he discovered the next door.
Again, he found it to be locked. He moved to the building across a narrow alley. He could see another door centered beneath a small overhang.
As he grabbed the nob, the door opened on its own, driven wide by another soldier. That was what DJ was calling them now. Soldiers. After all, their role and function seemed to be one and the same. And this certainly seemed like a war they were all participating in. The enemy soldier that darkened the doorway was certainly surprised to meet up face-to-face with someone else. That surprise was his undoing. DJ drew with his left hand. He fired once from the hip straight into the guy’s middle, and the other twitched from the impact. DJ’s right hand snapped up to grab a handful of the other’s combat vest to secure him in place. DJ raised his weapon to the other’s forehead and pulled the trigger again. The man dropped where he stood, and DJ, without remorse, calmly stepped over the corpse. The whole encounter had lasted less than two seconds.
11 rounds in his left-hand weapon. 7 in his right.
DJ stepped to one side to make sure he was not silhouetted in the door from the glow of lightning that continued to arc through the sky. He listened, gun ready in the black shelter of the building. His ears searched the surrounding area, seeking signs of life and movement, looking for the man’s friends. The only thing that could be heard was pounding rain on the aluminum roof, interrupted by sporadic cracks of thunder.
DJ holstered and grabbed the back of the vest of the man lying in the doorway. He dragged the body the rest of the way in and closed the door. Again, he paused to listen. Nothing but the roar of rain on the roof.
He fished around in his pocket and pulled out his cell phone. It was soaking wet, but it still fired up when DJ stabbed the home button on the surface. Small blessings, he thought to himself. He was certain the thing would be waterlogged and dead.
Using the glow of the screen, he began to check things out. The first thing he did was open his new backpack and explore the contents. The backpack was fashioned out of a heavy waxed canvas, so all of the contents were nice and dry. He found a few changes of clothes. Since the dead man was about his size, and DJ was going to need a fresh set of clothing when he got out here… If he got out of here… he decided to keep them. He also found a shaving kit with disposable razors. He thought briefly about Abbi and decided this might be a sign. He would shave before he saw her again… If he saw her again.
Stop that! Press on towards the goal and the prize!
Don’t be a Debbie Downer!
He found a small tactical flashlight and pressed the button on the base to switch it on. A harsh, but tight, white light stabbed through the gloom. From being in absolute darkness for so long, the light was like the glowing finger of God showing up to illuminate his surroundings. He found a smaller button along the side and pressed it. The light changed in intensity and went dimmer. He tapped it again, and it went dimmer still. A third press and it dropped to a very dim glow. Perfect for use in map reading for land navigation. It was just bright enough to allow you to read a piece of paper, but not destroy your night vision.
He left it there and continued to inventory the bag.
Socks, a small folding knife, a Sig Sauer handgun with silencer identical to the two he had strapped to his legs. Then he discovered something unique: three different sets of identification bundled separately with rubber bands and stuffed into a small plastic bag. Each bundle contained a US passport, driver’s license, and social security card in a plastic waterproof sleeve. Opening them up showed different names, but all the
same picture. DJ blinked at the image. He smiled at his sudden discovered fortune. If DJ cleaned himself up, he could easily pass for the man in the photos. He laughed out loud. Are you kidding me?
But then it only got better. Wrapped in a self-sealing plastic sandwich bag, he found a bank passbook. It identified a bank on the island of Grand Cayman, in the town of George Town. It included a long series of numbers marked as the account number with a total balance as of three months ago of $2,383,653. And to make it even better, the stupid guy had written an 8-digit passcode into the margins in faded ink so as not to forget it. The name on the passbook matched one of the names from the stack of identifications and passports he found.
DJ could walk away right now and start a new life. He could scoop up Abbi and vanish into the tropical paradise of the Caribbean to leave all of this behind him.
He shook his head and stopped himself. First of all, he could not presume to know who Abbi was, and if they really could have any kind of future together. Shame on himself for even considering something like that. Shame on himself for leaping away from the memory of his dead wife and children so quickly. Was he really so willing to grasp onto a fantasy of imagined happiness and abandon the memory of his wife? Were Cassie and the girls not worthy of the honor of having their memory carried with him in grief to his grave?
The other side of his conscience spoke up and asked, but at what cost? Was he not entitled to rediscover happiness and joy? Was he not entitled to find peace and companionship?
Would Cassie not want him to eventually move on?
Of course, he corrected himself. She would want him to move on. But first things first. DJ snapped himself out of his thinking and continued his exploration.
In the wallet was another driver’s license with yet another name. Derrick Wood. He also found $353 in cash and two credit cards. He dropped the water-logged wallet into the bag along with the dead man’s knife and closed it all up.
Next, DJ moved to the other corpse and removed the combat vest and attached radio with the earpiece. It was much like the others he found on the soldiers during his fight at the
canyon. There was also another matching pistol in a cross-draw holster meant for a lefty, so he switched it around. It contained a full mag. That left him with three silenced handguns and a stockpile of ammunition. Along with the vest and handgun, the soldier also had another M4 rifle slung over his back loaded with a full 30 round magazine. Three more magazines for the rifle and three more the handgun were outfitted on the vest on one side.
This brought his ammunition count up to 239 rounds for his four pistols, and 120 rounds for the silenced rifle. He was as prepared for a combat mission as anyone could ever be. He was sure he looked absolutely ridiculous standing there in the darkness.
He had two silenced handguns strapped low to his legs in combat holsters, a bulletproof vest underneath a combat vest, another pistol in a cross-draw holster on his chest, a large combat knife now tucked behind him in a scabbard, and a concealed smaller handgun with six rounds for an emergency underneath all of that near his navel. Plus, he was equipped with a silenced rifle with a full complement of magazines now at his beck and call. He had a military-looking backpack strapped behind him and a radio plugged into his ear. There were countless handgun magazines stuffed everywhere. To top it all off, he had a Hollywood headband to complete the ensemble. Ridiculous.
It would slow him down a bit as far as running was concerned, but what he lacked in mobility, he more than made up for in protection and guns and ammo. Besides, if anyone he should happen across was prone to be intimidated by an imposing presence, he had that in spades.
He brought the phone out and fired up the app that would show him the exact location of Big Chuck in the midst of all of these buildings and warehouses. He pinpointed the mob boss quickly and planned out a route that would snake him through to his goal.
It was then that he remembered the exact scripture reference from his Pastor’s sermon so long ago. Philippians 4:13.
“I press on towards the goal to win the prize,” DJ said aloud in the damp darkness. He was pretty sure there was more to it, but that was all he could remember.
He opened the door to the warehouse. Lightning briefly silhouetted his form in the doorway, and then he vanished to become one with the night.
Chapter 27: Hubris Squared With a sharp crack of blinding light, the storm shot a finger of power down into Charles Kaisers’s kingdom fortress.
Every manmade source of light across The Keep instantly winked out. It was a fitting act, Charles thought. All of his power, all of his influence, everything that represented who he was, was evaporating bit by bit.
One man was responsible for it all. One man was dismantling his empire. Brick by brick, Charles Kaiser was being erased from history. This man must be stopped. But for the life of him, he had no idea how to stop the bleeding. To make matters worse, he had just been informed there were defections within the ranks. His people were vanishing into the night like everything else he owned. The second in command at his attacked night club, the very same one who had lied to him saying there were thirty armed assailants instead the actual two there really was, had run for the hills. And, it looked like he had taken a few more with him. There were others located here at The Keep that had come up missing as well. They were abandoning him one by one, slipping away, sneaking off into the darkness like rats in a sewer. They would regret their decision.
They would pay, he silently vowed.
In the depths of his sub-conscience, buried deep beneath a newfound reservoir of self-control, the monster known as Big Chuck howled in frustration. He beat upon the walls of his confinement, but they were barely heard as muffled thuds. Your time will come, Charles quietly promised. He would unleash the beast to roam across the earth with abandon like a giant Jurassic era creature, crushing everything underfoot. For now, however, he needed to piece this puzzle together. There was a solution to all of this. There was a way to regain everything that had been lost to him and turn it around to make it all work to his advantage. Reason and intelligence would rule the day here.
He had released the family members of his adversaries as agreed to, but there had been no word from El Gran Blanco since. Charles tried reaching out to him through the app on his phone, but however the other had been able to infiltrate his app
and communicate with him, Charles had not been able to replicate that ability. The assassin had become a bottomless well of unanswered questions, and the longer that silence lingered, the more certain Charles was that his nemesis had reneged on their agreement.
He stood in the darkness of his office, facing the giant windows, hands clasped behind his back, looking out at the rain and lightning. The unrelenting and raging storm was a metaphor of the anger that twisted in his heart, and the unceasing efforts of the man now known to him as the vicious hired killer, El Gran Blanco.
Charles made a bad decision, he now reasoned. He should have murdered his captives instead of entering into an agreement with a professional killer for their release. Somewhere along the way, Charles had apparently crossed a line with the murderer. As a result, the man was now going to make it his mission to not only ruin his empire but take his life. In fact, he was now very sure, that much like Mason, both Hudson and Ward had become the latest victims added to the assassin’s long list.
If El Gran Blanco had indeed broken their agreement, and Charles was now very sure he had, then not only were his last two remaining sons’ dead, but the man was coming for him as well. Tonight, in all likelihood. El Gran Blanco would use the cover of darkness and the storm to seek Big Chuck out. The killer had used the spectacular murders of the Castro regime’s Council of Twelve to launch and build his reputation. He was now going to make it even more infamous and profitable by doing the same to the mafia boss that was Big Chuck.
“Remmi!” Charles shouted over the thunderous drone of rain hammering away on the roof above his head. The man entered quickly. “We’re under attack. I have a feeling our enemy is already here in The Keep. And we’re now blind because of all of this,” he said waving his arms at the chaos going on outside of the windows. “Have everyone equip themselves with night vision and sweep through every building. Comb through every alley. We are looking for one man; an assassin. But he is well-armed and extremely lethal. Offer a one-million-dollar bounty to
the one that brings me his body. No rest for anyone. He is here. I am sure of it. Find him.”
Remmi produced a radio from beneath his jacket and issued commands, disappearing through the door as he did.
For his part, Charles stayed where he was and turned his attention back to the storm. He would not be donning night-vision goggles and stalking his prey through the darkness. He would let others do that for him. Nor did he need to seek out a weapon and arm himself. He was well equipped with the colossus of a pistol strapped beneath his expensive suit jacket.
He would wait and let his enemy come to him. He would be both the bait, and the trap. The man wanted him dead, but he did not expect Charles would be waiting for him. In that, there was an advantage.
Charles caught a clear image in his mind. The tragic end to a field mouse, head split in two by a thin steel wire as it made to steal the cheese from the trap.
Come for me, Charles thought. Let’s end this now.
He was still standing there looking out at the storm minutes later, when an explosion tore through the building across from him, shattering a good many of the perfectly square panes of glass separating him from Mother Nature. Rain and wind pushed in through the newly formed opening, bathing him in water and broken glass, and he reflexively took a step back.
Below him, angry flames pushed their way out of the lower openings of the building as he watched, casting an orange glow around the entire area. They extinguished just as quickly as they had come.
Remmi rushed into the room behind him, shouting his name, worried his boss had been hurt. Charles waved his hand to silence him, stepping closer to the window to look out.
Rain hurled by the driving wind stabbed at his face, and he quickly tried to shield himself by bringing up an arm. His eyes probed the building across from him, looking, studying, trying to discover the source of the blast. Had lightning ignited some explosives? What had caused the sudden destruction?
From one of the entrances to the damaged building, he could make out a soft, flickering orange glow as something burned deeper within. There across from him, in the shadows
and murky wet gloom, hiding in the darkness and driving rain, he thought he saw movement. Was it one of his men? Were they injured? He thought for a moment to call out, to shout a question, to demand a report be given of the cause.
Lightning sliced through the heavens and momentarily lit the courtyard-like area below him in strobing brilliance. In that flickering moment, he could now see the person standing below him fifty yards away: a solitary figure, dripping in weapons and rain, a headband tied around his head being whipped about by the wind. He stood paused in the opening that used to be a garage door. It was him, El Gran Blanco, himself.
Charles was certain of it. The assassin was looking right at him.
Each knew in that brief illuminated instant who the other was.
Despite the distance, they could see the look of recognition wash across the other’s face.
The lightning vanished, and with it, Charles’s view of the other. He quickly stepped back away from the window and was thankful he did. A hail of fully automatic gunfire sent a burst of projectiles through space he had been standing, annihilating the remainder of the window.
“Remmi!” he shouted. “Men on the stairs and elevator!
NOW!” Remmi raced through the doors to carry out his orders.
It is time, Charles Kaiser told the chained beast inside him. You are free now to do as you wish. But you must remain here and allow your prey to come to you.
A roar climbed its way up from the depths of his soul; a shouting cry of defiance and rage that strained his vocal cords and burst through any control he had left.
Charles Kaiser was gone, obliterated by the vicious arrival of his darker half. Big Chuck was now in charge.
Lightning broke through the heavens once more, casting the office in a harsh white light. But for Big Chuck, his demonic brain shaded the world in pulsating, crimson hues. His heart was filled with rage and hate. Each pounding beat of it sent murder to flood every part of his being.
__________
DJ was able to stealthily take out three more soldiers on his way through the maze of warehouses. Each kill had been
completed with a single silenced shot from his confiscated M4.
He still had 27 rounds in that weapon, 11 rounds in his off-hand pistol, 7 in his right, and 17 in the one mounted high on his vest in the cross-draw holster. Plus, plenty of ammunition in reserve for all of them. He was a walking armory.
In this building, however, he encountered a troubling situation. Choosing to sneak through the darkened warehouse instead of going around, put him directly across from six soldiers smoking cigarettes in the shadows and softly chatting. Sheltering from the rain outside, they were clueless he was there, contemplating their death, hidden nearby in the muggy shadows.
DJ placed one of them in the red glowing circle of the holo-sight attached to the M4 but held off due to indecision. If he pulled the trigger and killed the first one, he would face five other heavily armed soldiers now alerted to his location. He could probably get through three in total before the rest started moving and shooting back. He was confident he could handle the remaining three without issue, but they also had radios. They would announce his presence to the entire force of men that roamed through these buildings. And worse, they would notify Big Chuck himself.
That would surely make his mission much harder.
He thought about backtracking and circling the building outside, but that would expose him from many angles. Including the roofline where he spotted at least a couple of snipers skulking through the rain with night scopes like the one he had used back at the cabin.
What to do…
The radio in his ear crackled to life. A man with a thick accent started barking orders. The person speaking carried the air of authority in his voice. It sharply informed to all listening they were under attack. A single armed invader was even now trying to infiltrate their heavily armed compound. Just the one man was all they had to deal with, they were told. He was extremely armed and very deadly. Exercise caution.
DJ smiled in agreement.
To the one that managed to bag their target, a million-dollar prize was being promised. Cash.
Wow, DJ considered. That’s a lot of money for little ole’
me. I guess there’s no use in trying to sneak around anymore.
Across from him, the others were still and motionless as they considered what their boss was telling them over the radio.
DJ tried to decide which one of them would die first and he knew he needed to make that decision quickly.
That’s when he stumbled across a better idea.
Located behind the group was a forklift parked against the wall. The kind powered not by gasoline, but by propane. Its large tank sat reflecting the sharp white light of the random illumination of lightning through a nearby window. That would make for a really nice explosion, and perhaps take a couple of them out with one shot.
Next to the forklift, however, was a large wire enclosed set of metal cabinets used for storing multiple tanks to be used as refills. That would make for a much bigger explosion. It could even take them all out. But would it be big enough to hurt him as well, standing nearly thirty yards away? Only one way to find out.
DJ took aim at one of the cylinders, closed his eyes, and pulled the trigger. The roar was deafening. Heated, rapidly expanding gasses, propelled him backward. He felt himself staggering and then something heavy and hard struck him full on in the chest. One more time, breath left his body, and he sat down hard on the concrete. He remained there for a moment, blinking, and then checked himself over. Everything seemed fine. All of his parts were undamaged and still where they were supposed to be. He was still alive and able to press on.
Across from him, a body was burning, casting an orange reflecting glow in a soft circle. In that glow, DJ was able to spot what had drilled him in the chest. His stomach rolled with queasiness. A severed head. The exploding canisters had separated a soldier’s head from his body and then canon-balled it directly at DJ.
He scrambled to his feet and away, quickly sidestepping around the open-eyed face. He forced himself to keep from staring back in utter revulsion.
Slowly then, he made his way forward, approaching a gaping hole in the building that had been formed when a nearby garage door was blown outward.
Weapon half raised, searching for more targets, for people that should be running toward him even now, he crept towards the opening. For a moment, he saw nothing. Only another building beyond. He couldn’t remember. Was this the building he was looking for or was it the next one in line? He should break out the phone again and check for Big Chuck’s whereabouts.
His eyes searched the blackened building across from him, looking for enemies that were certain to be hidden within.
He was close now, for sure. His eyes moved upward, desperate to penetrate past the impossibly dark windows. If only he had some of those night-vision goggles.
Lighting spider-webbed its way across the sky, electrical tendrils crawling from cloud to cloud. It momentarily cast pulsating white light through the entire area, revealing all. There!
In a window, high above. An impossibly large figure stood ignoring the wind and rain. A giant of a man in a three-piece suit, standing in the wreckage of a splintered window, looked down from above. Their eyes met. Recognition. Understanding.
His enemy stood above him, alone in his high tower. Big Chuck was waiting for him.
The light vanished and the world descended into darkness once more. Faster than thought, DJ raised his rifle to his shoulder, aimed at where he remembered Big Chuck to be, flipped the selector switch to full auto and hammered away with a long vibrating string of bullets. Repetitive “thwapping”
sounded from the silenced M4. The cycling bolt rushed to dump expended shells off to the right and slightly in front of him, in rapid succession.
He held off emptying the entire mag and paused. His finger left the trigger and moved to the magazine release button along the side. He sent the quarter filled magazine falling to the ground and snatched another full one from a pouch on his vest.
He slapped it home with practiced precision, all the while continuing to aim at where Big Chuck had stood.
He waited for a moment longer. He silently begged the raging storm for another burst of lightning. He waited for something to show him if he had been successful, or if DJ still had a target to shoot at.
Darkness. Rain. Wind. Nothing.
DJ could wait no longer and must assume he missed; that his target had moved away in time. He bolted across the opening towards the building in front of him. He needed to make sure. Big Chuck must die, along with anyone that made the mistake of getting in his way. He needed to end this.
Just off to the left was an open door. Beyond it was darker than the night itself. The first opportunity he had, he must try to appropriate some of those night-vision goggles or the inability to see the bad guys would prematurely end this fight.
Lightning raced through the sky above him, sending strobing white light into the blackened entryway. Too late, he saw a man. A soldier. The very same night-vision goggles DJ
coveted was staring right at him over the barrel of an assault rifle. The unknown man was already aiming. DJ was not. The man fired as DJ was bringing his rifle up. DJ took two quick rounds right to the center of his chest.
DJ was protected by the bulletproof vest he had acquired earlier, but the rounds still took their toll on his body. The M4
fired a NATO standard 5.56 round. Its projectile traveled at roughly 1,800 feet per second, well over the speed of sound.
Because of that speed, the kinetic energy transferred to its target at close range was somewhere north of 1,300 foot-pounds per square inch, depending on the ammunition chosen. That was over four times as much as the 9mm handguns he had strapped all over his body. Getting nailed by them was like someone had picked up a baseball bat and tried to knock him out of the park.
Twice.
The air left his lungs once more and the shock to his body interrupted his brain’s ability to send signals to his legs.
They wobbled and stop functioning for a split second, pitching DJ into a forward collapse across the rain-soaked pavement. He managed to twist as he was going down and aimed the barrel of his own M4 in the soldier’s general direction.
The weapon was still locked into full auto, and DJ let loose with the full mag as he fell. He willed the barrel to rise as it fired, and it answered his plea. The first few rounds missed, passing between the guy’s knees, but then they started connecting at the groin. Bullet after bullet tore first through the
soldier’s manhood, then began to walk their way up his middle as DJ divided the guy in half.
The soldier might have been wearing a vest for protection as well, but there were so many impacts in areas that were not covered, it really didn’t matter. First a few rounds through his groin and lower abdomen. Then more ending at his neck and the beginnings of his head. The last three rounds ripped through the laryngeal prominence, more commonly known as the Adam’s apple, the chin, and the bridge of his nose.
The soldier hunched forward from the repeated impacts and finally tilted over like a felled tree right next to DJ, lying in the rain.
DJ gasped for air, struggling to get life-giving oxygen into his body. His chest screamed harder with each attempt to breathe. Part of him wanted to just give up. He was tired.
Exhaustion coursed through him like his own blood. His body informed him that it was done. Too little sleep. No chance to recover from expending energy. He was bruised all over. His shoulder still hurt from the wreck. His forehead pounded from the gunshot wound. His chest felt like someone impaled him with a spear. Even both wrists ached from the assault of the ninja-like warrior from earlier. Pain traveled through him from literally every part of his body. It told him, demanded of him, insisted on him, to quit. Just lay there in the rain and sleep.
No, he argued with himself. Press on to the finish line.
You are almost there.
With tremendous effort, he pushed away from the open door and body-rolled slowly away from the threat of the exposed entrance until he was lying against the wall of the building.
He left the empty M4 where it was. If he was going to take this fight inside, he would need mobility. The length of the M4 would just get in the way. He would use the pistols, now. He should have more than enough ammunition to get the job done.
The way he now lay, he was more on his back than his side, up against the wall, and with his head closer to the door than his feet. He tilted his head back to watch the entrance while he lay there, gasping for air, attempting to just restore his breathing to a more normal rhythm. Rain drove hard at his face, and he blinked and flinched as he watched the door.
Two more soldiers stepped into the night and rain, illuminated in more pulsating light from the storm, M4 rifles raised, sweeping left and right, hunting him. Their night vision goggles probed the darkness. They did not look hard enough to their left. They did not see him off to one side against the building, assuming him to be further away.
I really need some of those goggles, he told himself.
He drew with his left and aimed carefully. At this angle, it was more like he was shooting upside down, so, he took extra time in order to make sure he got this right. His first round took the guy closest to him right near his ear.
The second man turned, jerking DJ’s direction, aware now that he was under attack. The soldier’s goggles served him well, and he quickly spotted DJ laying against the building like so much discarded trash. He snapped a hastily fired round and the bullet passed through the wall just above DJ’s head. DJ’s own round answered and split the man’s goggles clean in two as it traveled through his skull.
9 rounds in his left weapon, 7 in the right, and a full mag on the one mounted to his vest.
DJ waited a moment more but no one else ventured through. He groaned and rolled to his knees. Then he paused again. He was in a lot of pain. He really needed to do something about that.
He holstered the left and drew the right-sided weapon.
With his left hand, he dug into his front, left jean pocket for the prescription bottle of Oxy. He was not really keen on doping himself up with pain meds. Ever. Especially when he needed to keep his mind clear. But he had to do something to take the edge off. His pain was impeding his ability to perform.
Oxycontin was a slower releasing narcotic. It usually started working after 30 minutes and then would sustain its effect for up to 12 hours depending on the dosage. DJ needed relief faster than that. In 30 minutes this would all be over.
There were three sure-fire ways of having the drug hit harder and quicker. The first was to crush them up, dilute the mixture with a shot glass full of water, and shoot it straight into the veins. Not an option here. The second was to do the same but then drink the solution. Depending on metabolism, he could start
feeling the effects in about 5 minutes. Certainly, a viable option considering conditions. For one, he had access to all the water he needed. The third was to crush it into lines like cocaine and snort it. He would feel the effects almost immediately. He liked that idea the most, but he would need someplace dry and at least 60
seconds to get the job done.
He pocketed the Oxy once more. He would have to wait just a bit longer. For now, as difficult as it was becoming, DJ
would just have to ignore the pain.
He scanned the large, four-story warehouse in front of him that was his target. Maybe he could enter the building from an alternate location. Chances are, they were watching this one pretty close. In fact, DJ was sure if he stepped through the door, he probably wouldn’t live very long.
First things first, though. It was time to change mags. If he was going inside, he wanted to make sure all his pistols were full. He did so quickly, tucking the partially depleted ones into a vest pocket instead of just tossing them aside. One never got rid of perfectly good ammo. Also, he needed a pair of those goggles.
He had three options close to him. One was destroyed, but two of them were in perfect working order and close by. One lay in the doorway, which seemed too dangerous to approach now, and the other was attached to a dead body lying about ten feet away from the entrance.
He bolted from his location and his body shouted at him in anger. He had been motionless for too long. Already his tired and bruised body had stiffened. He gritted his teeth and pushed through, pausing to take a knee and rip the goggles off of the dead man lying in the rain.
Bullets tore through the night, passing all around. They smacked the dead body, ricocheted off of the pavement and passed dangerously close to his head. He sprinted away as fast as he could, goggles in hand, as a round grazed the upper thigh of his right leg. He didn’t even bother to break his stride, but rather stretched it out to get himself clear of the open doorway.
The bullets stopped, but he kept sprinting anyway, headed for the corner of the building to the north. He would swing around it, then double back to check for pursuers. If there
were none, he would continue to circle the building and look for another way in.
As he rounded the corner at full speed, he collided with two more soldiers headed his direction. He grunted from the impact and bodies went everywhere. DJ fell one way, but the two others managed to keep their feet, though they were sent staggering away from him.
The goggles were dropped from the collision, freeing up both hands to grab for pistols. He did so, simultaneously allowing his body to roll with the fall. He came to rest on his back, crushing the backpack beneath him, but propping him up like he was about to watch a movie in bed. From his position, both were fanned out away from him in the direction of his feet.
He couldn’t really see their heads in the darkness, so a clear target was not visible. Instead, he dumped three rounds a piece into the darker shadows he knew to be their bodies, and they were sent staggering back from him once more.
Lightning flashed and flickered. His targets were now clearly visible. DJ smiled at his fortune, and both enemy soldiers dropped into the rain from bullets reducing their brains to useless goo.
13 rounds in both the left and right pistols. A full load for the one secured to his vest.
He gathered himself from the ground and sloshed around until he found his lost goggles. He placed them on his head and the whole world became visible to him. Everything was cast into shades of green, but the detail that had been missing in the wet night was now available for him to see. He checked to make sure, but there were no signs of pursuit from the door he had run away from. It made perfect sense to DJ. Why step out and be vulnerable? They had a great defensive position where they were and they knew DJ wanted inside. Just wait for him to step through the door and unload on him.
He continued around the building. It was a large four-story metal cube with warehouse-style windows all on the second floor and higher. It would be too high to reach from the ground without a boost of some sort. However, something up ahead opened up a possibility for him.
A yellow and black front-end loader was parked alongside the building up ahead. At least he assumed it was yellow and black. Weren’t they all? From his night vision goggles, everything appeared in multiple grades of green. Parked right next to the building as it was, he figured he could climb on top and reach one of the windows. Many of them were tilted out slightly, allowing for ventilation. If he could reach one, he might be able to crawl through onto the second floor. He would bypass the heavily armed welcome committees he was sure awaited him at every ground floor access point.
Speaking of welcome committees, he had heard no chatter over the radio recently. He doubted they were on to the fact he had confiscated one of their radios. Was the one he was wearing turned off by his tumbling around? He reached over his right shoulder and pulled the thing free from its pouch. It came out in pieces, destroyed. A bullet had smashed it into useless shards of plastic and busted electronics. Great, he thought, as he tossed it to the ground. So much for listening in.
He started up, pulling and grabbing at the ladder to the cab. His climb was interrupted by a sharp deafening clap of thunder and a bolt of lightning. It was close. As close as physically possible without being struck down. He could feel the electrical charge cover his body in a tingling embrace. The light and volume were so intense and it startled him so badly, he slipped on the wet steel of the front-end loader and fell to the ground. Landing on his feet, he pulled the goggles free from his face as they momentarily went white from the bright flash.
Overloaded by the intense amount of light, they had been rendered briefly useless. They would return to normal in just a second.
He stood a moment and waited for his vision to adjust to the night once more. Light raced across the sky above with long, reaching fingers. It lit the area around him in pulsating strobes and he was stunned by what he saw. Another soldier had been sneaking up behind him, large dagger in hand, seeking to skewer him for the fun of it instead of simply shooting him while he was unaware. Mother nature, or something else, had intervened on his behalf and struck the man down in a fiery blast. The body lay twisted in chard angles, smoldering in the rain. One burnt and
blackened hand was held high, frozen in place, the partially melted blade stretched towards the heavens.
DJ turned his face to the clouds, then back again to stare at the smoking form in the rain. He slipped his goggles back on and stared at the figure for a second more, filled with sheer incredulity. He refocused himself then and resumed his task of climbing the heavy equipment. It was fate, he decided. Either that, or he had been spiritually ordained to finally remove the blight on humanity known as Big Chuck.
He was suddenly filled with more confidence now than at any other time since this whole thing began. It might mean a painful struggle all the way through, but he now knew he was going to win. In the end, he was going to be standing as the victor. No two ways about it. Just press on towards the goal and the prize. Emboldened by his newfound confidence, he felt he no longer needed the Oxy to help see him through. A fresh new dose of adrenaline gave him all the boost he needed.
__________
Jared Dane stood in the darkness of a converted room on the third floor of Big Chuck’s makeshift office building. As this was not really an office building, just a brick and steel ancient warehouse, there was no emergency lighting. The only light from which he could see his surroundings was the lightning that blasted past dirty vintage windows set high above his head. The storm had deprived the compound of electricity. Darkness had descended on Big Chuck’s realm like a blanket of fear.
He had come this night with news for Big Chuck. It was news he intended only for the crime boss to see with his own eyes. It was news he had planned to deliver directly after he stood face to face with the mythic man. That had proven to be impossible and had nearly gotten him killed when he made the demand to the rough-looking men guarding one of the entrances to this armed compound. Jared counted himself lucky to have only been knocked around a bit before they went through his things, found a bunch of paperwork they really didn’t understand, and then summoned a higher-ranking person to come check him out.
That man, a well-dressed black man with an island accent, looked through his things too. He did, apparently, understand the paperwork he held in his hands. It caused Jared to be escorted into the very building he now stood. He was placed under guard while the man in charge went to confer with Big Chuck about Jared and the paperwork he was carrying. After a long while, the black man returned and informed him that Big Chuck was busy with very pressing matters at the moment. Big Chuck had been attacked and was concerned that Jared might be in danger. He was, at Big Chuck’s orders, setting up guest accommodations for him on the third floor.
They certainly did not look or feel like guest accommodations. There was air conditioning. There were a cot and a couch. There was a large TV. But that was as far as the resemblance went to “guest accommodations”. It was nothing more than a large storage room in a larger warehouse with a single bare bulb hanging from a wire in the middle of the ceiling.
The two guards in the room with him, glaring menacingly at him anytime Jared looked their way, were there for his own protection, he was told. Jared knew differently.
He was told as soon as Big Chuck could make time for him, he would do so. In reality, Jared knew the big man was deciding his fate. Should Jared live or die? Should he be embraced or burned and buried with the paperwork he brought with him?
Whatever, Jared thought. The die had been cast. If Big Chuck embraced him and brought him into the fold, then he had a chance at a new and better life. If he was thrown into a six-foot hole in the ground, then that was fine too. He had nothing left to live for anyway. Whatever.
He had been sitting on the couch, silently taking bets with himself over which was to likely be his fate, when the lights went out. From the occasional illumination by the thunderstorm that had seemingly manifested out of nowhere, he could see his armed watchers were nervous about something they were hearing over the radios. They kept placing a hand to the earpieces and sharing worried looks. Both had large, intimidating, military-looking rifles slung over their backs.
Shortly after the lights went out, they switched them to a ready-to-shoot-someone pose and kept staring intently at the door.
Then an explosion went off, somewhere close, and the building reverberated and shook. His armed watchers yelled at him to stay put, rushed out of the room, and slammed the door behind them. He was left in silence and darkness, broken only by the occasional crashing of thunder, the pulsating flicker of lightning, and the heavy beating of his own heart.
The storm was truly freaky. The last forecast he had seen, said clear and warm all the way into next week. But here it was, the largest most violent thunderstorm he had ever seen beating down upon the building he was now held in. It proved weathermen truly had no idea what they were talking about.
How could global warming scientist not be able to accurately forecast the weather only hours away, but could somehow declare what the weather would be like twenty years from now?
He wondered if some of those so-called “science deniers” might be right.
Thunder shook the panes of glass again, high above his head. That’s it, Jared decided, he was not staying here anymore.
If Big Chuck really was under attack by a rival, he was not going to just sit here. Maybe this would help him to prove his potential loyalty. He would head out like the rest of the men who worked for Big Chuck, and fight the enemy as they did. Of course, he didn’t have a weapon, but he would cross that bridge when he came to it. The bottom line was, he was not going to sit here bored, useless, and all alone.
Jared made his way to the door and tried the nob. It turned freely in his hand and the door swung open with a tired groan. The hallway beyond was an inky void in the night.
Nothing could be made out. There was no way for his eyes to adjust to the darkness as there was simply no light to see from.
Not a hint. Not a trace.
He listened, but the only thing he could hear was the relentless beating of the storm upon the windows of his room. A lightning flash from behind him helped to probe the hallway. It was a wide, featureless passage, nearly fifteen feet across.
Another pitted, dusty brick wall lay on the opposite side of him.
Darkness returned, leaving him with choices. He didn’t know what lay to his left, but the stairs they had used, along with a large freight elevator, sat around a corner somewhere far to his right. If he remembered correctly, there were more windows near the stairway. If he could make it there, perhaps the persistent lightning flashes could help him locate them without breaking his neck in the process.
As if on cue, another blast of light from the storm drove the darkness away in a reverberating pulse, allowing him to see into the hallway once more. He turned right and felt his way along the wall. Another brief flash lasting only a second, and he could see the corner that would lead him to the stairs further down the hallway. He made his way slowly, feeling along the rough wall and shuffling carefully across the concrete floor.
Another varying, yet sustained blast of light, though dimmer as he was farther away from the source, guided him deeper. He wasn’t sure, but he thought he could see a simultaneous flicker from somewhere up ahead. Maybe from those windows he thought were around the corner? Reaching, groping, shuffling, he kept moving. He was clueless about what he would do when he got there, but anything was better than being holed up in his room of confinement. Whatever happened, he had decided he would make a difference. He would show Big Chuck his value. He would help the man make a decision. One favorable to them both, he committed to himself. Jared would prove his worth.
He reached the corner and peered around into the darkness. He saw nothing but black. He couldn’t even make out his hand in front of his face. How far away were the stairs? If he proceeded around the corner and took a wrong step, it would mean a lot of pain and agony. Maybe worse.
Another flash of lightning and the accompanying crash of thunder answered his questions. High up, maybe ten or twelve feet over his head, and further around the corner, light leaked through a narrow window sitting horizontally in the brick, casting dancing shadows ahead.
There. He saw it. A cold, black stairway descended down to the second floor and beyond, to where the unknown attackers were. It also provided a pathway upwards to the fourth
floor where Big Chuck was and from where Jared had been banished. Next to it, a freight elevator stood, its closed iron gates barring entry. Without electricity, the thing was useless. The flash of light revealed all in an instant, and then returned him to his blind world.
Down. No question about it. Jared would head down.
With his decision made, he shuffled ahead. Both hands out, he reached timidly into the unknown, looking for the opposite wall next to the stairs. Too far to the right, and he would find the open stairwell. A stumble on that first step would be disastrous. He had to be careful. Slowly, he pushed into the inky well of darkness.
Something hit him hard. The blow caught him on the side of the head and sent him reeling. Bright shooting stars swam across his blackened vision as he staggered. He found the ground, then, face first. Hard concrete peeled away the upper layer of skin from his nose and cheek like sandpaper. Another blow. This one to his ribs on the left side. His breath vanished, and he felt something crack and give from the impact. He had been kicked, he realized.
Whoever had attacked, grabbed hold of him and flipped him over. Lightning flashed again, softly illuminating his surroundings from the thin, sliver of a window high in the wall.
Jared saw him then, up close and personal. A nightmare vision from a big-screen movie crouched over him with a long, black gun aiming between Jared’s eyes. The figure was dripping water from all over and Jared could only assume the monster had come in from the storm. His attacker was wearing a pair of those night vision goggles, making him look like some sort of weird alien.
He had a long, wet bandana tied around his head, like that muscled actor from a popular film he had seen a long time ago.
Jared was scared. He was petrified. Not to mention his face was smarting from contact with the floor. He couldn’t breathe from both the blow to his ribs and from the fear clawing its way up from the depth of his soul. And while he could not be certain, Jared was pretty sure he was bleeding all over the place.
The specter disappeared into the night as the lightning faded away, but Jared could feel the beastly presence looming over him. His shirt collar was suddenly clutched in a damp, hard
fist. He was lifted from the ground into a half-sitting position and their faces were pressed close together. Jared could feel the man’s breath on his skin, and he closed his eyes in abject fear of what might happen next.
“You’re no guard,” the man declared. “You look more like a paper pusher. Who are you?”
Jared stammered. Words caught in his throat as he struggled to form a response. The man shook him violently one good, hard time and pressed the warm steel of his gun to Jared’s forehead. “I won’t ask again,” the demon in the dark declared.
Warm steel. The gun was warm. Not cold and wet from the rain. That meant it had been fired. Recently. It was still warm from having killed someone. Or someones. Plural. Sudden understanding poured into Jared’s brain. Whoever was kneeling over him was not a guard that found him wandering free from his room. This was the feared enemy that had declared war on the giant man upstairs. At least one of them. Who knew exactly how many invaders had attacked this fortress compound. But here was one of them, asking who Jared was.
Jared had left his room determined to show Big Chuck he could be just as beneficial to his empire as any other member of his mafia family. He declared to himself he would go forward and fight alongside the others that were trying to repel this unknown enemy. He would prove himself. But now, here the enemy was, face to face with him, looming over him, and the only thing Jared could think of was the fact that he suddenly had to pee. In fact, it was very likely that he was going to wet himself right now.
And then he was. An uncontrolled release of urine began to coat his lower extremities in a warm, wet flood. He began to cry then. From both fear and shame, the blubbering welled up within him and came out in a torrent.
“I’m just a captive,” Jared babbled through his tears. “He was trying to extort my business for money. I own a car lot downtown. Smiley’s Used Cars. You probably heard of it. Please don’t kill me! Please! I don’t know anything. I don’t belong here! Just let me go!” He wasn’t sure if the lie would work, but he had to try.
Jared was ashamed of his fear. He loathed his cowardice.
He wanted to yell at the man every obscenity he knew, but all he could do was pee himself, cry, and make up stories to try and save his own hide. He was the very living definition of the word
‘pathetic’.
The man released him and Jared smacked back onto the concrete, whimpering like a beat dog. He waited for the dark shadow above him to pull the trigger and put him out of his misery.
“Where is Big Chuck now?” the voice in the darkness asked.
“I, I don’t know. The last time I heard, he was upstairs.
In his office. I don’t know, now.” Jared hated himself for giving up the man he had only moments ago sworn silent allegiance to.
But the truth was, Jared was a coward. He had always been a coward. Coming here was stupid. What did he think was going to change? Did he think he was going to somehow instantly become Big Chucks’ right-hand man just because of what was in the paperwork Jared had brought along? It was a foolish notion to begin with. He was a nobody. A cowardly, weak nobody. Had always been a nobody. Would always be a nobody. Maybe this guy would just pull that trigger and finish him. It would be a fitting end to a miserable life.
Do it, Jared quietly begged . Just pull the trigger. Do it now. Don’t wait. Just get it over with. Do it. What are you waiting for?
Nothing happened, though. No bullet in the brain bucket like he deserved; like he hoped. No escape from this life of depression and misery. No more questions either. Just nothing.
Nothing except for the howling wind outside, complete with crashing thunder.
Once more, light dimly lit the hallway from a flickering blast of the storm. He was alone, Jared realized. The dark stranger of death had left him to his whimpering, lying in a puddle of his own pee.
__________
Four more soldiers lost their life to DJ’s sneak attack from his second-floor entrance. He caught them coming down a
hallway. Two in front and two behind. When he stepped around the corner, they must have thought him to be another one of their rank. He took advantage of their misconception and rattled off four shots that were viciously quick and accurate. He was getting better at this. His feeling of invincibility was growing. Big Chuck had no idea what was headed his way.
9 rounds left in his offhand weapon. 9 in his right. Fully loaded backup on his vest.
His quick handling of the four in the hallway was completely silent. Not only did the suppressors muffle the sound of shots being fired, but the thunderstorm that rampaged outside and beat upon the building he was now in, drowned out the remaining sounds of gunshots. It efficiently erased all noise of his passing. Everything was working in his favor now and he needed to press that advantage.
DJ found a set of stairs pointing up and down next to a freight elevator that sat lifeless with its doors closed. If he went down, he would surely meet a lot of well-armed bad guys. Big Chuck could be down there leading the fight as a good general should. In fact, that certainly seemed like his style, considering he was probably really torqued over the fact all of his boys were now dead. However, the last place DJ saw him was on the fourth floor, looking down like a king from his castle. It was also likely that since Big Chuck knew he was the target, he would dangle himself like a carrot for DJ to go after, leading him through a gauntlet of enemy soldiers.
Up it was.
On the landing between second and third floors, he met another armed man coming down. This one was not like any of the rest. This one was wearing a suit. Probably a higher-ranking person in charge of day-to-day affairs. Or maybe even a client or associate. Irrespective of who he was, the black man with the diamond earrings and the chrome-covered Beretta, took a round right through the teeth. He slumped to the ground and dropped the gun. Beretta Boy didn’t die right away but twitched and blew bloody bubbles as he rolled around on the landing. Not wanting to waste another bullet, DJ dispassionately watched him slowly expire, his thrashing and rolling around from pain fading off to nothing. Emotionless, DJ moved on towards the third floor.
He was going to pass the third floor completely and just go all the way to the top, but with his night-vision goggles to aid him, he ran across yet another person. This one was dressed in jeans and a polo, not apparently armed, and blind as a bat in the darkness of the third-floor hallway.
DJ paused and just stared at him for a moment. The man was coming right for him, eyes opened wide but completely unseeing. It was made all the more apparent by the fact that he held both hands out in front of him, clawing at the darkness. DJ
considered grabbing one of the arms and yanking the guy forward into the stairs, sending him to tumble down and maybe snap his fool neck. However, DJ might be able to glean some valuable intel from him. After all, he certainly didn’t look like a fighter. He had the appearance of a pencil pusher. He might know where Big Chuck was in this monstrosity of a building.
Judging from his frightened face, DJ reasoned that he might be pliable to questioning.
The black man on the stairs looked like he might have known something too, but he was armed and had night-vision goggles. DJ had little choice but to take him out before the other guy shot him first.
DJ stepped to one side of the young man and pistol-whipped him. Not too hard. He didn’t want to knock his victim unconscious, or worse, kill him. At least not yet. The clueless victim spun around from the blow and went down face-first into the concrete floor. DJ stepped in and planted a foot hard into the man’s side, and the guy curled up gasping. Next, DJ bent down, grabbed a handful of clothing with his off-hand, yanked him over, pulled him up off the ground a bit by his shirt collar, and pointed the barrel at his nose. Lightning flashed through a window from somewhere above him. A long, lingering, strobing blast of light revealed everything to the guy he crouched over. It showed his hapless victim just how much trouble he was in.
Once recognition had settled across the unknown person’s bloody face, DJ raised his voice above the volume of the storm outside and demanded to know who he was. The other began to stutter and babble, so DJ shook him hard and pressed the barrel of the silencer to his forehead. DJ made his demand again and this time the frightened victim below him emptied
himself in a rush of words. He was not only a victim of DJ’s assault but apparently a victim of Big Chuck himself. At least that’s what he claimed.
DJ briefly deliberated over the other’s explanation. It was possible the man was lying. In fact, considering where they both were, it was even probable the man was lying just to try and save himself. However, the guy was completely unarmed. Would a servant and soldier of Big Chuck roam around weaponless? DJ
doubted it.
If he let the man loose, and this guy really was a minion of Big Chuck, he would head downstairs and alert the others that they missed their intruder. His element of surprise would be lost.
If the poor man was just an innocent bystander in all of this and DJ took his life, could he live with himself? In truth, if he killed the man, DJ would probably never know. But he was sure this moment, should he live to see tomorrow, would haunt him for the rest of his life wondering if he had murdered an innocent man.
Decisions, decisions.
DJ let go of the man’s shirt collar and the guy dropped to the floor. It was then he noticed it looked like the man had emptied his bladder in his fear. A dark splotch covered the man’s groin area and was spreading even wider as DJ watched.
Awesome, DJ thought to himself. This was the second man tonight he had scared someone so bad that they wet themselves like a toddler. Between repeatedly having the wind knocked out of him and grown men urinating all over themselves, there seemed to be a running theme.
DJ next ordered the man to tell him where Big Chuck was. The frightened young guy claimed he wasn’t entirely sure, but he had last known the gangster to be in his fourth-floor office. Since the fourth floor was the last place DJ had seen his target, he left the whimpering man there and continued his climb through the building. He would take the risk the man really was another victim to Big Chuck’s cruelty. In the end, it was the puddle of urine and no firearm that helped him decide.
On the fourth floor, he saw no one. He found another hallway that led him to sets of doors on either side. Four sets of large, single doors to his right, and one set of double doors to his
left. Double doors seemed like a better choice for Big Chuck’s office.
He moved to the large entranceway and pressed his ear to the wood. There was little chance he could hear anything above the roar of the storm, but he thought he would try anyway.
It was louder up here with the metal roof fifteen feet above his head. The torrential rain beating above created a jet engine-like roar in his ears. It was impossible to hear anything.
He tried the door next and found it unlocked. Standing to one side, he reached out to push it open just a crack. He half expected bullets to start punching through, splintering the wood around him. Nothing happened.
Peeking through the door revealed a larger room beyond, and lightning flashed outside to brightly illuminate the area within. The light was so bright it overloaded his goggles from the glare. He removed them from his head and peaked into the room again. From where he stood, with the door open just a fraction, he could only make out a thin portion of the area beyond. Seeing nothing, he backed up into the hallway and swapped magazines. He also dropped his pack to the ground so he would be unencumbered.
This was it, he decided. The moment he had been waiting for had finally arrived. He would go in with full mags and lay waste to anything that moved. With a round in each chamber and a full mag to support each of the three identical guns he possessed, he had 53 rounds of 9mm ammunition readily at his disposal. Not counting, of course, the multitude of extra ammunition he was equipped with.
Plus, his backup! He almost forgot about the small Glock in his waistband. He couldn’t forget about that. The last time he did, he almost died as a result.
DJ pushed open the door with the silenced barrel of the gun in his right hand, just a bit at a time. Creeping and slow, he eased it wider. The storm was at its most fierce now, and the flashing light was an almost non-stop strobing, paired with a relentless harsh crashing of thunder. It echoed and rolled through both the building and his brain. Impossibly loud. Incredibly bright. Furious. DJ had never seen a storm like this. He never knew one could be so bad. It vibrated deep in his chest and the
air was charged with excess electricity that made the hair on his arms stand on end.
On the right-hand side of the room, he could see a gigantic wall of thin-paned windows. Many were broken and the wind and rain poured through in a flood and fury. Above him, the roof began to shake and vibrate, increasingly harder as the seconds ticked away. It was as if the storm were about to yank the tin from the building.
A screeching of metal snapped his attention back to the windows. Through them, in the constant strobing of light, he could see a building beyond. If DJ had his bearings correct, it was the same one he had caused an explosion in. The wind was peeling back the roof like it was a giant can opener. The metal ripping apart was even louder and harsher than the incredible storm that drove it.
DJ looked up to the ceiling above his head. Was this building next? Was the storm about to eat him before he even got the chance to end Big Chuck’s life? He couldn’t wait to see if that was going to happen. The time was now. He had to get this done. Rushing through the door was foolish at best, but he had to trust in the crazy series of fate and chance that had allowed him to get this far. He had to trust that his training with the two guns in both hands would help to ensure his victory.
He kicked open the doors and swung both weapons up.
His eyes raced across the room, scanning, taking it all in, searching for his target; his enormous target. The room was bathed in what was now a seemingly steady glow of harsh white light. The lightning fanned through the sky with thin fingers and struck buildings everywhere around him with steady intensity.
Wind drove rain through the broken glass panes like bullets from a gun. They stabbed him like so many angry needles, trying to distract his focus.
Do one thing. Do it well. Move on.
Run your race. Reach for the prize. The finish line is almost at hand.
The room was devoid of human life, save his. No Big Chuck. Just one big, gigantic oaken table, smashed in two, broken on the floor of the warehouse like a giant twig, reduced
to kindling. One entire table leg was even snapped off and missing.
Had Big Chuck done that? Was he really that strong?
Had he been enraged by DJ’s actions to the point where he snapped a table in half like a match stick? Whatever happened, as soon as DJ laid his eyes on his enemy, he had to empty his guns into every vital area. He could not risk letting someone so large, so strong, and so angry, get his hands on him. The man would rip him apart.
Another set of double doors stood on the far side of the room. Open and inviting, they beckoned DJ forward. That must be the room DJ had seen Big Chuck standing in. The one with the smashed windows he had looked down on DJ from. Big Chuck’s office, according to the guy he found on the third floor.
The giant man was waiting for him, DJ knew. Both DJ
and Big Chuck knew that his hours-long saga was about to come to an end. That knowledge reverberated in DJ’s brain louder than even the storm around him. The kingpin was not hiding in his office. The man was lying in wait. A far cry different than cowering in fear. The man was a killer. A seasoned and efficient killer. And he was clothed in proud arrogance that nothing had ever withstood him. Anything he had ever turned his gaze to, bowed before him in fearful submission. Big Chuck’s overconfidence and pride would be his undoing, DJ thought.
How did the saying go? Pride cometh before a fall? Wasn’t that a scripture in the Bible too?
Well, DJ was confident too and filled with single-minded purpose. He would be the reason for that fall. He would fell the mighty giant like David in the Bible. He would introduce Big Chuck to the reality that nothing lasted forever. He was victory. He was death. He was judge, jury, and executioner.
DJ shouted a roar worthy of every warrior who ever lived and charged through the open door on the far end of the room in a rush of blind determination.
Two things happened as he crossed the threshold of what he determined to be the office door. The first was the constant white flickering glow of unceasing lightning, suddenly winked out for a moment like someone had thrown a switch. Without the aid of the night vision goggles, and with his eyes now fully
accustomed to the harsh light produced by the storm, he was plunged into absolute darkness for a good five seconds before the next blast.
In that black void of time is when the second thing happened. Someone, that person could only be Big Chuck, hit DJ
with something large and heavy, right in his middle. It was as if DJ had rushed into the path of a moving bus. His feet left the ground, his body doubled over in a human-shaped U, and he flew backward back through the door he had charged through like just another piece of wind-driven debris.
Once more, the breath left his body. But not like the other times before. This time was different. This time was more intense. This time felt like something had removed his ability to breathe completely. It was if some great beast had reached down into him and ripped out DJ’s lungs. The combat vest he wore absorbed some of the blow. Beneath that, a bulletproof vest had dissipated even more of the impact. Both, he processed in his brain, combined to save his life. But it did not save him from the pain of living through the trauma. He felt ribs crack from the impact. It was likely there was some internal bleeding as well.
That was confirmed a second later by the metallic taste of blood on his lips, driven into his mouth by ruptured blood vessels in his lungs from the massive collision. Whatever had struck him introduced so much pain into his already bruised body, DJ didn’t even feel himself strike the floor and slide across its rough surface. His brain knew it and informed his conscience, but DJ
didn’t feel it.
He was beyond dazed. He was hurt. He was defenseless.
And, he suddenly realized, he was unarmed. Both handheld weapons had disappeared into the night, released from his grasp to tumble away into the darkness as he flew across the room. He stared into the blackened ceiling as his brain processed the sudden change in direction. Fate was on his side, he had thought.
His skill and focus served him so well up to this point. How had it failed him? Why had that unseen favor that seemed to assist him through this long fight, suddenly vanish?
The steady illumination of lightning was back, revealing his foe standing above; his incredibly large, ragingly angry foe.
A vicious smile was etched into the man’s chiseled face and his
eyes held a fire that mimicked the lightning crashing all around them. Held in one hand was the missing sculpted oak table leg from behind DJ. The notorious killer held it in one clenched fist like a giant caveman’s club. Big Chuck had swung it like a baseball bat, DJ realized. As he struggled to find air, he was amazed he was even alive.
DJ had not fathomed that he would be here in this position of defeat. He was the obvious loser in this exchange.
And the last image he was ever going to see was this gorilla of a man about to hammer down on him with the makeshift club of a table leg. It would be an embarrassing end.
The weapon on his vest in the cross-draw holster, he suddenly remembered.
He reached for it as fast as he could, but his arms felt heavy and sluggish. It was as if he was trying to move them through a sea of molasses. Big Chuck dropped the table leg and reached down to rip the gun, holster and all, from DJ’s vest with a violent pull. It tore away easily in the man’s fingers. The stitching from the molle attachment, likely damaged from the impact of the table leg, was unable to resist the strength of the man above him. The giant tossed it harmlessly away.
The big man dropped his make-shift club, then reached down, wrapped both meaty hands around DJ’s neck, and hoisted him from the floor with seemingly little effort. Big Chuck held him up like a doll to look him in his eyes. Still smiling, the massive man held his gaze for a moment, then switched his hands around before DJ was strangled to death. One hand repositioned to clutch the top of DJ’s combat vest underneath his chin, and the other let him go completely.
Big Chuck dragged him through the room then, facing upwards like a large human-shaped duffle bag. Past the broken table in the middle of the room. Past the open double doors DJ
had first come through. Into the hallway beyond, he was dragged. DJ was helpless to try and stop it. He was groggy. He couldn’t breathe. He was having trouble focusing. Every square inch of his body let out a trumpet blast of pain. Through another set of doors, across the hallway he had come from, he was pulled along. He was dragged into another large room with a giant set of wooden doors on the opposite side. The doors were obviously
set into the outside wall, as light flashed and winked through the cracks, the doors shaking and rattled from the berating of the wind and the storm.
Big Chuck approached the doors, still dragging DJ
along, and now DJ was beginning to get enough strength back to try and resist. It was a hopeless effort, though, as the angle he was in, being towed along as he was, gave him little in the way of leverage to try and twist away. He clawed at the man’s one hand that clutched at his combat vest, but it was like clawing at unfeeling granite. DJ was helpless against the stronger man, and he was wounded and beaten beyond the ability to put up much of a fight.
Big Chuck paused as he got close to the outside door.
With a mighty thrust of one leg, the giant kicked the doors open into the storm beyond. The full weight of wind and rain tore violently into the room like the breath of God. It drove stinging rain into DJ’s face and he blinked against the onslaught. Big Chuck seemed unaffected, standing against it all like a man of stone.
The mobster looked outward from the fourth-floor vantage point and DJ now realized where they were. It was an old upper storage room on the fourth floor. The opening into the storm that Big Chuck had kicked free was a loading door. It was the type of old construction where large items were hoisted upward by ropes and pulleys into a loft high above the ground.
The same way hay bales used to be loaded into the upper level of barns back in the day.
DJ suddenly understood what was about to happen. Big Chuck was going to throw him from the room and watch him crack open against the ground like a Humpty Dumpty egg.
The big man turned away from the storm and dragged DJ back to the door they had first entered. He dropped him to the ground like a sack of trash, then switched and grabbed DJ’s ankles with both hands. In that span of time outside of Big Chuck’s grasp, DJ tried to launch himself from the ground but his muscles barely responded to his demands. His body was just too battered.
The big man grinned at him. He could see DJ now knew what was about to happen and that revelation had brought pleasure to the murderer.
Again, DJ remembered the backup gun at his waist. Six more rounds of hollow point 9mm ammunition awaited his orders. Each one containing over 300 foot-pounds of energy to be directed by DJ’s command. And he commanded them now.
DJ reached under the folds of vest and clothing and produced the small gun. In his beaten, breathless, desperate state, however, he tossed accuracy and skill out of the window. He simply pointed into the center of the mass of muscle that was Big Chuck, and started squeezing off shots. All six rounds tore into the giant.
There was an instantaneous reaction, though not exactly the one DJ expected. The man simply let go, calmly stepped forward, and grabbed the thing from DJ’s hands just as the slide locked to the rear, emptied and worthless. Exactly like DJ now felt.
Like nothing had happened, like there were not six slugs dug deep into his body, Big Chuck flung the weapon into the night and reached down to grab DJ’s ankles once more. With the growl of an unchained beast, Big Chuck began to charge back across the room, DJ towed bouncing along behind, building momentum and speed as the kingpin closed the distance to the open loading door.
Big Chuck was going to hurl DJ from the fourth floor opening like an Olympian hurling a hammer. In DJ’s focus on how many things had gone his way in this fight, on how it seemed like an unseen hand from the heavens had been helping him, he now realized the hubris he claimed Big Chuck to be full of had somehow overcome him as well. It had clouded his judgment with pride that rendered him weakened and vulnerable.
Pride cometh before a fall, he now remembered thinking about Big Chuck. But it was his own pride that had now caused his own downfall. He suddenly felt stupid and embarrassed at himself. Big Chuck had won. And the worse thing about that overwhelming realization was not that DJ was about to die, but that the only other people he cared about were going to die as well. Because of him, Brett was going to die. Big Chuck would find him and his wife and probably torture them to death. Mary was going to die as well. For no other reason than DJ had sought
refuge in her home. Abbi was going to die. And who knew what unspeakable things the beast would do to such a beautiful creature.
God, please forgive my vanity and pride, he silently prayed.
Then, like divine intervention from the heavens above, DJ saw the most unbelievable and impossible thing. As he watched, a single bullet from behind him, likely from the entrance to the room, bore its way right through Big Chuck’s face and exited with a splatter of blood and shards of bone out of the back of his skull. He instantly lost his grip on DJ, but the momentum from his charge continued to carry Big Chuck out the open loading door and into the waiting storm. DJ came to a sliding rest a split second later, his lower legs protruding off the ledge, hanging part of him four floors above the pavement below.
For a moment, he simply stared out into the rain, wind, and flashing light in abject shock. What on earth had just happened?
DJ rolled over slowly, his body groaning for the effort, looking behind him to find the shooter. He was shocked into submission once more. There, standing with feet shoulder-width apart, service pistol raised, still aiming through the open sites and wearing Mary Jackson’s donated shirt that read ‘Relentless Youth’ across the chest, was Special Agent Brett Foster.
DJ rolled back over onto his back and laughed, long and hard. Rain drove into his exposed face, but he didn’t care. He was alive. They were all alive. It was an ending he could never have dreamed up in any fantasy, but he didn’t care. It was over.
The good guys won. The bad guys lost. And it brought laughter to his broken ribs and a smile to his bloody face.
Brett approached and looked down at him with obvious bewilderment. “Are you OK?”
“Let no one say your timing is not impeccable! How did you get past all the guys on the first floor?”
“Oh that,” he replied with a shrug. “I had no idea they were there, but before I could head in and get ambushed, the wind ripped the roof off of a building next door. Pretty sure a tornado may have skipped across the top of this place. I guess
they decided that was enough for them. They ran in all directions like a bunch of cockroaches when you turn the lights on. It was crazy, really. They streamed out the building like their hair was on fire. A few of them ran right past me like I wasn’t even there.”
DJ laughed harder at the news.
“Look,” Brett began. “I am glad you think all of this is real funny, but the cavalry is on its way. My guys, not the locals.
They should be here in a few minutes, though, and you need to be gone when they do.”
DJ smiled up at Brett and said, “Help me up, please.”
Brett complied and helped DJ struggle to his feet. Every part of him hurt. Every part of him was exhausted. Just getting to his feet involved serious effort and will.
“Listen to me close,” Brett commanded, leaning in so DJ
could hear him over the wind. He pointed in a direction. “There is a building next door over that way. There’s a set of roll-up doors that are partially opened. If you duck under, you’ll find a big room with some box trucks. If you are lucky, you’ll find keys somewhere close. Pick one and get out of here. Oh, and make sure you look around really good before you leave. Make it fast, though. You don’t have much time.”
DJ smiled at Brett and nodded his consent. “If I never see you again, Agent Foster…” His voice trailed off.
Brett shook his head and a stern look settled into his eyes. “I better not ever see you again, or you’ll be in handcuffs.
We clear on that?”
“Crystal,” DJ answered and made his way to the door.
He paused in the entrance and looked at Brett one last time, then slipped into the hallway. He stopped to retrieve the night vision goggles and backpack laying where he left them. He slipped both on and quickly headed for the stairs. He hoped he encountered no one else. For one, he was both physically and mentally spent.
Secondly, he was back to being unarmed.
Aside from the pistol and knife he knew to be stowed in the depths of the pack, he had nothing left to defend himself with. It probably wouldn’t be wise to stop and dig out the gun.
Besides, if he did retrieve the gun, and if he happened to run into
the FBI while trying to leave, they would likely just shoot him if he was armed.
As he made his way down the stairs he noticed something going on in the background. The storm was beginning to quiet. Rapidly. By the time he made it to a ground-level entrance, it had fallen off to nothing more than a drizzle. He could still hear thunder and see the lightning, but it was now further to the east. It was as if Mother Nature decided that it was no longer needed as a distraction and was headed someplace else.
DJ smiled.
He stepped out of the building and ran right into the broken body of Big Chuck laying in a shattered heap on the ground. He paused but briefly to stare at the body of the man that had so recently dominated much of his life. That momentary pause was all the respect he showed the deceased, and he stepped over the body and moved on.
It didn’t take DJ long to find the building Brett mentioned and he crawled under the roll-up door like instructed.
With his goggles making the blacked-out void visible, he spotted a handful of box trucks parked in a neat row just like the agent had told him. He turned around to find the chain that controlled the doors and gave it a good pull, rolling the big door open. It squeaked and groaned, but ascended without a lot of effort. It was a good thing too. DJ didn’t have much effort left to give.
With the door all the way open, it was now clear for one of the trucks to pull through, so he made his way to the first one in line. The door was unlocked, and the keys dangled in the ignition.
“Thank you,” he said out loud.
Climbing into the driver’s seat, he placed his foot on the brake, pulled the goggles off, and briefly checked the side mirror before starting. He paused at what he saw in the glow of the red brake lights. He went ahead and turned the key and the diesel engine fired to life. He found the headlights and flipped them on, then climbed out of the truck to make his way to the rear to get a closer look.
He couldn’t believe what he was looking at in the light of the taillights. Six large pallets were stacked in a neat little
row, just like the trucks lined up in front of them. On the wooden pallets were stacks and stacks of $100 bills in bundles of $10,000. Each pallet was wrapped in what looked to be clear cellophane to keep them held together under transport. Each pallet stood approximately four feet in height. There had to be hundreds of millions of dollars he was looking at. Maybe more.
The pallet behind his truck had been torn into and someone had pulled a few bundles off the top. Someone must have selected a few parting gifts on their way out the door, he thought.
He turned back around, flipped the latch to the door on the back of the truck, and pushed it up and out of the way. He was shocked into inaction once again. The back of the truck was full of weapons. All types of firearms were locked into portable metal storage racks. A few hundred of them. Pistols, rifles, shotguns. It was a mobile armory. Enough weapons lined the back of the truck in long rows to outfit a small army. He whistled out loud. This Big Chuck guy was into everything.
He turned back to the pallet of cash and started slinging bundles of bills into the back of the truck. As fast as he could, he threw the money over his shoulder, not carrying where or how they landed. He didn’t do it too terribly long. He didn’t have a lot of time to spend, according to Brett. He figured the cash would come in handy with trying to set Mrs. Jackson up with a new identity and a nice little. Plus, it would take care of any immediate needs in order to establish a new life.
He didn’t think the FBI would harass her long, or ask too many questions that she would require a new identity, but she deserved some peace from everything that had gone on. Plus, the cash would replace the income she lost with the murder of her husband.
That was enough, he decided, and rolled the door back down, latching it into place. If he had to guess, there were three or four million dollars laying loose and scattered in the back of the truck. Then, without another thought, he climbed into the cab and drove out of the building. It took him a minute or two of zig-zagging his way around through the warehouses, but he eventually found an open gate that led him back into the city.
Chapter 28: Oh Crap
Almost six months had passed since Brett pulled the trigger and ended the life of Charles Kaiser. All kinds of questions were raised about Brett’s involvement and what exactly had been his role in everything. While there was certainly enough circumstantial evidence to, at the very least, bench him while he was investigated, there was quite a bit more to suggest Brett was a hero who managed to overcome impossible odds, navigate a tangled web of dirty cops and FBI agents, and still manage to take out one of the most dangerous crime lords the FBI had ever gone up against. Even if he did lose a key witness and confirmed murderer in the process.
Brett Foster, hero agent, was a far more favorable narrative for the FBI to embrace. Especially considering the huge black eye that was the entire Denver Field Office. The corrupted branch of the agency was a colossal mess. It had morphed into a congressional investigation and hearings in Washington D.C. It was far better to hold Brett up on a pedestal, give him an official commendation to hang on his wall, and promote him as quickly as possible. It made the rest of the story look like it at least had a silver lining.
Brett was offered any position and at any post he wanted. In the end, he chose to lead the Denver Field Office into a new chapter. He was now officially the youngest Special Agent In Charge in the history of the FBI.
Special Agent was the title of every agent serving in the FBI. Special Agent in Charge was reserved only for the head of a Field Office. It was a title he never thought he would see. And, it was a title he never really wanted. Grinding away on a case in pursuit of the bad guy was all he ever saw himself doing. Funny how things changed.
David John Slaughter vanished on that stormy night six months ago, and no trace of him had been seen since. Not only him, but both Abbi and her mother had vanished shortly thereafter. Brett was reasonably sure DJ had commandeered a pile of that cash Brett tried to steer him to and helped them all to acquire new identities.
DJ now had a new family to take care of, and as far as Brett was concerned, that was fine with him. As far as DJ’s in-laws, they seemed to be doing fine, though they claimed to have not heard from DJ at all. Brett tended to believe them, solely based on the way DJ acted when he had the chance to talk to them back in the hotel on that fateful night. He was not really sure why DJ wanted to avoid speaking with them, but he could guess. In the end, it wasn't his business, really.
As a part of the investigation into DJ’s disappearance, the FBI started snooping into his In-Law’s finances. It turned out that a few weeks of DJ’s vanishing act, they started receiving money. Digital deposits made into their accounts on the first of every month. $9,900 at a time; just below the amount that would trigger IRS scrutiny. The money was routed through multiple transfers through the Cayman Islands, Switzerland, Qatar, Singapore, and a few other places that had restrictive banking laws concerning cooperating with governments about their account holders. That, combined with the fact someone had all but emptied DJ’s personal bank accounts on the very same night they had rescued their families, made it even more suspicious. It was a thread the FBI had been pulling on in hopes to eventually track him down. Brett was certain Abbi was somehow involved in the theft of DJ’s accounts. The timing was too coincidental.
He was able to use his new Special Agent in Charge superpowers, along with a few favors from his old boss in Dallas, Tim Neville, to make those inquiries go away. Tim still owed him despite all he had recently done for Brett, and was only too happy to assist. In fact, the man would likely owe him favors for the rest of his life. Not that he needed to, Brett thought. Tim was his friend. Friends help friends no matter what, and Tim Neville knew that better than most. For his part, Brett would do everything he could to help the investigation into David Slaughter fall into a dusty, forgotten filing cabinet in an unused office somewhere. It was the least he could do for the guy who saved his wife’s life. The very least he could do.
Brett was sitting in his shiny new office, staring at the picture of his wife on his desk, when a knock came on the door frame. He looked up to see one of his newest technicians standing there with a folder in his hands. Brett had been hiring
people to replace the ones now under criminal investigation like crazy. The man standing there shuffling his feet awkwardly was one of them.
“Morris, isn’t it?” Brett asked the man.
“Yes sir,” came the reply. He continued to stand there, seemingly unsure if it was OK to cross the threshold of his boss’s office.
Brett sighed aloud. “Relax, Morris. I use my superpowers for good, not evil. I won’t nuke you for coming into my office. It’s only an office, after all. Just, with a much better view than yours.” Brett gave him the biggest smile he could.
“Right. Yes sir,” the young technician said. He entered, crossed over to the desk, and then stood there not saying anything.
“Well, are you going to tell me what’s in your hand, or do I have to take it from you and figure out your job too?”
“No, sir! I just… I mean… Here you go. Sir…”
The young man handed over the file and Brett chuckled as he took it. He opened the folder and started laying out things on his desk. There were crime scene photos, charts, graphs, DNA analysis, even forensic spectroscopy results. But Brett was not a forensics technician. He had no idea what he was looking at.
“Can you throw me a bone here? What is all of this?”
“Yes, sir. I know you told me to put a final polish on all of the paperwork and evidence on the Big Chuck crime scene, and then file it away forever, but I decided to do a cross-check on all of the DNA evidence gathered against all the players we knew about and maybe missed.”
“OK…”
“Well,” Morris pointed at one sheet of paper in particular, “that is a new report I generated from running DNA cross tracing on all of the evidence samples that were recovered.”
“And…”
“Well, I found something new.”
“Again, don’t make me do your job for you. In case no one informed you, my job is to ask questions and tell people what to do. Your job is to answer questions and present findings.” Brett was starting to turn his normal sarcasm meant as
a way to joke with someone, into actual frustration at the man not just telling him what he had here.
“Yes, sir. Sorry, sir. You see that picture in the stack?”
Brett looked at the photo. It appeared to be a blood-stained section of concrete with a yellow evidence ruler next to it. The ruler was used to indicate the size of blood splatter. “Got it,” Brett replied.
“That blood was found on the floor of Big Chuck’s offices.”
“Continue,” he ordered.
“Well, I ran DNA analysis to try and tie it to someone specific. Maybe one of the dead guys we recovered. Or maybe someone in our system that got away. I figured we should be doing that with all trace DNA we found at the crime scene. Just seemed like the right thing to do.”
“Alright,” Brett said looking up from the stack.
“And that report right there,” the technician said pointing to another white print out. “That is a list of all known family members and accomplices of Big Chuck. It points out that he had three sons helping him run things, along with some known high-level bosses and such.”
“Got that. So, you are saying that this blood belonged to one of his sons or someone close to him?”
“RIGHT! Exactly right,” The young man practically exploded. He seemed quite pleased with himself.
“Congratulations, Morris. Great piece of evidence finding you have here. Someone close to Big Chuck caught a nose bleed at his office. Impressive.”
Morris stared at him for a second with a blank expression. Then, “No sir, you don’t understand. We know that Mr. Slaughter took all three of his sons out, one way or another.
One back at his ranch, and the others in a hotel room.”
“All facts I am aware of, son. I was an eye witness to two of them, remember?” Brett cut his eyes at the young technician.
“Right! Yes, sir. Sorry, sir. No, what I am saying is, the DNA shows to be familial. It is from a direct descendant of Big Chuck. It also shows to be male in origin. One of Big Chuck’s sons. But this DNA does not match the three that we have on file
for the sons we know about. This one is completely different.
And it does not match any of the dead bodies we recovered, or any of the arrests we’ve made.” The young man stood there with a triumphant expression.
Understanding suddenly invaded Brett’s brain and he snapped his gaze back down at the pile of paperwork in front of him. “Wait… are you saying there is a fourth son to Big Chuck, alive and well, running around somewhere out there, and the only thing we have on him are these few random drops of blood?”
“Exactly right! Though it’s not really blood drops, per se. That is more a case of blood transfer. It means that something covered in blood touched something else and was transferred.”
The young man stood there, obviously proud that he could educate his boss on the nuances of blood analysis.
“Oh, crap,” Brett said softly. His mind began flipping over and making connections. Another son. Big Chuck had another son. There had been no record, no contact, no profile of any other children. Who was it? What had been their role in the family business? More importantly, what did that mean for DJ
and Abbi? What did that mean for Brett and his wife? Was there still a threat? Would this person attempt to reestablish the Kieser empire? Would he come for vengeance? Brett didn’t know the answer to those questions, but they quickly formed a dark cloud of fear over his head. He could almost feel the crosshairs of revenge resting on him from behind. “Oh, crap,” Brett said again. He looked up at Morris, seeing the confusion in the man’s eyes. Then a third time, “Oh, crap.”
Morris glanced nervously around the room, even taking a small step back from his boss. “Sir?” he asked, concern washing over his face. “What should I do?”
Brett slumped into his chair, hanging his head and rubbing his temples. “Morris, I honestly don’t know.”
The End.
Or is it?
This concludes Book 1
BUT
I have included the first few chapters of Book 2 to provide a sneak-peek into the continuing adventures of DJ Slaughter.
Slaughter: White Out – Book II continues below…
Slaughter: White Out – Book II Chapter 1: Squeeze
DJ stood in front of his bedroom window. With the lights off, he could just make out the hints of the approaching morning. He stood there wondering the same thought that had crossed his mind every day since leaving Colorado. Would today be the day they caught up to him? Would today be the day he ended up behind bars? Could Brett Foster manage to to hold the FBI at bay and ensure another day of freedom? They had new identities, good ones, according to Abbi, but he was certain Brett had been involved in some way. Not with the identities, of course, but by diverting the investigation into DJ. He sighed and pushed the thoughts away. For now, he was free. They all were.
He would savor every moment of this new life. He would waste none of it.
DJ put on his jacket, grabbed his pack and rifle, and headed to the front door. On his way, he detoured through the kitchen as the wonderful aroma of frying bacon filled his nose.
Was there anything more perfect than the smell of bacon frying on a cold winter morning? There was, he decided when he rounded the corner of the kitchen. When the two ladies you cared most about were giggling over a cup of coffee and both of them stopped to look at you and smile when you walked in. That made frying bacon the second most awesome thing in the world.
Make that the third, he thought to himself. Because the way Abbi smiled at him right then just jumped to the top of the list.
He loved her. That was a fact. So much so that it hurt sometimes. Their relationship had progressed since disappearing from Colorado. Slowly, at first, as DJ still had to deal with the guilt he felt over caring for another after losing his wife. An adjustment phase was needed before he could fully embrace his feelings. Abbi had been understanding and patient in this area, and her mother proved an important person to talk to help him deal with all of those issues.
He loved them both.
After that night in the rain, he had called Abbi on his way from leaving Big Chuck’s warehouse complex. She told him where they were holed up. They were in some small low-rent hotel a few hours south of Denver. The FBI Agents who had scooped them up were staying in the next room. They were unaware Abbi was having a conversation with him. He drove his way to her and she talked to him over the phone the whole time to keep him awake. Even then, he had been so exhausted, he had almost driven off of the road twice.
By the time he got there, both Abbi and her mother had made the decision to go into hiding with him. Neither had a desire to face constant FBI scrutiny and questioning and there was nothing really to leave behind. Except for Abbi and her acceptance to MIT. But, she assured him that she could create a new identity and background. They certainly had enough money to do that. She would enroll under a new alias at a later date.
For Mrs. Mary’s part, leaving behind the diner, her home, and starting a new life seemed an easier way to cope with the death of her husband. It was something DJ could relate to.
The only thing she really cared about was all of the family photos. Abbi reassured her mother, saying that the previous year she had gone through the process of digitizing the lot of them.
She promised she would reprint them all in whatever size her mother wanted. That was enough for her, and Mary eagerly jumped on board.
So, when DJ arrived at the hotel in the early hours of the morning, with FBI Agents still sleeping next door, they were able to slip out undetected and sneak away. They seemed quite content to be riding alongside DJ in a bouncing box truck headed to parts unknown. Odd, maybe. But DJ didn’t question it deeply.
He just latched on with both hands and a needing heart and drove.
Eventually, they ended up here, in Kentucky. It was a small town in the middle of nowhere, much like what they had already been used to in Colorado. With new identities and backgrounds, they were able to buy a nice farmhouse in the country. There was a spot alongside the house that had been prepared for a garden. A large glass greenhouse stood adjacent
for wintertime growing. Mary was in heaven and promised fresh produce year-round.
There was a decent-sized metal barn with electricity that DJ parked the box truck in. He started setting up a small shop along one wall almost instantly. Plus, the property ran all the way back over a large, long hill behind the house. It loomed over the homestead like a watcher with open arms, a few hundred feet in height. Up there, he was able to establish a small shooting range amidst the trees. On the other side of the hill was a few hundred acres of unspoiled forest that the owner gave him free rein to hunt on. He still missed his box canyon hideout in Colorado, but this place made for a pretty decent alternative.
Unfortunately for Abbi, only the most basic internet was available for her to play around online, but he was able to order up satellite service to remedy that. It turned out, she really loved playing some popular, online, first-person shooter game. A good internet connection was a must for things like that, and she played every day. DJ tried to play against her once but got tired of losing, so he gave up. She had laughed at him and called him an old man.
It was not all fun and games for her, though. After getting a new background in place, she submitted a fake but believable application to MIT and was accepted for the spring semester. DJ was unsure of what it would mean for their relationship, but he was reasonably sure he would follow her out there. He didn’t want to just live with her, however. He wanted to marry her. He still hadn’t summoned up the courage to ask her yet, though.
All in all, things had settled into a nice homey routine.
DJ was starting to feel like a normal person, even if he did have a new last name. It was a weird one, though, and he had been wondering if Abbi would even want to take it as her own.
Kirsch. What kind of name was Kirsch? Maybe they would change it again. Maybe he could get his old name back without raising too many red flags. A topic for another day.
Right now, he wanted bacon.
Abbi’s smile turned to playful scrutiny. “Now, it’s too cold to play with guns outside and it is too late to go hunting.
The sun’s already up. So, where do you think you’re going?”
“Wrong on the first account. Right on the second,” he replied with a wink. “It is never too cold to play with guns.” He walked over and attempted to snatch a piece of bacon.
Mrs. Mary slapped at his hand and scolded him. “Young man, that is my bacon. Yours is in the pan.”
DJ swiped the piece anyway and hastily began munching before she could stop him. While still chewing, he corrected her.
“No, ma’am. This one is mine. Yours is still in the pan. I’ll be back later.”
She swatted him on his jean covered butt, and said, “Just for that, you get to do dishes tonight!” DJ grinned at her as he headed out the door.
On the other side, DJ zippered his jacket and breathed in the cool Kentucky air. It was chilly enough to see his breath and it prompted him to involuntarily shiver. As soon as he started his hike up the hill he knew the cold would leave him, so he set off at a brisk pace in order to get that process started.
On his back was strapped a long-range rifle with a high-powered scope, chambered in 6.5 Creedmoor. At distances of 800 meters or less, This thing was easily one of the most accurate rifle rounds he had ever come across. Matched to the specially tuned rifle he had it loaded in, and the hand-loaded crafted rounds he had loaded it with, it was a marksman’s dream.
In the hands of any seasoned user, it could drill a prairie dog at 800 meters all day long. The new round he had been tinkering with in the shop, he believed, would make that accuracy even better. He thought he figured out a new trick that would create, what he called, the perfect burn.
The cartridge to any round was never completely full of gunpowder. Shake one and you could feel it rattle around on the inside. Because of this fact, the powder inside never burned the same exact way every time. There was always a subtle difference. In the world of accuracy shooters, where the goal was to make every round go through the same hole, any time there was a variance in consistency, it would translate to a variance in accuracy. So, if the gun did everything right, if the bullet was perfectly balanced with no microscopic defects, if the environmental conditions like wind, temperature, and humidity were always the same, if the shooter did everything perfectly,
and if the cartridge burned up its gunpowder the same exact way every time, then you would get near-perfect accuracy. Of course, that flawless combination of elements never ever happened. But a true marksman was always on the quest to find it.
DJ stumbled on a way to fill the remaining void of the round with Styrofoam. Styrofoam was made up mostly of air bubbles and a lightweight form of plastic. When the heat of the burning gunpowder and exploding primer would hit it, the Styrofoam would evaporate into nothingness at nearly the speed of light. Filling that void in such a way, however, held the gunpowder in place the same way every time. This should translate to a consistent burn. No variance. He had been testing this with a special bolt action pistol, chambered in .357. In those tests, he got a nearly 40% improvement in accuracy. Today would be the first time he applied it to a rifle round. He was excited.
At the top of the hill he now headed was a rifle range he created by cutting a narrow channel through the trees lengthways along the crest. It was just over 500 meters long. Perfect for testing accuracy on a rifle round. The trees served to block most of the wind that would usually be associated with the top of a hill, and the thick stand of pine at the very end would form a natural bullet stop to keep them from flying into the unknown.
Plus, the view was great through the trees.
Mary suggested he get a small utility vehicle, commonly referred to as a side-by-side, to help make the climb easier. He enjoyed the exercise, however. It was good for him to make his heart pound, he told her.
At the top of the hill, he paused to catch his breath. He was fully warm now, and despite the cool air, a thin sheen of sweat had formed across his brow and under his shirt. He slipped his hands into his jacket pocket and his fingers closed around a folded-up sheet of paper. He smiled.
Mrs. Mary had taken to writing out a scripture from the Bible every day. She would fold it up and place it into his jacket pocket. When it was warmer, she would sneak into his room when she thought he was asleep and tuck it into the front pocket of his jeans. As it turned cooler, she had taken to dropping it in his jacket pocket. Each scripture was painstakingly chosen by
her with the intention of somehow making his day better. He loved her for that. She was a good woman.
He brought the paper out and unfolded it to examine.
Today’s scripture was out of Psalms, When he read it, it seemed like an odd choice. He read it again, slower than the first time.
He could see how it might relate to him, considering their recent past, but it still seemed an odd scripture to choose. Especially now with the struggles of last summer behind them. Normally, she picked ones designed to be uplifting in some way. This one was different, however.
He read it out loud. “Psalms 18:39. You have armed me with strength for battle; you humbled my adversaries before me.”
DJ sat blinking at the paper for a moment more, wondering how she meant for him to take it. He never talked to her about what she had been doing. He just accepted it. And, she had never asked what he thought about her doing this, or even if she had his permission to do it. She just stuffed them into his pockets behind his back, and he just read them sometime during his day with a smile. It remained an unspoken thing between them. This time, however, he might have to ask her about it.
He tucked it away again and looked out at the view between the trees, waiting for his heartbeat to return to a more normal pace before he started his shooting exercise.
Down below, along the valley road that led past the house, a car was approaching. DJ squinted to try and bring the distant vehicle into sharper focus. No, it was a truck. An old one, by the looks of it. The road they lived on was seldom traveled as it was well off the beaten path. Most people that used the bumpy road, lived out here somewhere, but DJ didn’t recognize the vehicle. He wondered if maybe one of their neighbors was going to get a visitor this morning. As he watched, the truck slowed, pulled off on the thin shoulder, and came to a stop. Making a phone call maybe? DJ was now more curious.
In the field of his vision, it was then he saw Abbi and Mary exit the back door. The two tiny figures made their way to the greenhouse. Mary had asked Abbi last night if she would help her with a special project she was working on. It was something to do with tomatoes and creating more light. DJ
assumed this was what they were about to work on now.
His attention went back to the truck on the road. As he watched, the driver’s door opened and a person emerged. He thought it was a man, but at this distance, it was tough to tell.
The figure walked to the back, lowered the tailgate and began to fiddle with something in the back. Odd, DJ thought to himself.
__________
Jared Dane sat behind the wheel of an old pickup, bouncing down a worn-out back road in the hills of Kentucky. It had been a long six months since the death of his biological father, known now to the world as Big Chuck. It was time Jared used to invest himself in preparing to kill the man who had destroyed his one hope at a decent life.
Jared was diagnosed with clinical depression at an early age. It resulted in many difficulties for his single mother in raising him. When his focus turned to drug use, she was there for him to try and pull him away from his addiction through therapy and tough love. When he then refocused his addiction to alcohol, she had been there to get him into another program; an expensive program that cost her more money than she had, and caused her to work three jobs in order to pay for it. Tragically, Jared lost the one person who had always been there for him to cancer. The disease had been brutal to his mom, and it had been brutal to him as well. It drove his depression to new levels, and when she finally died, he almost threw himself off a bridge.
It was on that bridge, preparing to end it all, when some of his mother’s last words came back to him. “I did the best I could for you,” she had said from her hospital bed. Tubes and wires were plugged into her to monitor her heartbeat, provide her medication and fluids, and to help her breathe. Jared remembered stroking her head as she spoke. Her hair was long gone from the Chemo, but he didn’t care. He stroked her smooth skin and cried.
“It’s OK, Mom,” he sobbed. “I’m the one who didn’t do enough for you.”
“What you really needed was a father,” she said. “A man to help lead you. A man to help you become strong.”
“I had you and that was always enough for me,” he assured her.
“Your father was a strong man,” she continued, ignoring him with a faraway look in her eye. “I didn’t trust him though. I hid you from him. Perhaps I was wrong.” It was the last words she ever spoke. She died a moment later.
Standing there on the bridge, he reconsidered her words.
He began to wonder who his ‘strong’ father really was.
Throughout her life, his mother had always been vague about his father’s identity. She would change the subject and say they were better off without him. At one point while Jared was in drug rehab, he made friends with a detective for the Denver Police Department. The older man had gotten hooked on heroin.
Eventually, the detective came clean to the department.
According to union rules, they couldn’t fire him, but rather had to help him get treatment. Both Jared and the detective struck up an odd kind of friendship.
“If you ever need anything,” the man told him. “Just let me know. Consider me your get-out-of-jail-free card.”
Jared changed his mind about suicide and left the bridge.
He reached out to his old friend. Was there any way he could help him find out who his father was? Maybe, the Detective told him. He could take a DNA sample from Jared and run it against a database of known offenders. If the guy had ever committed a serious enough crime, there was a good chance his father might be there. He was.
Jared remembered the detective was scared to death to even tell him who it was. The jittery old man made Jared swear to secrecy to keep him out of whatever Jared decided to do with the information. Then, he unloaded on Jared just who his father was, and what kind of things his father had done to people. He explained how many had died because of the man.
His mother was right. His father was strong.
Jared had gone there that night to confront Big Chuck.
To tell him who he was. To tell him he wanted nothing more from Big Chuck than to just get to know him. Jared wanted to know if he could be worthy enough for Big Chuck to maybe one day consider him his son. Maybe not equal to the other three, but Jared would be content if he could somehow get an acknowledgment from Charles Kaiser, and at least be accepted in some small way.
Then, misfortune had struck Jared again. He had run into the killer in the darkness. He almost suffered the same fate as his father. He hadn’t displayed bravery to Charles Kaiser but had folded like a dirty dish towel and lied to save his own skin. Jared was responsible for his father’s death. His cowardice resulted in the death of the one man who might have been able to teach him what it was like to become strong.
The news had talked about a hero FBI Agent who had killed the mafia boss, but Jared knew the truth. It wasn't an FBI agent he had run across in the darkness of Big Chuck’s compound. Jared had been confronted by someone far more dangerous and lethal than a cop in a suit. He was sure the FBI agent had taken credit for something he had not done. Jared was positive the man was no hero, but rather an imposter.
When Jared fled that night, he was sitting in his car crying in shame at the gate he had first entered. Then, a large cargo truck passed him in a hurry to leave the place. At the time, Jared hadn’t known his father had been killed by the demon driving away. He thought it may have been one of Big Chuck’s many servants fleeing the scene. So, he decided to follow. He would catch up to the man when he stopped, tell him who he was, and hope to join up with him as a compatriot and await the fallout of the compound’s assault.
Hours later as the sun was coming up, the man finally stopped at a rundown hotel in a small town. He climbed out of the cab and hugged a pretty looking girl who seemed to be sneaking away from a room with an older lady. Jared realized then that this was not one of Big Chuck’s men, but the man he had run into in the warehouse. He recognized the killer from the bandana still tied around his head.
Jared’s normal reaction would have been to just drive away at that point. But he didn’t. He didn’t know why. But he did know he was angry. He was mad and disgusted over the way the man had humiliated him. He decided he would continue to follow the guy. If for no other reason than to give his location to Big Chuck when he got to where he was going.
It was later when he was three gas pumps away from the killer, both of them filling their tanks at a roadside convenience store, when Jared heard over the car radio of Big Chuck’s death.
A notorious gangster, they had called him. Jared then followed the man for a whole new reason. It was for vengeance’s sake he continued to track his enemy.
The man and his two female friends stopped at another low-budget hotel around noon. Jared had precious little cash on hand, so he chose to spend it on food and gas. Instead, he slept in his car in a parking lot across the street. He almost missed them leaving the next morning when he was taking a leak behind the car.
Eventually, Jared tracked them all the way to Kentucky and began to plan their deaths. All three of them. But he needed money and a place to stay. So, he did the one thing he thought his dead father would have been proud of. He found an old man living on the outskirts of the small town the three had taken up residence in. He caught the man working in the garden, walked up to him with a big smile asking for directions, then smashed his head in with a rock. After he threw up from the horror of what he had done, he buried the old man among the tomatoes and squash.
From there, he lucked out in a few specific ways. First, no one ever came by to check on the old man. Secondly, he found some cash stashed in the house. A few thousand dollars was discovered tucked away in an old shoebox under the man’s bed. Thirdly, the man owned an old hunting rifle with a scope; a
.30-06 and several boxes of shells were found in the bedroom closet.
Jared kept tabs on the three people he blamed for Big Chuck’s death. While he watched them, he practiced with that old rifle. He measured off a two-hundred-yard range and started trying to teach himself to shoot. When he first started, he stunk like an old landfill. Bullets went everywhere. Initially, he was so far off of the target, he wasn’t even sure where they were landing.
Eventually, after reading a book he stole from the library, he started to get better. He was even now no real marksman, but he could at least put every round inside of a four-inch circle at the two hundred mark. Not exactly great according to what he read in the ‘How to Be a Sniper’ book he found, but certainly good enough to kill a man and two women.
His prey had been living in an older two-story farmhouse outside the small rural town of Ritner. It was in the absolute middle of nowhere, Kentucky. Jared had cased it from a distance many times. He would park about a mile away and make his way through the trees until he could see the house. He wore camouflaged clothing and used a high magnification set of binoculars to watch his victims. He kept looking for some sort of routine, and eventually, he found one. The three hung out at the house a lot and only went into town for groceries and such when needed. But the older woman often tinkered in her greenhouse when the weather was cool. Her daughter tended to help. The man liked to hang out in the barn, or hike up the hill to practice shooting. He didn’t know if the man was any good or not, but he didn’t plan on getting close enough to find out.
This morning found him bouncing down an old two-lane road headed for the farmhouse once more. Today was the day, he decided. For no other reason than he was tired of the thinking-about-it phase, and felt it was now time to turn to the just-do-it phase. So, today was the day he would kill all three of them and avenge his father's death.
His original plan was to sneak his way through the trees like before, only get closer this time. He needed to be within 200
yards if he expected to get a good shot in. He had no faith in himself at further distances. The cold had caused him to change his mind, however, and at the last minute, he decided he would just get close enough on the road, wait for them to come outside, and shoot the first one he saw from the truck. If the man came out first, he would shoot him and wait for the women to rush out and help. If the women came out first, he would do the same thing in reverse order. It was a simple plan, to be sure, but if it was too complicated, he was convinced it would probably all go wrong.
Jared slowed down as he approached the house. He could see it clearly from where he drove along. The house sat fairly close to the road and was surrounded on all three other sides with small fields of winter-brown grass. The tree line stopped about three hundred yards from the house in all directions, so he had a clear view. His original plan involved low crawling into position and then use a fence post to shoot off of,
but the back of the truck would work just as well. Plus, he could simply drive away when it was all over.
As he pulled to the side of the road, wheels as close to the ditch as he dared, he saw the two women emerge, bundled up and making a beeline for the glass greenhouse. There was no sign of the man. He was either still inside drinking coffee, or already tinkering out in his barn.
No matter, he thought. Ladies first.
Jared stepped out quietly and made his way to the back.
He watched the women carefully, but they appeared not to notice him.
Perfect.
He quietly dropped the tailgate and unzipped the case to the hunting rifle stored in the bed. Another glance at the women showed they were now entering the glassed-in box full of plants.
No problem, Jared thought, his bullet will smash right through it with no issues.
Jared climbed into the bed and approached the back of the cab. He swung the rifle up and laid it across the roof. It would make for an excellent shooting platform. He spread his feet wide and leaned down behind the rifle to look through the scope. He could see them clearly then. Perfectly. Each woman was now seemingly right before him, thanks to the high-power scope. He snapped the safety off. There was around already loaded and ready to fire. The real question was, which one should he do first, the old lady or the young one? He quickly reasoned that the man probably liked the younger one the most.
He would take her out first so the man could really feel some pain before Jared killed him as well. Jared wanted the man to know what it was like to lose someone he loved. He wanted the man to know how Jared felt at losing his mom. At losing his father. At losing everything. Seemed about as good a plan as any.
Jared placed the crosshairs of the scope over the girl’s head. She was smiling at the other one, completely clueless as to what was about to happen. He watched them pace around and talk with one another for just a moment more, savoring this final moment.
Now, he told himself. It was time.
Taking a deep breath and letting it out slow, he forced himself to relax. Just the way he had been taught, thanks to the book from the library. Once his breath had been completely exhaled, he held it where he was, paused in the middle of breathing. He felt his heart rate slow and placed his finger on the trigger. Slowly, ever so slowly, he began to squeeze. Only three pounds of pressure was all that was needed. Slowly, ever so slowly, he applied the necessary pressure.
One pound. Two pounds. Squeeze.
Chapter 2: Clouds of White Everything DJ had recently become, the damaged parts of his soul that had been painstakingly reassembled, the joy he had only recently rediscovered, was slipping away right before his very eyes. And, there didn’t seem to be anything he could do about it.
Far below him, down in the frosty Kentucky valley, DJ
could see a lone figure moving around in the bed of a pickup truck. As he squinted into the distance, he could see the man just now casually positioning himself over the cab of the truck with what could only be a rifle. A rifle that would soon be aiming right at the two most important people in the world to him. They were in danger. They were going to die. He was powerless to stop it.
Maybe… There was a chance. The smallest of chances.
An almost impossible chance. But, it was still a chance.
DJ held in his hands one of the most accurate rifles on the planet; made even more so by his wild-cat solution. There was just one problem. Actually, there were several. The first one concerned his new technique for reloading this particular round.
While he had perfected this technique using a special version of a .357 bolt action, bench-rest pistol, he was standing up here on this hilltop to test this new technique in the rifle he now held in his hands. His work had never been proven in a rifle round. And while this rifle was zeroed, it was not zeroed for this particular cartridge. He was certain it would be within six inches at one hundred yards, but his target, the stranger now taking aim at the only two people he loved in this world, was somewhere north of five hundred yards away. This meant he could be off by as much as a few feet or more.
Secondly, without knowing the exact distance, he would have to guess on how high above his target he would need to shoot. Normally, in ideal conditions, he would laser range the target for exact distance, look for a crosswind that could cause the round to drift left or right, do some math to calculate bullet drop and windage adjustments, then dial in those changes to his scope. But he didn’t have his range finder. Nor did he have time
for math and adjustments. He didn’t even know what the math for this new round was yet. And besides, the man below him would have fired long before then.
DJ would have to do something called “holding over”.
Just use his best guess and aim somewhere above where he needed the round to go. It’s what a hunter from the south would call “using Kentucky Windage”.
Thirdly, DJ was standing high above his enemy on a hill.
But, he had no idea how much above his target he was. If he had to guess, maybe two hundred feet? More? It meant shooting down at an extreme angle. It would throw any math he could guess at for bullet drop right into the trashcan. It was an impossible shot.
No, DJ thought, only nearly impossible. There was a chance. A chance he would take. A chance he had to take. Abbi and her mother were unknowingly depending on him to make the best guess he could. Reality told him the odds of making this shot were like a blind man swinging at a fastball and hitting a home run. But, recent history told him anything was possible if he simply believed.
He was running out of time.
He threw his pack to the cold rocky ground and dove in behind it, placing the competition rifle across the top like it was a sandbag. With his right hand, he dug out the small box of experimental ammunition from his coat pocket. He cycled the bolt back, slipped a round into the chamber, and pushed the bolt forward to lock it in place. Next, he focused on his scope. It was a high dollar 6-32 power adjustable rig, but he needed to find his target first. A hard task, zoomed all the way in. So, he dialed it back down to 6 in order for him to locate the truck. He found it quickly, then reached around with his left hand and began to zoom in until it was nearly maxed.
There his target was was, barely visible through a narrow slit in the trees, a murderous dirt-bag with what appeared to be a rather old rifle. Zoomed in as he was, DJ could see the other’s breath in the still morning air. The assassin was just now sliding the rifle into position across the top of the cab and preparing to take aim.
Who was this guy? After realizing the man was in possession of a rifle and climbing into the back of the truck to get a better view, the first thought that came to him was that Big Chuck must have friends. They tracked them down and were about to exact revenge on him for what he did to their empire.
But now that DJ could see him clearly, he didn’t have the look of a professional killer. A professional killer would possess better equipment. He would have to reason through all his questions later. First, the man needed to die.
His scope jumped all over the place, magnifying every slight, barely imperceptible movement of his body. Every breath made the view look as if he were looking through the porthole of a ship. Every heartbeat was an earthquake of motion in the reticle. He took a long, slow, measured breath to calm his heart and still his body. Far down in the valley, he imagined the killer was doing the same.
His heart would not respond to the commands of his brain and to his deliberate breathing. It was still trying to deliver oxygen to all his bits and pieces from the long climb up the hill.
Plus, adrenaline, driven by cold fear, fueled his pounding heart.
It boomed in his ears. It throbbed in his fingertips.
STOP, he silently screamed at himself.
DJ breathed again and paused at the end. Still, his racing heart stubbornly refused to listen. The magnified view in the scope hopped around with every drumbeat in his chest. With his own body refusing to obey his commands, his monumental task became an impossible fantasy. There was just no way he could hit the man. This was futile.
Wait! He didn’t have to hit him, he realized. He just needed to make him duck for cover. Just scare him. Just send a round somewhere close and make him run. It could be enough to save the two people he loved. To save Abbi. It had to be enough.
Refocusing himself, he prepared to send a hasty round down-range and get as close to his target as he could.
He never got the chance.
The sound of a distant shot cracked and echoed through the valley. Finally, all too late, his heart seized in his chest. His eyes went wide with shock. The will to breathe vanished. The will to live was being pulled along behind.
“No…” The word escaped his lips with the sound of a small, frightened child.
He closed his left eye and refocused on the killer. Maybe there was still time to save one of them. But which one had been killed? Which one was left? Not Abbi. Please not Abbi, he silently pleaded.
Behind the scope, DJ drew aim on the mysterious killer once more. He could see him there, leaning over the cab behind his own scope. But something was off. Something about the way the man lay hunched there didn’t seem right.
As he watched, with his trigger finger slowly applying pressure, the man down below him slid backward away from the rifle. Slowly at first, then faster as he went. DJ held off pulling the trigger any further as the man slid completely off of the cab and collapsed into the bed of the truck, disappearing from view.
The shot DJ heard, he realized, was not from the killer below, but from someone else. Someone had just saved the people he loved by taking out the assassin. Some hidden angel had done his job for him.
But who?
Despite the killer in the truck no longer being a threat, DJ was still concerned for the two women. Something wasn’t right.
__________
“OK, Mom. What’s the plan here?” Abbi stood in the greenhouse with her hands on her hips looking around. The glass and stone building stood on the north side of the older farmhouse and was her mother’s sole focus in life right now. Her mom loved digging in the dirt and prodding things to grow. Every spring would find her on a small plot of tilled up earth, roaming up and down neat little rows, and hovering over tiny buds and shoots. In the summer, she could be seen picking, spraying, and canning. The fall found her clearing and planning for the next season. But this was new to Mary. Owning a greenhouse was a whole new opportunity for Abbi’s mother.
While the January air brought a staunch chill to the world outside, inside the glassed-in box was quite comfortable.
Thanks to small electric heaters warding off the chill at night,
and the walls of glass windows for the day, her mother could grow all winter long. Abbi already unzipped her lightweight jacket in response to the temperature change.
They were standing here because her mom, Mary Jackson, had come up with an idea to improve growing inside the small building. Abbi waited patiently for her mother to explain the plan.
“You see,” Mary began, “the problem is not temperature.
We have enough heat to allow for growing. At a slower pace, of course. The real problem is the lack of light. In the winter, the sun has a lower arc through the sky and we don’t get the same amount of daylight. Then, you add in these high hills and it takes till past nine in the morning for the sun to peek over the top and shine in through these windows. It’s gone way too early in the evening as well. Plants, like tomatoes,” she said touching the leaves of one of them close by, “need as much direct light as you can give them. So, I was thinking we could add in some growing lights. Maybe four long ones hanging from the ceiling. You think we could hang them ourselves? Just you and I? We’ll leave DJ to his guns and tinkering. I just thought it could be our thing.”
Abbi smiled and walked over to hug her mother. “I think that would be great, Mom.”
“Good. I was thinking we could hang them here, here, there and there,” she said, pointing at spots along the peaked roof. “Maybe we could go into town this morning to see if we can find what we need local. Maybe have a bite to eat? Talk a bit?”
Abbi cut a sideways glance at her mother and was instantly suspicious. She knew the other was up to something over the suggestion they could talk. After all, they lived here together in this old farmhouse and talked all the time. Why did they need to go have a bite to eat all alone just to have another conversation? Something was up and Abbi planned on getting to the bottom of it right now.
“Mom… We talk every day. What’s going on?”
“Nothing’s wrong. There are just a couple of things we need to discuss before you go off to school in the spring.”
“Like what?”
“It can keep for now,” Mary said with a wave of her hand. “Do you think the breaker for out here can handle the electricity of a few big growing lights?”
“I don’t know. We can ask DJ. Now quit changing the subject. Spill it.” Abbi had her hands back on her hips and gave her mother a stern stare. Her mom may have her reasons for wanting to delay, but now that Abbi was on to her, it would bug her to no end. She needed to know what her mom wanted to talk about. Nothing needled her brain more than a secret.
Her mother matched Abbi’s firm gaze with one of her own. “I said, it will keep.”
Abbi poked her chin out with stubborn resolve and glared back, but her mother would not yield. They stood this way for what seemed like a long few seconds. Neither was willing to concede defeat.
A gunshot shattered the chilled Kentucky morning. Abbi knew right away it wasn’t DJ. At least not DJ practicing. He never practiced close to the house and this shot was close. The look the two women shared, changed to one of concerned curiosity. Both made for the door to the greenhouse with Abbi leading the way. She took only a few steps outside before stopping to look around.
She didn’t see any sign of DJ and heard nothing else out of the ordinary. She did, however, spot a truck parked further down the road. She could just make out the top of it above the tall dead grass next to their fence line.
Strange. There were no neighboring houses anywhere close, and across the street from them was only acres and acres of dense trees. Did someone break down? It wasn’t there last night. Was someone there needing help right now?
Abbi took a few steps towards the truck, clearing the front of the greenhouse with her mother in tow, when she heard distant shouting to her right. Abbi stopped and scanned the trees back behind the house, working her eyes up the hill to where DJ
had his gun range. She spotted him then. DJ was in a full run down from the top, arms waving frantically above his head, flashing in and out between the bare trees. Something was wrong. Something was very wrong.
All the events of the past summer rushed into her in a stampede of fear. Big Chuck may be dead, his children may be buried with him, but the man could have friends. He could have accomplices who could still track them down and murder them all.
She wheeled around, grabbed her mom’s hand, and tore for the house with a shout. “RUN!” Abbi was much faster than her aging mother and she practically dragged her along behind.
As soon as she could, Abbi cut left towards the back of the house, putting the greenhouse between her and the truck down the road, yanking her mother along with her. But, not before feeling a hot stinging sensation along the back of her neck and hearing the crack of another gunshot split the morning from somewhere behind her.
Abbi had been shot. For the second time in her life, she had been shot. Thankfully, this one seemed to be only a graze, a narrow miss attributed to her sudden change in direction.
Another sharp crack and the sound of breaking glass to her left. Whoever was trying to kill her was now shooting completely through the greenhouse. They could obviously see the both of them from the other side. From the truck? She had to get low. Now!
Abbi skidded to a halt, grabbed her mom in an embrace, and pulled her to the ground on top of her. The lower part of the greenhouse was wrapped in stone and should offer them protection.
On top of her, there was fear in her mother’s eyes. “It’s OK, Mom,” Abbi said, nose to nose. “DJ is coming. I saw him through the trees. He’ll save us. It’ll be alright. Promise.”
Her mother shook her head slowly, closed her eyes, turned her head to one side, and coughed. Blood sprayed out of her mouth and red spittle covered her lips.
With a spine jarring jerk, Abbi’s world crashed to a halt.
__________
DJ abandoned his rifle. Without it being zeroed, it was nothing but a hindrance. But buried in his pack like a long-lost friend, was his silenced Sig Sauer P320, confiscated from his confrontation with Big Chuck last summer. He snatched it free
from the bag and tore down the hill, weaving through the trees with break-neck speed. He yelled and shouted, waving his arms over his head to get Abbi and Mary’s attention. He didn’t know if they were in danger, but he wasn’t taking any chances.
Below him, Abbi spotted DJ. She instantly bolted, towing her mother behind her in a frantic scramble for safety. A second shot rang out, but the two below kept running. If shots were being taken at them, the shooter had missed. Rounding the corner of the greenhouse, a third shot split the morning. Abbi reacted by wrapping her mother in her arms and dragging her down behind the small building for cover. They were being targeted. They had to be. It was the only answer for the additional shots being fired. Good girl, DJ thought. They were OK for now.
DJ’s priority then shifted to the shooter. With three shots now fired from the unknown person, DJ had a pretty good idea on the area where the hidden shooter was targeting them from.
Nothing was making sense right now. Why take out someone who was about to kill both women, and then try to kill the women too? Why save them only to target them yourself?
The questions burned their way through him but he would have to shove them aside for now.
Right then, DJ was using the downward slope of the hill to cover the distance between himself and the shooter as fast as possible. He leaped over fallen logs and darted left and right to throw off the shooter’s aim. Gravity was his friend, pulling him down the hill at an accelerated pace. In a hundred feet, he would reach the edge of the field and have no more tree cover to make it harder for the sniper to hit him. When he reached it, he would cut right, move along the trees to the north, and head for the woods that sat parallel to the shooter. If he made it that far, then it would get tricky. He would have to make his way through those woods towards a concealed enemy, cross the road with no cover, all the while trying to find a sniper that was likely already aiming at him.
As if on cue, bark flew next to his head as he broke left around a giant elm. The sound of the rifle firing it following along behind a split second later. Another round split the air near his ear as he cut back right at the edge of the field and started his
flanking maneuver. DJ put his head down and sprinted for all he was worth.
A final round splintered the top of a fence post on his left, separating the trees from the field, and then he was into the safety of the forest and brush on the far end.
He was even with the shooter now. He slid to a stop and listened. Here is where it got hard.
__________
“Listen to me, baby,” Mary Jackson whispered to her daughter. Abbi had rolled her carefully to the ground next to her and was trying to examine her, looking for the wound. Mary could feel a burning high up under her left side. She knew the bullet had taken her as her left arm was extended outward, being dragged along by her daughter’s younger legs. She also knew it had passed all the way through her upper chest, and exited somewhere out of her right side. The exit wound didn’t hurt for some strange reason. But she knew it was there.
“Don’t talk, Mom!” Her daughter was frantic. “Stay still.
I have to go get the Jeep. I’ll be back. I’ll get you to the hospital.”
Mary latched onto her daughter’s arm in a death grip.
“No. I don’t have that long.”
“Mom, stop! You’re going to be fine.”
“No, listen,” she said softly. “I can feel it. There’s too much damage. Not enough time. You need to hear what I am about to say. You need to listen.”
“We don’t have time for that. I need to get you out of here. Now let me go.”
“I was dying anyway.”
Her daughter froze, the pain painted across her face suddenly mixed with confusion. “What are you talking about?”
“The doctor I went to see last month. I didn’t want to say anything until I knew for sure. I’m sick. Sicker than I thought.”
“You didn’t look sick,” Abbi stated, sitting and pulling Mary’s head into her lap.
“Was feeling weak. And getting weaker. Went to see the doctor. Ran some tests. He called me yesterday. Gave me six
months tops. Said when it happened, it would come on quick. I wouldn’t have been able to hide it much longer.”
“Mom…” Abbi was crying now.
She gripped her daughter’s arm tight. “You hush now, Sweetie. You have to listen. Cry later. I have to tell you something.”
Abbi tried her best to stop her sobbing and listen to her mother. “Yes, ma’am.”
“DJ is a strong man. As strong as I have seen. But there is a weakness in him as well. That weakness is you.”
“Me?” Abbi wiped her eyes.
“You, baby. You. If he thinks you’ll get hurt, it’ll cloud his judgment. He’ll sacrifice everything for you. When that starts to happen, you need to snap him out of it. He’s a good man. Too good and too capable to keep him wrapped around your finger and all to yourself. He’s a natural fixer. When he sees a problem, he fixes it. Makes it better. When he sees a wrong, he corrects it.
But if it pulls him too far away from you, he’ll back off from doing what is right. If he thinks you may get hurt, he’ll sacrifice others just to keep you safe. You can’t let him.”
“Mom, I don’t understand.” She looked down at her with confusion.
“Somebody just shot me. We thought we were safe. But here I am bleeding all over the place. There is more to do. More for him to do. You have to make sure he does it or this will never be over.” She could feel a tickle in her throat. It had been creeping up in her the whole time she was talking. It was growing too hard to keep from coughing, and she knew what would happen when she did.
Mary could hold back no longer. She coughed hard.
Blood flew out in a small explosion of red. Her daughter wiped the blood away from the edges of her mouth. Abbi was crying freely now.
There was more Mary wanted to tell her. More she needed to say. She wanted to tell her she loved her. She needed to thank her for the way they had been hanging out since the summer. She wanted to tell her she appreciated Abbi making her feel like her best friend. She made the effort to tell her daughter, but the words were not forming. She was feeling lightheaded.
Like she could float. Like she didn’t weigh a thing. Her vision was blurring. Everything was softening into a white haze. Like a glowing fog was settling over the valley. A warm, glowing fog.
Her daughter was gone then. Everything was gone then.
She floated. Just floated along on clouds of white. She could hear something then. Something far away, but getting louder.
Was that music? It was, she realized. It was beautiful. The most beautiful music she ever heard. And the sweetest singing to go along with it.
Chapter 3: The Professional The assassin had survived this long by following his own core set of rules. Rules, he knew, defined the difference between the predator and the prey. He most assuredly viewed himself as the predator. As such, he never broke one of his own rules. Until now. And he was paying the price.
Rule Number One: Observe first. Kill later. Take the time to learn all you can about your prey and develop a detailed and specific plan. He had just broken “Rule Number One”. His greed and pride had uncharacteristically gotten in the way. And it was nipping at him like a bothersome dog.
His mind turned back the clock to what had brought him to this point.
Outside of the self-imposed rules of governance the assassin followed, there were rules in every aspect of life. This would always be true whether you liked them or not. You bend the rules, you pay a price. You break the rules and the price goes up. One did not break the rules without consequences. Ever. But one Mr. David John Slaughter had broken the rules despite this undeniable truth. It caught the attention of the assassin. The violation was what brought the assassin to the hills of Kentucky.
David Slaughter had skills, that was certain. The man had single-handedly taken out the notorious mobster known as Big Chuck. Plus, he had killed many people along the way just to do it. Instead of sticking his chest out and bragging about his great achievement, he let an opportunistic FBI agent take all the credit. The evidence and the eyewitnesses the assassin had interviewed told the real story, however.
Then, Slaughter vanished into the night with two women he obviously cared about. No one ever really disappears, though.
There was always a clue. A thread always dangled out there waiting to be pulled.
In this case, the assassin knew to disappear properly you would need a great background. A convincing background that could pass all scrutiny could only be generated by a small group of people. Many of that group were connected to the government. They had access to the resources required to get it
done. Those people usually worked in the FBI, the US
Marshalls, or the CIA. There were still flaws in fake backgrounds generated by these individuals as their resources tended to be compartmentalized.
The best new identifications and backgrounds came from highly skilled hackers who conducted their business on the Dark Web. These digital geniuses had a tendency to brag about their accomplishments with one another.
It took the assassin a while, but eventually, he tracked down the hacker involved with Mr. Slaughter’s transition to his current identity, Mr. Kirsch. The hacker, going by the moniker Beaver Nuggets, gave up the secret willingly under threat of torture. Then Beaver Nuggets, whose real name was Brad Puffer and who lived in his parent’s basement located in the Bronx, died from asphyxiation in a horrific house fire. His parents died too. It was tragic, really. The identity connected him to Slaughter’s new address.
When the assassin did his first drive-by, Slaughter was easy to spot, walking to the house from his shop. Surprisingly, the man did not have the look of a killer. He appeared just like some nameless, unsuspecting sheep he would pass in a supermarket somewhere. He had encountered enough killers in his time to be able to tell the difference between the wolves and the sheep from a mile away. But this man was different. In fact, he wondered if he even had the right person the first time he laid eyes on him.
His second encounter with Slaughter was at a gas station. The man was filling up a Jeep while the assassin filled up an SUV at the next pump. He was certain of the ID, then. But he was still baffled by the absence of the killer presence he knew to live inside the man.
Different for sure.
Once he established a firm ID, the next step was to observe and make mental notes about his habits and routines. For that, he needed a good observation point. There was only one real course of action considering the terrain surrounding the house.
Slaughter lived in a white two-story farmhouse in the country. It was bordered on the north and south by fields of tall
dead grass. There were five or six acres on either side and no way to get close enough to observe without being spotted.
Behind the house were woods and forest that covered a high hill. His second drive-by told him that Slaughter traversed that hillside often. He spotted the man coming down from the top, following a well-worn path through the trees. Observing from back there was out of the question.
Across the street stood a densely wooded piece of property of many acres. It was wrapped in barbed wire fencing with several “Posted” signs being displayed. If he could get up in one of those trees, maybe just before where the field started on the other side of the road, and right at the corner of the Slaughter property, he would have a great vantage point. The best way to defeat those posted signs and avoid an accidental run-in with the law was to get permission from the owner. So, he did.
Turned out, the property owners lived on the opposite side of the same piece of land. He approached them under the guise of a wealthy businessman looking for a place to hunt. He drove up in an expensive British SUV, wearing a nice suit. After waving a lot of cash around, the old couple were all too willing to allow him to set up a tree stand anywhere he wanted and to hunt as much as he desired.
The next day, he showed up at the old couple’s house with a tree stand and the promised first installment of cash. It was about a mile hike through the woods to the opposite side and across from the Slaughter home. He located a suitable tree and dropped the portable stand into the leaves next to it. Setting it up then may have revealed himself to the targets across the street.
He would need to do it under cover of darkness.
After explaining his intention to show up well before dawn the next day to the owners, he drove two towns over to a privately run, cash only motel. He parked the SUV with fake plates in the owner’s garage, paying him extra for the privilege.
The owner did not question why a rich dude in an expensive ride would want to hang out in his roach-infested motel. He just took the wad of cash and smiled through missing teeth.
He pulled into the driveway of the property owner’s house at just before three in the morning, switching off his lights as he turned in. The house was quiet, with only a single bulb
glowing under the back porch. He was quiet as he parked and eased the door closed when he exited.
He traversed the blackened woods using night vision, carrying his expensive sniper rifle in a black bag, and shouldering a pack with a ghillie suit stuffed inside. He had the tree stand set up, was dressed in his ghillie suit, and observing the Slaughter farmhouse well before five with a pair of low light binoculars.
He spotted his prey slip out the back door and head up the hill with a rifle and a medium-sized backpack around seven.
The valley was rapidly turning grey as the sun was rising somewhere on the other side of that hill. But it would not peek over the top for quite some time.
Fifteen minutes later, the problem occurred.
The problem manifested itself in the form of an unknown assassin showing up in a beat-up old pickup truck. The stranger cut the engine and coasted past him for about fifty yards, parking on the side just as the two women emerged from the back of the house. They didn’t notice the man below. The morning air was brisk and they seemed more focused on getting to their destination, a glassed-in greenhouse that stood on the north side of the house.
The man below opened his door quietly and made his way to the back. He lowered the tailgate softly and reached for a weathered old rifle case. Right then, looking down from his tree stand, his blood began to boil as the man below pulled out the rifle and climbed into the bed of the truck. It was clear the unknown man was going to shoot the two women. He could not allow that to happen. They were his targets. His alone. Who did this man think he was?
The women were in the greenhouse and the stranger below was taking aim at them over the cab of the truck. If he let the man kill them, Slaughter was sure to head this direction because of the gunfire. He would be alerted and on edge.
Slaughter was a highly skilled and trained killer. If the man below could not kill him after taking out the two women, Slaughter would be actively looking for threats and far harder to deal with. In fact, he may never get another shot at Slaughter ever again.
He could not let that happen either.
Fine, he decided. They would all die. Right now.
And, for the first time, blinded by frustration, pride, and greed, he violated his first rule.
He shot the would-be assassin below him and turned his attention to the two women. They emerged from the greenhouse and looked his direction. He decided to take the cute one first.
He hated cute. Cute was always worthy of death. He drew aim on her as she walked towards him, searching for the source of the shot. He mentally calculated what he needed to adjust to the scope for hold-over to take her through the bridge of her nose, and placed his finger on the trigger. Then, distant shouting to his left interrupted him.
Keeping the rifle trained on the two women, he glanced left and up the hill. There Slaughter was. The Big Chuck Slayer.
The man who took down the Colorado mafia. Slaughter was running like a madman down the hill and waving his arms to warn the ladies at the greenhouse.
Perfect, he thought. Slaughter can watch his loved ones die. He smiled at the thought.
He looked back through the scope only to see the cute one latch on to her mother’s arm and bolt for the house. Still, an easy shot, to be sure.
She turned hard left and darted behind the greenhouse just as he squeezed off his shot. He obviously missed her because she never even slowed. His decision to break Rule Number One was already taking its toll. He had never missed a target.
His rifle was a semi-automatic, and he had attached a bag to the ejection port to catch the spent ammunition. Two empty casings were now captured by the bag to limit the forensic evidence at the scene.
Rule Number Two: Leave no evidence behind unless it resulted in profit.
He could see them through the glass walls of the greenhouse. They were in full stride and there was a chance at maybe one more shot. The older one was slowing the younger one down. Take the old bag out, and it may present another opportunity to shoot the cute one. He aimed carefully. All of his
experience came in to play as he adjusted for a person on the run, outside of the zeroed distance of his rifle, and through two walls of dirty glass. The rifle jumped at the moment he willed it to, and he knew he mortally wounded Grandma.
He smiled.
The cute one hit the brakes, then wheeled about, wrapped her mother up in her arms, and yanked her down behind the safety of the lower part of the greenhouse. Had the bottom twenty percent been constructed of wood, he could have still sent several more rounds through and taken them both out. But it was stone.
It would have never been a factor had he not violated Rule Number One. On realizing this, a flash of hot anger coursed through the back of his neck, through his birthmark.
He was born with a red patch of skin along the back of his neck; a three-inch oval of pink skin his mother called an Indian Burn. He was sure it was not politically correct to call it that, but it was all he had known it by. When he was angry or embarrassed, it glowed deep red like a stop sign. He could feel it glowing with a soft warmth right then.
He turned his attention to Slaughter and tried to take him as he ran down the hill. The man bounded and hurtled down the steep slope like a jackrabbit. Through the scope, he could see Slaughter now had a pistol in his hand.
Great. According to his investigating and interrogation of one of Big Chuck’s incarcerated minions at the Colorado State Prison, Slaughter was very good with that pistol. In fact, the man at the prison suggested Slaughter was almost too good with that gun. He claimed the man had shot a comrade through the throat from a hundred feet away. Unlikely, to be sure.
The prisoner then, having revealed all of his secrets to him while he was disguised as a guard, was later discovered dead in his cell. He apparently decided to end it all by hanging himself with a bedsheet. So sad.
Now here was Slaughter, leaping down the hill with his main weapon of choice, heading right for him as if he considered himself to be impervious to bullets.
The assassin aimed carefully and released a round, but the man juked at just the right time. He tried again just as his
target reached the edge of the trees. Again, the man changed directions at just the right moment. A third time he aimed and fired as Slaughter was charging along the edge of the field, obviously attempting to flank him. The round clipped the top of a fence post and altered the bullet’s flight path. Slaughter was parallel with him then, hidden in the dense trees on the other side of the road.
And now, here he was, back to the present, sitting up here in this tree stand and contemplating just how many issues had piled up since he decided to break his own rules. Those rules had kept him alive. They had kept him out of the hands of the law. They had helped to create his almost legendary reputation for getting the job done. Every time. Without fail. Without exception.
Until now.
What to do…
If he stayed where he was, the odds were firmly stacked in his favor. It would be next to impossible for Slaughter to get close enough for a pistol shot no matter how good he was. He was hidden in a sniper’s ghillie suit, high up in a tree stand. He had elevation and concealment. There was simply no way he could be approached without him seeing Slaughter first.
What about from behind?
In response to that revelation, the assassin jerked his head around and looked behind him. He had positioned himself alongside the road and facing the house. But if Slaughter kept swinging wide before making his way to the road, he might be able to cross behind him without being seen. And even if he saw Slaughter cross, the angle was too difficult for him to get much of a shot. He would have to shoot behind himself and around the trunk of the tree.
He considered the body count of Slaughter going against Big Chuck. Back then, the odds were solidly stacked against the man as well.
That did it.
As fast as he could, he descended the tree. Time to leave.
He had already broken Rule Number One and was witness to the domino-like collapse it was having. Violating Rule Number Three could only make matters worse.
He wasn’t afraid. Of course not. That would be silly. A man of his skill and experience did not suffer from fear, even when going up against someone with the mythic reputation of David John Slaughter. It was just… Prudence.
Yes, prudence. Follow your rules, he told himself.
Rule Number Three: Never force the plan. If the plan is not working, fall back and follow Rule Number One.
Of course, he wasn’t following the plan here. He already trampled all over that rule. But the idea was still the same. It was time to leave. He quickly stowed the rifle in its bag and adrenaline suddenly coursed through his spine allowing him to move even faster.
As he tucked the rifle away, he discovered something tragic: the bag mounted to the side of the ejection port meant to capture any spent brass was missing a round. He did the math in his head to make sure. The mysterious stranger, the missed shot on the girl, her mother, and three missed shots on Slaughter. Six shots fired altogether. There were only five empty casings in the mesh bag attached to the rifle. One must have slipped through the narrow gap along the side. It happened rarely, but it happened. Maybe it flew free when fired. Or, it could have fallen out in his haste to descend the tree. He needed that casing. He was always careful to load ammunition using surgical gloves for just this type of failure. But in this case, the last pair of gloves he had were worn when cleaning the weapon ahead of time. He failed to pack enough. He thought he had more but there was just the one set. They became slick from gun lubricant and the rounds kept slipping as he tried to push them into the box magazine. So, he removed the gloves. After all, he had the bag to fall back on.
He had a well-established plan for loading and handling his weapons. He had made an exception and violated that plan, thinking the bag would do its job. It always did its job.
Rule Number Three: Never force the plan.
He should have stopped right then, driven to the nearest pharmacy, and picked up another box of gloves. He had now violated his own rules twice in less than twenty-four hours.
He had been angry at Slaughter since first learning about him. It bubbled underneath the surface from the first moment he became aware of the man. For months now, it festered like an
open wound that would not heal. He thought he had it under control. He was wrong.
Anger and arrogance had allowed for two colossal mistakes back to back. He could not remember the last time he made a mistake. Mistakes landed one in prison. Mistakes cost you your life. That is precisely why he created the rules in the first place. To avoid mistakes. But here he was, acting like a rookie guided by raw emotion rather than following rigid planning and discipline.
He kicked around in the heavy leaves looking for the shiny piece of brass. He willed it to appear as he searched for a small yellow glint among the leaves in the rising grey light of morning.
Nothing.
He fell to his knees and moved the leaves around with his gloved hands.
Nothing.
He was running out of time. There was no choice but to chance fate. As a last act, he tried to smooth out the leaves as best he could. It was an effort to camouflage to any that came after him that he had been searching for something. That would assuredly prompt others to search as well. It was hasty, but it was all he could do at the moment.
He scrambled to his feet, finished stowing the rifle, and fitted his pack into place behind him. Next, he drew his own pistol from beneath the folds of his ghillie suit and set off at a jog towards the old man’s house. There was one thing left to do when he got there, and then he would vanish for a time until he could reacquire his target. Besides, he was pretty sure he knew where Slaughter would run to next. The hacker formerly known as Beaver Nuggets had given up more than one secret before he died.
At a full jog, it did not take him long to cover the distance from the far west side of the wooded property. As he got closer to the house on the far side, he tucked his pistol out of view. A good choice, too. Emerging from the trees close to the house, he spotted the old man standing on the porch drinking a steaming cup of coffee. He waved at the old man and slowed to a casual walk.
“Mornin,” the old man called out. “I’m assumin’ all that shootin’ I heard was from you? Did you get one?”
He smiled at the old man as he approached. “I did. Yes, sir. But, I shot at three and only managed to hit one. I guess this is harder than it looks.”
“Well, at least you got one. Give me a minute and we can take my side-by-side to fetch it. What did you get? Buck or doe?” He placed the cup down on a section of railing and set about zipping his coat.
“Doe. Thanks for the help. I’ll pay you extra for the service,” he promised the old man. “Where is the wife this morning?”
The old man finished zipping the coat and pointed a thumb over his shoulder. “In there putting up the breakfast dishes. Might have a little left if you’re hungry. She makes a mean breakfast casserole.”
The old man wasn’t paying attention. He casually produced the pistol from the folds of his ghillie and shot the old man between the eyes. The Glock G17 was suppressed, but not silent. It produced a subdued clapping sound like two boards being slapped together. The old man teetered back against the wall of the house and slowly slumped to the floor, his eyes wide and unseeing. The assassin was already stepping over the body and reaching for the kitchen door before the old man finished falling.
The dead man’s wife was right on the other side, drying her hands on a dishtowel as he opened the back door. There was a look of disbelief on her face as he leveled the pistol right at her. It would remain a permanent expression as he dropped her where she stood.
He moved to the countertop and quickly field stripped the pistol. He dropped the barrel in the sink with gloved hands, then disassembled the slide and removed the firing pin. Next, he reached underneath his clothing and pulled a second, brand new barrel and firing pin from a small pouch attached to his belt. It was a pouch commonly used for small flashlights, but he used it for far more sinister purposes. He reassembled the handgun with practiced precision, reattached the silencer, and made for the door.
Cool thing about preferring Glocks to other handguns: because of their popularity, one could readily find parts and accessories at any sporting goods store or online retailer.
Swapping out both parts for new ones and leaving them at the scene of the crime meant that if he were apprehended by law enforcement with the weapon, it could not be traced back to any of his murders.
It was not a violation of Rule Number Two, as there was nothing about the barrel that could be traced back to him. The original factory barrel possessed a serial number that matched to the weapon. But after-market barrels, like the one he discarded, possessed no serial number or identifying markings. The same was true for firing pins. He could reuse the same weapon over and over again, killing countless people. As long as he kept swapping out those two pieces for new ones, it could never lead back to him.
At the SUV, he tossed the Ghillie suit, his rifle bag, and his pack into the back seat. At this point, because he never made it to the planning stage for the assassination of Slaughter and his female companions, there was no plan for disposal of the rifle.
He would keep it with him and figure that out later. First, he needed to hit the road and place as much distance as possible between himself and the two crime scenes he just created.
He pulled casually out of the drive. Forty-five minutes later and he was in the slow lane on the highway headed east.
The northeast, to be specific. It was only a matter of time before Slaughter did the same. He would be there waiting for him when he arrived. When his prey finally showed, he would be back to following the rules.
Sure, he had a momentary and very rare lapse of judgment. As much as he would hate to admit it, he was still only human. But that was behind him now. He had been lucky and the moment was past. He would learn this lesson well. He would be back to following the rules when next he encountered Mr. Slaughter.
After all, he was a professional.
Chapter 4: Outnumbered
DJ swung wide around where he imagined the shooter was hiding. He approached from behind the assassin rather than a side angle. His opponent possessed a high-powered rifle and could shoot from long distances. He only had a handgun and was better up close. He could also assume his enemy required elevation to engage the whole area around DJ’s house. That likely meant his adversary was up in a tree. So, DJ swung wide, approached from the rear, and kept his eyes scanning the trees as well as the underbrush.
After a few minutes of moving just a bit at a time, he finally found the shooter’s nest. The guy was long gone. DJ was not much of a tracker, but he was pretty sure whoever it was, headed east from here. While he would have liked to go after whoever tried to kill them all, he decided he needed to gather up Abbi and her mother, throw some things in the Jeep, and rabbit out of this valley before the cops were called. After all, there was a dead guy in the back of a pickup truck on the side of the road next to his house. And because this road got very little traffic, DJ
would have to be the one to make the call.
Whoever just tried to murder everyone he cared about was definitely not done. They would be back. Staying here was no longer an option.
First, he wanted to check out the dead man in the truck.
It might offer him a clue on who just tried to kill them and why there seemed to be two assassins competing for the kill. The only thing he could think of that could explain everything, was that a contract had been taken out on them, and the payout was being offered to whoever could get it done first. Two killers must have shown up at the same time, and one took the other out to keep the payout for himself.
Or herself. Let’s not be sexist here. He guessed there could be women assassins too.
Something that really bothered him, though, was Beaver had sworn up and down that their new identity was rock solid. It
would be very hard for someone to be able to find out where they were. They had complete backstories and a full history of their pasts. For the love of Pete, they even had fake shot records from when they were fake kids. So, what the heck happened?
How were two killers able to find them? He would wring Beaver’s neck for this.
The good thing was, over the last six months since they had gone into hiding, DJ worked with Beaver to come up with multiple backup plans just in case. It was only logical that Big Chuck might have friends. Not only that, but the Feds were never going to stop looking for them either. Even though Beaver insisted it was overkill, he was only too happy to take DJ’s money.
Beaver set up two other complete identities for them all, as ironclad as the first. Or so he had hoped. However, now DJ
wasn’t so sure after seeing what happened this morning.
Additionally, this past summer when he had been attacking Big Chuck’s riverside complex, he had done battle with a guy that had three other complete identities stuffed in his backpack. He was the only person that knew about those. It’s not like he was hiding them from Abbi and her mother, it just never came up.
They were in the backpack he was wearing now.
The only problem was, he did not have additional ones for both Abbi and her mother. Just the three for himself. He was not sure if he wanted to fall back to one of the other two that Beaver had made for them all, or start new using the ones he picked up off the dead guy back at Big Chuck’s place. He could decide later. First, investigate the dead assassin in the truck, then scoop up the girls and get out of here.
Arriving at the truck and peeking over the side, revealed the other guy face up and staring into the sky. There was a bullet hole, probably the exit wound, right in the center of his chest.
Blood was pooling outward still and covered most of the empty bed.
On the roof of the cab was the empty soft case for the rifle. The would-be killer was using it to cushion his weapon. It was frayed and worn.
The rifle itself was an old one. And pretty beat up. It certainly didn’t look like a professional killer’s choice of weapon. His suspicions were at least confirmed on that one.
So, who the heck was this guy? The guy in the truck being a second contract killer didn’t seem to add up. Something did look familiar about him. Like they had met? Or maybe he had seen the man somewhere?
Realization slammed into him like a freight train full of guilt. He had seen this man on the third floor of the same building that Big Chuck was in months ago. On his way up looking for the Mob Boss, DJ ran into this guy. He had been unarmed. He had sworn he was a victim of Big Chuck’s brutality. DJ wasn’t sure if he believed him, but he had taken a chance on letting the man go because he wasn’t armed.
DJ remembered thinking to himself back then, if it ever came to light the guy was truly a victim, he would not have been able to live with himself knowing he killed an innocent man. So, he let him go instead of putting a bullet through his head. Now here the guy was. Only by a sheer stroke of luck in showing up at the same time as another assassin, and trying to take the other’s kill, did he not manage to take out Abbi and her mother.
The guilt he felt about accidentally placing them in harm’s way was overwhelming. He did this. His gut told him back then that there were no innocent people roaming around the complex of a mafia leader. He didn’t listen. And it had almost cost the lives of Abbi and her mother.
If they had died…
DJ left the guy where he lay and investigated no further.
Time to move on. He needed to get them all out of here.
He took off at a trot, making his way down the road along his fence. When he got close, he tossed his pack over the top and ducked through the barbed wire. He snatched the pack from the ground and proceeded around the corner of the greenhouse expecting to see Abbi and her mother waiting for him, hiding in the shelter of the short stone wall. What he found instead drove him to his knees in the dirt, his world shattered.
Abbi looked up at him from a sitting position, her mother’s head cradled in her lap. There was blood everywhere.
His trained Corpsman eye instantly took in everything. Mary
never stood a chance. The wound tract the bullet left caused way too much damage. Had it happened in the emergency room of the best hospital, there would have been nothing they could have done. It had destroyed all the vital organs in her chest cavity.
Abbi’s eyes were devoid of emotion. She had been crying, he could tell, but no longer. She was now empty inside.
She was shutting down. He recognized the look. He had been there once himself.
The unknown shooter in the woods may have pulled the trigger, but it was DJ’s own decision to take out Big Chuck that caused this. He might as well have been the one with the rifle in the trees. He killed Abbi’s mother. He did it. He was responsible.
Guilt poured over him and soaked him to his core.
He should pay the price for his sins.
DJ looked down for a moment at the silenced Sig Sauer in his hand and considered placing it to his head. Not now, of course. Not in front of Abbi.
Abbi was suddenly full of heated emotion, somehow reading his mind in that one simple action. “NO,” she shouted.
“You are the strongest man I know. And you will NOT take the coward’s way out of this! I need you now more than ever. So, you man up right now or, so help me, I will punch you in the throat!”
DJ could only stare at her. “I….”
“I don’t know how you could possibly think this was your fault. You did the right thing taking Big Chuck out.
Whether you were able to rescue your family or not. He was a vicious killer that hurt an untold amount of people. He needed to go. Someone had to do it. You did. You are not responsible for whoever did this.” She sat there yelling at him, bubbling with fury. He had never seen her like this. “Just tell me you killed the guy that did this,” she demanded.
DJ shook his head. “He got away.”
She paused and seemed to soak that in. “Fine,” she said.
“You’ll get another chance. And when you do, you’ll make him pay for this!” She looked down at her mother’s head still cradled in her lap.
“Abbi…” He needed to tell her. He had no choice. She needed to know. “This was my fault.”
“DJ, I love you so much it’s hard to breathe when I think about you sometimes, but if you think I wasn’t serious about punching you in the throat, you’re about two seconds from finding out the cold, hard truth!”
“Abbi, just listen. Please.” He told her then of the man in the truck. How he had run across him on the third floor of Big Chuck’s warehouse. How he let him go. How making that choice put them all in danger. How it was only by sheer coincidence that another assassin showed up at the same time to throw off the plans of the first, or they could all be dead.
As he spoke, he expected understanding to flood her eyes, followed by the hatred for him that he deserved. But she only shook her head at the end and said something he was not prepared for.
“She was dying anyway,” she said bluntly.
For a second he only stared at her with a blank expression. Then, “What?”
“She just told me. She said she only had a few months anyway. Remember when she went into town for a check-up?”
He nodded his head.
“She lied to us. Didn’t want to scare us. She didn’t tell me what it was. Just said she didn’t have long.” Her voice developed a far-away sound as she talked. Then she appeared to snap herself out of it.
“Abbi…” Again, words were lost on him.
“Don’t you see,” she said. “None of that changed anything. She was dying anyway. In fact, in some ways, it may have been better this way because she went so fast. As far as I’m concerned, she gave her life for mine. If anything would have happened differently… If the guy in the truck would have shown up a day earlier or a day later, this could have been even worse.
We could all be dead. But we’re not. And now, the man that did this, he’s in real trouble.” She smiled at DJ at the end, but the sparks in her eyes said that it was not really a smile of happiness.
It held a darker purpose.
“How is he the one in trouble?” DJ asked her, confused.
“You think that was the first time the man in the trees has ever killed someone? Of course not. Who knows how many people he is responsible for putting in a grave. But, you see?
Now it’s over. His reign of murdering is over. He won’t kill another innocent soul.”
“I… I don’t understand,” DJ said. Was she losing it?
Was this somehow all part of the tragedy ripping her mind to pieces?
Abbi gently laid her mother’s head on the ground and stood. She walked over, grabbed his hands, and pulled him to her. DJ looked down at her and she reached up softly and stroked his cheek with one hand. The tenderness she had expressed to him so many times was now back. It was as if nothing had happened. Like her mother was not lying there murdered at their feet. Like the same guy was not going to come back to try it again.
“Because, sweetheart,” She smiled. “We’re going to kill him, of course.” Her grin deepened as she considered that. “He doesn’t have a chance. He’s outnumbered. There’s only one of him. But there are three of us.”
“I’m sorry?” DJ was stunned looking at her and listening to her talk. It dawned on him that he may not really know who she was at all. She seemed so calm about tracking down a trained and seasoned contract killer they knew nothing about. And what did she mean by saying the three of them? Was she expecting the ghost of her mother to help them in some way? Had she really lost her mind?
But her next sentence put it all into perspective.
“We’ll call him when we find a place to stop tonight.
Now help me get her in the house. I am not leaving her out here like this.”
DJ knew right then who the third person was, and he was remembering the last time the two men talked. Brett had threatened him with handcuffs and barred windows. Now Abbi was expecting him to call the FBI agent, and all three of them teaming up again like it was old times. Abbi must have really lost her mind.
Chapter 5: Brain Itch
Brett was very good at being able to put the pieces together. He had a natural gift, his mentor and former boss Tim Neville used to say. That gift had served him well over the years.
Not only did it put quite a few bad guys away, something Brett was proud of, but once upon a time, it saved his former boss’s life.
It was part of the reason the powers-that-be went ahead and put him in charge of the Denver Field Office. Despite being pretty sure he may have bent the law, if not outright broken it, Brett had taken down Big Chuck and twenty percent of the corrupted Denver Field Office.
Special Agent in Charge Brett Allen Foster, or commonly called “SAC”, flashed a grin inwardly at himself over the title. It had a nice ring to it. Of course, he had a lot of help in gaining that title.
DJ Slaughter had made most of it happen, but Brett received most of the credit. They both helped each other out on that little adventure, however. DJ would be dead were it not for Brett, and Brett would have cashed it in a few times were it not for DJ. Not to mention Brett’s wife and DJ’s in-laws were saved because of their working together. In another life, they would have made a great team.
He wasn’t the only one who benefited from the take-down of Big Chuck and the dismantling of the Denver Field Office. His old boss, Tim Neville, got the largest recognition one could probably ever receive in the FBI. A new United States president had been elected a few months prior, and he had finally pulled the trigger on firing the current director of the FBI. This new president was an outsider to the political game. He was a successful businessman who managed to turn normal presidential elections on their ear. In a decided upset, the man somehow won.
The new president set his sights on replacing the director of the FBI early on but held off for whatever reason. Then, the discovery of a host of on-the-take agents running a corrupt field
office exploded into the news, and the new president used this opportunity to demand the director’s resignation.
This left a hole needing to be filled at the top. The president proclaimed it was foolish to ever put a politician in charge of a law enforcement agency, as was the typical habit.
According to him, only a person spending a lifetime of catching bad guys should ever be qualified for the job. Tim Neville, having sent Brett to Colorado, got a lot of credit for Big Chuck and the uncovering of corruption in the field office. As such, this new president nominated him to fill the position of director. The confirmation hearings went well, and right now, soon to be Director Neville was awaiting a final vote by the full Senate this weekend. It was expected to be a near-unanimous approval.
After all, Tim knew half of those guys quite well.
Brett snorted at the thought. It was likely his old boss knew a ton of dirty secrets about many of those Senators.
Weren’t most of them corrupt anyways? His old boss was about to become his new boss all over again.
Brett turned his attention away from his musings and directed it back to the pile of papers on his desk. He tried to will his natural ability at seeing through the fog to manifest itself and connect the dots. Brett didn’t always fully understand how the dots were related. But eventually, over time, he usually could connect place them in the correct order. When he spotted one of those obscure, seemingly unrelated details, it was like a nagging itch developed in the back of his brain. The longer it went without him being able to filter through to the truth, the more bothersome that itch became.
Right now, that itch was driving him nuts.
Brett looked at the three dots on his desk and worked through the facts one more time.
The first dot was the death of a prisoner in the Colorado State Penitentiary. Johnson Mulvaney was found in his cell having hung himself with a bedsheet. Mr. Mulvaney was a mid-level lieutenant in the Big Chuck army. He was also the right-hand man to Remmick Sheckerley. Remmick issued orders on behalf of Big Chuck. Mr. Mulvaney assisted Remmick to distribute those orders and ensure they were followed.
There was a rumor that Remmick and Johnson were involved in a much deeper relationship. When Brett followed up on that, he discovered the rumors were true. They were secret lovers.
Lovers meant there was pillow talk shared between the two. His rank and his involvement with Remmick made him a focus point. He became a central part of the ongoing investigation into everything connected to Big Chuck. With both Big Chuck and Remmick dead, Johnson Mulvaney was the only one who knew where all the bodies were buried. He also knew all of the people and entities that had working relationships with Big Chuck and the details of those dealings.
Johnson worked out a deal for freedom in exchange for information and the willingness to testify. Until then, he was being held in solitary confinement away from the rest of the population of prisoners. With freedom and a new identity only a few months away, he had a lot to live for. No way he killed himself. Mulvaney was murdered. Brett was sure of it.
The only people with access to the man were federal prosecutors, the FBI investigation teams, and the staff at the prison. This had to be an inside job. Brett had been leaning towards the thought of more corrupt FBI agents that still hadn’t been discovered yet. After all, two of them tried to kill him over the summer. Regardless, it was the first dot that started his brain itch.
The next dot, he stumbled across by coincidence. He was reviewing a file he was asked to hand off to any available agent under his command. It was just a run-of-the-mill interagency request. Turns out that a triple homicide went down in The Bronx. The responsible party tried to cover it up with a house fire, but the fire marshal’s investigation team was really good at their jobs. Once they knew the fire to be arson, they started looking into the victims a little closer. The FBI was called in for an assist with their lab. The FBI owned the best equipment on the planet for forensic investigation and it was all sitting right in the heart of New York City. Just a hop, skip, and jump away.
Those guys discovered a trace amount of a rarely known and seldom used chemical compound called trimethylphexate.
TMP, as it is known by, is used in plastics manufacturing for
medical devices that would find uses inside the human body. A layman’s description of it would be that it ate oxygen. Using it in medical plastics meant any microscopic air bubble that might form in the construction of the pieces would be destroyed.
Otherwise, those bubbles might carry harmful bacteria into the body. It was mainly used in synthetic heart valves. However, if enough TMP were injected directly into an artery, it could result in chemically induced asphyxiation. It would consume the oxygen right out of the bloodstream. It could even devour it straight from the lungs before the lungs could even do anything with it.
In addition, TMP was not something that would show on any typical toxicology report. But in this case, the FBI ran an extended panel as the first yielded no results. Plus, since they knew arson was involved, the agent in charge ordered one just to be on the safe side.
TMP had been found in all three victims. Since TMP is controlled and difficult to come by, the New York office launched a full investigation. That investigation turned up some proprietary software on a giant computer discovered in the basement of the burned house. The software discovered could only mean that one, or all of the victims, was into the manufacturing of elaborate, fake identities. Most of the identity history was destroyed by the fire. But they did discover one strange thread of evidence. They passed it on to the Denver Field Office with the request for someone to check it out. It was that strange piece of evidence that made Brett’s brain itch even more.
The recovered digital evidence said that a company in the Cayman Islands thought now to be a shell company, purchased two grave plots at a small cemetery in Gerrard, Colorado. One to put a body into at the time of purchase. One for the spouse to follow later when their time came. Those graves were exactly three miles from South Fork where the Jacksons and DJ used to live.
Fake identity manufacturing. Murder. Shell companies in the Caymans. A burial plot near the Jackson home where Henry Jackson had been murdered. Coincidence? Brett didn’t think so. But he didn’t know how it was connected or why it made the hair on the back of his neck stand on end. Besides,
Brett knew where Henry was buried and it was nowhere near that location. The agency had the place under surveillance for months now on the off chance that Abbi and Mary might make a visit to the gravesite to pay their respects.
The third dot was from evidence discovered months ago by an enterprising young man he hired in his forensics department. It came from a tiny smear of blood no larger than a nickel, located on the third floor of Big Chuck’s office warehouse and about six feet from the stairwell.
In the crushing amount of forensic evidence discovered at the large riverside compound, it was amazing it wasn’t overlooked. Even then, because of its insignificance, it was almost stuffed away into an evidence box and lost forever to the mountain of data known as Big Chuck.
In an effort to finally close that crime scene, the new hire decided to cross-compare all blood evidence found at the scene with each other, and with every known associate and family member known to Big Chuck. That small tiny bit of blood was found to belong to a family member of the Mafia leader. A son.
A son that was not in the system. A son no one knew anything about. A son that was still missing, but had obviously been there on that fateful night.
Someway, somehow, they were connected. He knew it for certain. He just didn’t know how.
As the head honcho of the entire Denver office, it wasn’t like Brett didn’t have huge piles of other things to attend to. In fact, he knew he should shove all of this onto another agent and let them figure it out. He was the boss, after all. He had foot soldiers to carry out his orders and do what agents were trained to do. The problem was, it wasn’t so long ago he was one of those foot soldiers himself. Doing the legwork to catch the bad guy was still too fresh in his system.
Even though he lived for this kind of thing, he should stop consuming himself with this and hand it off right now.
But he couldn’t.
Itch, itch, itch. Right in the back of his brain.
There was a knock at his open door and Brett looked up to see a familiar face. Agent Bradford Cashin, or Cash as everyone called him, had a very concerned look on his face.
Despite his young age, Cash was as steady as they came. He was never very animated about anything. To those who didn’t get to know him, he came off as cold and calculating.
Calculating, always. Cold, never. Cash believed emotion was something best kept outside of his job. Besides, there was a role model he was trying to live up to.
No one knew, except for Brett, that Cash had a secret identity. His mother and father divorced when he was still in diapers. She remarried rather quickly. So quickly, the real father, a personal friend of Brett’s, was always suspected she had been cheating on him the whole time. The stepfather adopted Cash which legally changed his last name. The truth was, his original last name was Neville. He was Tim Neville’s son. The same Tim Neville who was Brett’s best friend and former boss over at the Dallas Field Office.
Cash refused to let anyone know who his father was. He wanted to make sure anything he accomplished through the FBI would be done on his own. He wanted to live up to his father’s sterling reputation, but he preferred to chart his own course.
Brett recruited Cash to follow him from Dallas as he knew beyond a shadow of a doubt he could trust him with anything. He was one of the agents who drove to Oklahoma City this past summer and picked up DJ’s in-laws. Cash, because of his unique relationship with Brett and his own father, knew everything that happened that night. The whole story. Not just the bits and pieces spun and twisted for everyone else.
Brett felt he needed someone he could trust and count on when he took over the Denver office. He would always be suspicious they never chased all of the rats out of the building.
Cash was there to not only support him in his new role but to secretly spy on his coworkers.
Additionally, as part of his goal to become his own man with his own reputation, when he transferred out of the Dallas office, Cash refused to tell his father where he was headed. He also made the man promise to not look into him or track where he was going. He was afraid his dad might not be able to resist temptation and would stick his nose into Cash’s career. Tim Neville, for his part, did his best to honor his secret son’s request. He signed a set of blank transfer documents and gave
them to Cash to fill in as he desired. Brett’s old boss had no idea Cash was working for him. Brett promised Cash to do everything in his power to keep it that way.
Now, here was the young man with his steely blue eyes and his barely five-foot-seven frame, looking like he had been poked with something electrified. “Boss,” the agent said with an even more serious expression than usual. “We have a problem.”
There was an edge to his tone Brett did not usually hear.
Had he not been so aggravated by the itch in his brain, he would have responded differently to the young man. Instead, Brett shot him a look of annoyance. “How long have you been an agent?
Dealing with problems is what we do here.” Brett felt a brief moment of guilt over barking at maybe the only person in this entire building he could truly trust. After all, it wasn’t his fault Brett’s brain was itchy. But then the youngster’s next statement had him reaching for his desk phone to call his wife.
“Authorities outside a small town in Southern Kentucky just discovered the body of Mary Jackson.” Cash never got a chance to provide more information because Brett silenced him by holding one finger to his lips. The finger on his other hand was already punching the speed dial button even before he got to the end of the sentence.
The phone rang twice before Lisa picked up. Lisa never even got a chance to say hello, as Brett was already talking.
“Something big just came up. I need you to pack a bag. I have some men coming to get you and bring you here. You’ll be staying in the office for a couple of days. That thing that happened this summer may not be over. Hurry quick, please.
They’ll be there in ten minutes. And I won’t be in the office when you get here. I have to go chase this down. I love you but that’s all the information I have at the moment.”
“Um… OK,” Lisa replied. She had been the wife of an FBI agent long enough to know that when things of a more serious nature happened, everything started moving at the speed of light. As a spouse of an agent, you either got on board and let the process play out, thankful you could see your other half when you could, or you bailed out of the relationship. It’s why few agents were married for more than ten years. It was a lot to ask of the other person.
Within the compound of buildings Brett now called his second home, was a set of apartments. Five of them. They were used for everything from visiting brass and dignitaries, to keeping a witness secure and safe. In this case, it would become Lisa’s new home until he could sort this out.
“I love you, sweetheart,” he told her. “It’s going to be fine. I’m sorry.”
“Number one, I love you more. Number two, I know it will be fine. Number three, you owe me a date. And I’m saying you need to go all out, Mr. Agent Man. I want to be swept off my feet.”
“Absolutely.”
“You better come through on that. I mean it. Knock me right out of my socks. Now, tell me how our friend is doing. Is he alright?” Lisa was referring to DJ, of course, but she was smart enough to never use his name across a phone line.
“I can’t answer that question, yet. My gut says he’s fine for the moment. But it won’t stay that way for long if I can’t get a handle on this. I love you, but I have to go.”
“Go save the world,” she said simply, then she hung up the phone.
“It’s what I do,” Brett replied to no one.
He punched another button on his desk phone. This one was connected to his secretary in the next room. Just like Lisa, as soon as he heard her pick up, he did not even allow her to speak before he started issuing orders. “Find my A-SAC and tell her she is in charge for the foreseeable future. Forward only the most important issues directly to me and redirect everything else to her.” A-SAC stood for Assistant Special Agent in Charge.
He continued. “Call ahead and get me a jet. I need to be in the air in twenty minutes. Tell them to file a flight plan for the closest runway to…” Brett trailed off and shot a questioning look at Cash.
“Ritner,” he replied.
“Ritner, Kentucky. Make sure you get me some well-rested pilots. I don’t know where I’m going after that.”
“Sir?” the female voice on the other end questioned him.
“What is it?”
“Sir, Agent Cashin gave me that message when he came in the door. He said the request came directly from you. They have probably already pulled it out of the hanger by now.”
Brett looked at Cash annoyingly. “He did, did he?” Brett never took his eyes off of the youngster, “Did he also ask to have some local agents meet us at the airport with transportation?
Enough for me and a tactical team?”
“Um… yes, sir, he did. I have a call in now, but the SAC
on that end is going to want to know why.”
“You tell him I will call him once I’m in the air. I need you to also send a recovery team to my house and secure my wife. There may be an imminent attempt on her life. Probably not, but I want to be sure. Put her up here until further notice.
Keep her under watch, and don’t let her leave for any reason.”
“Yes sir,” his secretary said with a suddenly worried tone to her voice.
Brett disconnected and stood up. “I take it you already dropped my name and have a tactical team en route to the airport?”
Cash nodded his head.
Brett shook his head and shot a perturbed look at the young man. “Well, get your Go-Bag, kid. You’re coming with me.”
Cash had been standing in the doorway the entire time.
In response, he reached out of view into the hallway to his left and slid a rolling luggage bag into view.
Brett’s eyebrows knitted together at the sight of the agent already anticipating his moves. “You need to stop reading my mind. That can get annoying really quick,” Brett deadpanned at the young agent.
In a monotone voice, and displaying not one ounce of humor, Cash replied. “I can’t help it, sir. You’re too predictable.”
Brett slipped his laptop into a messenger bag then walked to the far corner and grabbed his Go-Bag as well. In this business, you always had a packed bag with extra clothes ready to go at a moment’s notice.
“Lead the way,” Brett commanded. “Fill me in once we’re in the car.”
Brett now knew precisely why he was having issues connecting those dots. One of them didn’t belong. Only two of them did. And those two were connected to a third he didn’t even see.
Until now.
DJ and Abbi were in very serious trouble. But at least that annoying brain itch was gone.
The End
Or is it…
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