
        
            
                
            
        

    







  












 

 

 

 

Proportionate Response

 

 

Dave Buschi






  







 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

All rights reserved.  No part of this book may be used or reproduced without written permission from the author.

 

 

Although based on some real events, this book is a work of fiction.  Names, characters, places, businesses, incidents and events are the product of the author’s imagination or, if real, used fictitiously.  Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales, is either coincidental or is used in a completely fictional way.

 

 

Copyright © 2012 by Dave Buschi

Cover design by Carl Graves

 

 

ISBN: 978-0-9839150-1-0






  








 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

PROPORTIONATE RESPONSE  n. (1) A reciprocating action to a hostile act that is based on the principle of proportionality and lex talionis (The Law of Retaliation).  (2) A military counter attack to a provocation that delivers equally damaging results upon the initial aggressor.






  







 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“Every generation needs a new revolution.”

 

 

Thomas Jefferson






  








 

 

 

 

 

Prologue

 

Washington, DC

Late September (six weeks till the presidential election)

 

THE sidewalk was full of people yelling.  They lined the street, holding their makeshift signs and placards.  On the other side of the roadway was a group holding signs, as well.  Except their signs were nicely printed in blue and red with pictures of American flags and the face of an American man.

No authorities.  Just people yelling.  How strange this place was.  So this was freedom, the young man thought.  His hands were shoved in his pockets and his eyes were darting furtively ahead.  He maneuvered through the crowd, heading towards his destination.

The backpack on his slim frame felt heavy.  He hadn’t gotten sleep on the flight.  He’d tried, but the nervousness never left him.  When he’d landed, the entire time waiting in line, he was afraid the customs agent would sense his agitation and single him out for more scrutiny.  But somehow that hadn’t happened.  His student visa had breezed him through.  They had checked his bags, of course, but he had no need for them.  In fact, he’d already disposed of them.  The only thing he’d kept was his backpack.

The rolling bags would have encumbered him.  He needed to travel light.  He’d been instructed what to do.  What transportation to take.  How to get this far.  Now he was close.  The Metro—take the red line… fourth stop from the end.  He’d already come almost 16,000 kilometers.  Only a little further to go.

The Metro station had steps leading down.  Trains here were underground.  More strangeness; strangeness everywhere it seemed.  The man was used to crowds.  Where he came from that’s all there was.  But these crowds were different.  It wasn’t just the ethnic differences—the faces that covered the spectrum: all nationalities, all sorts of color.  No, it was their expressions: the smiles, the laughter, the anger, the emotions he was seeing, all done out in the open, as if they had no fear.

Fear.  That was a feeling he knew well.  It gripped him even here.  16,000 kilometers away and he still wasn’t safe.  They could find him.  Their eyes were everywhere.  Perhaps even in these crowds.

The young man hurried down the steps.

 

MONSTER  spoke into his hand.  “He’s coming to you.”  His eyes tracked the diminutive Asian youth that was going down the flight of steps leading to the Metro entrance.  The backpack on the youth retreated from sight.  Monster didn’t follow him.  His men would be waiting below.  They wouldn’t grab the youth, yet.  There was a chance he would take them to her.

Her.  Marion Taylor.

Monster looked at the photograph of the woman again.  Client 487 had not provided an address.  Only this mark now.  This Asian youth.  Somehow there was a connection.  Make him tell you everything.  See if he knows where she is.

Monster had no problem with that request.  Making people talk was his specialty.  He would find out what the youth knew.  And then he would introduce him to the buckets.  He always enjoyed seeing the eyes of his subject as he told them what was about to happen.  Some here… some there.  Which piece of you should I do first?
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Bethesda, MD

The next day

 

The phone lit up.  No sound.  Just a blinking light.

“Marks.”

“Hi…  is this Leonard Markston?”  It was a woman’s voice.

“No,” said Marks.

“I’m sorry, the receptionist put me through.  I was hoping to speak to him.”

The voice was strained, anxiousness just beneath the surface.  Marks inwardly cursed.  He’d need to have a talk with their new receptionist.  “It’s Marks.”

“Pardon?”

“Name’s Marks.  You got the right man.  How can I help you?”

“My name is Marion… Marion Taylor.  I’m John Claiborne’s wife.”

The name Marion Taylor meant nothing to Marks, but John Claiborne—that was different; he’d been in their outfit.  Five years ago the guy had fallen off the grid.  Wife?  He didn’t have a wife; not when they’d known him.  Marks didn’t know whether to be pissed or concerned.  He and his partner, Lip, had worked with Johnny Two-cakes for ten years.  There was a lot of history there; the three of them were more than just work associates, least Marks had thought so.  Not being invited to a wedding?  Well—not exactly a mixed message there—kind of was telling him something.

Johnny Two-cakes.  As a name it didn’t quite fit him, but for some reason that’s what he was called.  Man was sour and dour.  All business; doom and gloom to the extent it was actually funny.  World was coming to an end.  US was one tick away from becoming a third-world country’s bitch.  Everything was a crisis—including the fact someone had stolen his tuna sandwich.

Lip had a field day with him.  Maybe that had something to do with why they weren’t invited to the wedding.  Johnny Two-cakes had left the outfit right about when they did, about six years ago.  The lure was better money; private sector pay.  Do the same thing you did for the Shadow Factory, but get paid three times what you made before.  It’s what they all did.  There was too much post 9/11 money out there to not be tempted.  By 2006 it was so ratcheted up, even lifers were flipping and taking the juice.

Last Lip and he had heard, Johnny Two-cakes had moved to South America.  That had been five years ago.  That’s all they knew.  No post card.  No nothing.

 

HALF an hour later, Lip and he were meeting the wife.

They met her at the bus depot.  At first, they thought times must have been bad.  Johnny Two-cakes had brought in some decent green working at the factory.  Looking at his wife taking the bus made them think he’d fallen on tough times.

Not quite.

“He insisted on it,” Marion said.  It was the first of several odd comments.  Next one was during the ride.  Marion inquired where they were going.

“Our office.  Not far,” Lip said.

“Is there someplace else we can go?  Someplace just to sit, where there’s lots of people… that’s what John wants me to do.”

Lip raised his eyebrow.  “Sure.” He looked back at her.  “Starbucks?”

“That’s fine,” Marion said.

Lip looked at Marks and he shrugged; worked for him.  “Don’t turn around, we’ll hit the next one.  There’s one up ahead.”

 

TEN minutes later, they were sitting with their overpriced beverages.  Usual sugar fix for Lip: mocha cappuccino with whipped cream.  Black coffee for both Marion and himself.  Black coffee gal; Marks liked her already.

She was across from them in a ladder-back chair.  Marks and Lip had their backs to the wall where they could eye both exits; one up front and the other down a corridor in the rear.  The place was halfway full.  Weekday.  Times were bad, or good, depending on how you looked at it.  Lots of unemployed types, but they could still afford their four-dollar cappuccinos and skinny lattes.

Marion didn’t sip her coffee.  Not yet, at least.  She looked around, visibly nervous.  She was in her early forties by the look of her.  Trim, like a runner.  Dressed in jeans and a white t-shirt.  She’d taken off her tan blazer.  Her arms were well toned; something Marks noticed when she lifted her hefty purse.

She hadn’t spoken much in the car; either she wasn’t the chatty type or she was internalizing something.  Lip and Marks waited her out.

“You know my husband?”

Marks nodded.  “We worked together.”

She hesitated before responding.  “Where would that be exactly?”

Marks and Lip frowned.  Not for the first time, a little warning sign flashed in Marks’s head.

“Why don’t you tell us why you called,” Lip said, adjusting his glasses.

Marion nodded.  She looked around one more time, before reaching into her hobo-style purse.  It was the kind Hollywood types were sporting of late—supple leather, expensive designer brand.  She opened the flap and pulled a Fed Ex envelope from the bag.  She slipped it across the table.

“I received this this morning.”  Marion’s eyes were light brown with speckles of honey, just slightly darker than Lip’s mocha cappuccino.

Marks picked up the envelope and examined it.  It was an overnight delivery.  Priority, early morning.  The sender, unnamed, was from Laurel, Maryland.  11600 Springfield Road.  Both Marks and Lip looked at each other, knowing the address.  More surprising was the recipient’s address.  It was North Arlington, Virginia.

“That’s where you and John live?”

She nodded.  “Yes.”

Marks frowned.  His and Lip’s office was less than an hour away when it wasn’t rush hour.  They were just outside the Beltway in Silver Spring, Maryland.  For the second time today, Marks felt insulted.

They examined the envelope’s contents.  “Is this all that was in here?” Lip said.

Marks noticed it too.  The Fed Ex envelope was faintly bent in certain places, indicating at one time it might have held more than just the manila envelope that was inside.

Marion shook her head.  “No, there was also a phone.  A cheap one—one of those disposable ones?  I used it to call you.”

Marks nodded.  Lip and he knew the deal, just like Johnny Two-cakes would.  Anything and everything was heard.  Your only chance at discretion was to not talk.  The next best thing was to buy disposable phones and just hope you got lucky.

Marks pulled out the manila envelope.  Its metal clasp he noticed was already starting to fall apart.  Doubtful that was from Marion.  That’d be Johnny Two-cakes.  Guy hated to be wasteful.  Reused everything.  This manila envelope had probably held some unclassified material at one time.  No red stamp on it; no date, just blank.

Inside the envelope was a sheaf of papers.  A large Post-It, the tablet kind with lines, was on top of the first page.  There was handwriting:

Dear Marion,

I’m sorry, Honey.  I’d hoped this wouldn’t happen.  You may be in danger.  I need you to be careful and follow the instructions I’ve printed for you.  I love you and will always.

John


It was written in blue ballpoint ink.  Johnny Two-cakes favored cheap Bics, which were pieces of shit.  You had to press down extra hard with those pens and they left a slight indentation in the paper.

The handwriting from a cursory view looked to be a match.  Johnny Two-cakes had a shaky hand, as if all that paranoia and nervousness in his slim athletic frame was spilling out as he scrawled.  His handwriting, Marks knew, would be difficult to forge.  Marks doubted they were looking at a fake.  No, looking at this, he was pretty certain this was the genuine article.

Beneath the Post-It were eight pages of instructions.  They were printed on ordinary copy paper.  Lip and he read through them.  The instructions were detailed.  Count on Johnny Two-cakes to be thorough.  Dot the eyes and cross the tees.  No spelling mistakes.  Full sentences.  No fragments.

The syntax was consistent with how Johnny Two-cakes would write instructions.  Instructions were numbered and in the chronological order that his wife should do them.

The short of it:

Marion was to leave the house.  Immediately; take no clothes, not her purse or wallet.  Nothing.  Except for the clothes on her back—which she was to dispose of shortly—and two other things.  The first was the envelope and its contents, which included the phone.  The second item was a small duffel bag she should retrieve from the garage.  Steps to find the bag were included.  Judging by the numbered steps, it was well hidden.  It also sounded like Johnny Two-cakes was a little bit of a pack rat.  It will be behind the box that is labeled Wall Street Journal (Feb. ’09 -Apr. ’09).

Not a surprise, of course.  The pack rat proclivity.  They knew that.  Still…

He labeled his boxes and saved old newspapers.

Marks had a sudden image pop in his head of endless utility shelving along a wall in an enormous garage.  All with labeled boxes.  Labels printed, not done by hand.  That’d be him.  Probably colored labels too.

He could almost feel Lip fidget next to him.  This was priceless ammunition.  No wonder Johnny Two-cakes had never invited them over to his place.

The duffel bag was described as being inside another labeled box: Washington Post (Aug. ’11 -Oct. ’11).  It would be under the newspaper.  The duffel bag contained cash; the amount was not mentioned in the instructions.

Marion was to go to Tyson’s Corner immediately.  Don’t take the car.  Use the disposable phone to call a taxi.  The number of the taxi service was given.  Use the small denomination bills in the white envelope, not the others, to pay for the taxi.

At Tyson’s Corner she was to buy new clothes (even underwear, Honey) and a large purse to hold the money.  Use only cash for all purchases.  He repeated that she must dispose of everything, including her shoes and keys.  The only thing she could keep was her wedding band and diamond ring.   Everything else must be thrown away, Honey.  Please trust me on this and do not keep anything.

After she was fully outfitted, she was to then proceed to the bus terminal.  Detailed instructions were given on how to get there from Tyson’s Corner, which at one point entailed taking the Metro.  The bus number, and various times of departure were listed.  She was to take the bus to Bethesda, Maryland.  Arrival details (all options were listed), and other miscellaneous information were included.  Johnny Two-cakes apologized twice for making his wife take the bus.  (Obviously wasn’t a regular form of transportation for her.)

Marks keyed back on the hobo purse she’d bought at Tyson’s Corner.  That probably set her back about five or six hundred dollars.  That would be a lot of cash to dispense.  She had cultured tastes, or maybe she was just trying to whittle down some of that weight.  When she’d lifted the purse, it obviously had some heft.

Maybe twenty-two pounds, give or take?  Twenty-two pounds and two ounces.  That’d be a cool million dollars.

Judging by the small bills comment, the “others” were probably hundreds.  If that was the case there’d be one hundred ten K bundles in white/green wrappers.  That amount would fit in that bag, just barely.

More than once Marks had seen a briefcase with a cool million dollars.  That was always a sight.  Never got old.

No wonder Marion was nervous.  Forget the cloak-and-dagger instructions.  Holding that amount of dough gave anybody the willies.

On the last page, was the final set of instructions.  Marks’s and Lip’s contact info was listed with their full names:

Thomas Lipkin.

Leonard Markston.

Thomas, not Tom.

And Leonard.

Johnny Two-cakes had done that on purpose.  Marks was sure of it.  Getting back at him for Lip’s antics.  Guilt by association.  Chuckling one too many times at Lip’s pull-my-finger potty humor.

Marion was to call their business number first.  If they were out of the office, she was to call their cell phones.  Listed were both of their private numbers.  Those were unlisted numbers, and neither Marks nor Lip had those numbers five years back when they were still in touch with Johnny Two-cakes.

The last line of instructions wasn’t an instruction at all.  It said simply:

They will know what to do.

Marks read that last line twice.  Nothing else.  Just…

They will know what to do.

Fuckin’ Johnny Two-cakes.  Messing with them.  Making up for the countless verbal beatings he’d taken at the hands of Lip.

Marks looked at Lip.

“This is your fault.”

Lip looked confused.  “My fault?  What are you talking about?”

Marks looked at Marion.  “Was there anything aside from the phone in the envelope?”

Marion shook her head.  Her bottom lip began to twitch.

Marks inventoried the Starbucks for the tenth time.  Even when he’d been reading, he’d been watchful, taking brief breaks, looking out of the corner of his eyes.  The more he’d read, the more watchful he’d become.

He reached over the table and put his hand on Marion’s.

“Don’t worry, it’s going to be alright.”

The words were a lie, he knew.  The whole envelope—words and their tone—didn’t bode well.  Johnny Two-cakes may have been a paranoid one, but he usually had good reason.  Was often more right than wrong—even with his crazy man hunches.  In some ways the man was friggin’ psychic.

Out through the front windows, Marks’s peripheral vision caught sight of a car parking along the curb.  He keyed in on the three occupants.  The red hat of the driver clicked.

Car color: metallic gray.  Older Mercedes.  Red hat.

That combo had been at the bus depot when they picked up Marion.  The bus depot was seven blocks from here.  There was a Starbucks right across the street from the bus depot, and those three decided to pick this one.

The three men got out of the car and began to cross the street.

Marks looked at Lip.

“I think we’re about to have company.”
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MARKS indicated with a glance.  No head nod, just eyes.  Lip looked out the storefront glass and spotted them, as well.  Three men, walking purposely across the street.

The one in front with the red hat, which was a pull down knit cap, had on a blue hoodie and jeans.  The jeans were riding low.  Big shit kickers on his feet.  Top parts of the boots were open with the laces dangling.

The other two men were either side of him.  They were dressed casual too.  One of them had a billowy blue windbreaker and jeans.  No hat.  Medium-length brown hair.  The second one had on a loose-fit brown leather jacket.  Tan cargo pants.  Stripes on his feet—looked to be Adidas.  His black hair was shorn short; spiky on top.

All three were Caucasian.  In their late twenties.  Each good size.

“Ours?” Lip said.

“Not sure.”

Marks assembled the papers and the note and put them back in the manila envelope.  He didn’t bother with the clasp, but inserted the manila envelope back into the Fed Ex envelope.  He stuffed the Fed Ex envelope behind him—small of the back—under his belt.  He let his cotton poplin jacket dangle over it.

“What’s happening?” said Marion.

“Nothing to worry about,” said Marks.

Marion’s eyes opened in alarm; she didn’t panic.  Not yet, at least.

“How do you want to play this?” said Lip.

“Stay put.”

“What about the back door?” Lip said.

Marks shook his head.  It was probably blocked.  Second team, if there was one, already in play.  Good chance there was a second team.  Those three wouldn’t have moved until that team was set.  Probably accounted for the delay.  Why it took them this long to make their move.

If they left through the back door they’d be exposed.  It was an alley back that way.  Little cover.  Any men waiting would have the drop on them.

No, better to wait.  See how this played out.

“I’m going to get some cream,” said Marks.

Lip nodded.

Marks picked up his coffee and slid out of the booth.  His peripheral vision kept the three in check through the glass.  The two on either side of the leader were holding back.  The man in the red knit cap pushed open the door.

Marks reached the rounded bar counter with the sugar and cream.  Man in the hat was keeping it causal; not even looking Marks’s way.  Could be nothing.  Could just be coincidence.  Man wanting some coffee.  His compadres hanging outside, not interested.

But that wasn’t it.  Not this.  Coincidences had their place.  Marks gave them weight, but not when his senses were telling him things were off.  This wasn’t what it seemed.  Not a java stop; a quick caffeine fix.  No, this was something else.

The men had parked across the street.  Passed two good spots before pulling in.  Didn’t want to be directly across from the Starbucks.  Too visible.  Instead they picked a spot up a few.  Oblique angle from the front of the place.  Marks could barely see their car.  It was only because he’d been up against the wall, sitting where he was that he had a view at all.  Any other spot in this joint and their car was out of view.

That didn’t fit the spontaneous visit scenario.  Guy in the backseat telling the driver to stop; needed coffee.  Which would explain why they passed the two spots; the driver being slow to react.  No, the driver was this guy.  He pulled over.  He came inside.  Not one of the others.

Then there was their walk.  All three of them.  That purposeful walk across the street.  They’d left that car with a mission.  Not, hey, let’s get some coffee.  Nah, go on.  We’ll wait.

That wasn’t what happened.  That’s why this was something else.  Marks observed out of the corner of his eye.

Man was assessing the situation now.  Seeing that the three of them were not together.  Wondering right now if Lip and he were armed.

They weren’t, but the guy didn’t know that.  The man lingered in the entry area, like he was wondering what to order; not ready to head to the register.

Upon closer inspection, Marks realized the man didn’t look to be one of theirs.  Theirs.  Marks still thought of himself in that way, even though Lip and he were essentially mercs.  No longer on Uncle Sam’s payroll.

This guy didn’t fit type, and there was definitely a type.  No, he was different.  High cheekbones; some Slavic to him.  Estonian perhaps?  Heavy eyebrows, smooth face, red hued, almost boyish cheeks.

Around them, there were fifteen people spread out at different tables.  Three were new since Lip and he had arrived.  Marks had inventoried them.  None of the three were with this man’s crew.  If they were, Marks would have seen some sort of eye contact.  Recognition flashing on their face (or faces) as this guy walked through the door.

No, guy in the red knit cap was solo, for now.  His two buddies were still lingering outside.  Not making a move.

Interesting.  Definitely not standard M.O.  Another sign this was something else.

Marks picked up the cream.  Hated to ruin good coffee.  The cream was in a metal thermos.  Had a little heft to it.

The guy in the red hat was checking out the dining area, real sly.  Barely moving his head at all.  Just using his peripheral vision.

Marks could see Lip and the back of Marion.  Lip was keeping it cool, chatting.  No glances at all towards the guy in the red hat.  Didn’t want to let it out of the bag the man had been made.

Red hat guy stole a glance Marks’s way as Marks poured his cream.  Real subtle.  No doubt about it now.

That other thing.  Marks tried to place it.  The red hat didn’t sit well.  It stood out.  First thing he noticed.

Knit cap.  Banger.  Made the guy look younger.  Marks realized he was older than he first thought.  Man was in his early thirties.  Not late twenties.

But that red knit cap—high school fare—made him look much younger.  So did the shit kickers on his feet with the laces undone.  Brief glance, guy looked to be a teen.

Too late, Marks realized something.

This was a hit.
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THAT’S why he had on the red knit cap.  Bright red, primary color.  Witnesses would notice that first.  Distort the rest of the details.

APB would be young Caucasian.  Late teens.  Wearing red knit cap and a blue hooded sweatshirt.  They might remember the shit kickers; the black Doc Martens.  But, they’d just be described as boots.  As for the face—it’d just be a blur.  Young; no facial hair, except for the brows.  Hair color on the head, who knows?  Brown?  Black?  Couldn’t see any peeking out, could be bald for all anyone could tell.

Man stepped forward to the counter, playing it cool.  Other two were still hanging back, still outside.  They would be armed, as well.  But they were strictly backup, if something went wrong.

They didn’t want to enter the joint for fear of being associated with the shooter. Those two definitely would not be mistaken as teens.  They didn’t want the shooter compromised.  Less, more erroneous details provided by witnesses the better.  Only one man described in police reports.

One man.  One shooter.

And that man was confident.  This wasn’t his first time.

That was obvious.

No fear on his face.  None.  He was facing two men who could be armed.  If he knew anything about them, he would assume they were armed.  But that didn’t concern him.

Small tell.  Chew on that later.  See this through his eyes.

Men who were split up.  Not a single target, but two separate targets.  More difficult to take down that way.  Would require quick deliberate action.  Pull and take down the one pouring cream in his coffee first.  Then in a fluid arc, orient on the other who was sitting talking to the woman.  With the man sitting, he made for less of a target.  Only upper torso and head shot available.  Eighteen feet, give or take, separating the two targets.

Not a simple job.  Would take some rudimentary skill.  But this man didn’t look worried.

His face was deadly calm.  Subtle eye movement.  That eye movement told Marks that the woman was likely the principal target.  He would take her down last.

As for the weapon?  Obvious.  Front.  Not back.

The hooded sweatshirt was baggy.  Marks could see the slight bulge in front.  Weapon was tucked in the man’s waistband, under the belt.  Pants were riding low, but not too low.  Hoodie still covered the belt and the weapon.  Man was muscular under that sweatshirt.  Rounded shoulders, biceps showing.  Sweatshirt an extra-large.  Took some good-sized muscles to show that sort of definition.

Big guy.  Man worked out.  Fifteen feet.  The distance from Marks to him.

Fifteen feet.  An isosceles triangle.  Marks.  Shooter.  Lip.

Shooter’s hands were hanging loose at his sides.  Relaxed, no tension visible in the fingers or the backs of his hands.  Definitely a pro.

Ice cold.  No anxiousness, no stress.  This was just business for him.

Not worried at all.  Even with the particulars.  Man would need to pull his weapon.  With that sweatshirt there was plenty of fabric to trip him up.  Weapon might hang on the fabric.  If he was seasoned, like Marks suspected, the man would know that.  He’d done this before.  Knew he would need to pull up the sweatshirt to prevent that from happening.  Then pull the weapon.

Two distinct movements.  One hand doing one thing.  The other hand needing to wait a split second before it could act.

A split second.  That’s what this would come down to.
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THESE situations always reminded Marks of pool.  That interlude of time where angles were assessed, distances gauged, sequences visualized.  A good pool player was always thinking ahead.  Lining up his next move, his next shot.  Making sure the cue ball laid up just right so that it set him up for the next one to take down.

Lots of second acts with this deal.  On his part, and theirs.  Marks was looking at two out front.  Possibly another two in the back.  Maybe just one.  A driver, and perhaps a lookout, as well.  Otherwise the two out front wouldn’t be there, out of position.

They needed a getaway car, and their Mercedes wasn’t it.  Else one of the men out front would have stayed in the car.  They needed a driver.  A swift means to exit the scene of the crime.

That little detail was hanging there… incongruous.

Were the two out front planning on blending in the crowd afterwards?  Leaving the Mercedes, which was probably stolen, and rendezvousing a few blocks from here?  That’d be slow.  They risked getting spotted leaving, after the shots.  If not that though, then what?  Those two were just hanging outside?

Questions.  Putting some doubt into this.  But Marks was seeing what he was seeing.

Pool.  Only the timeline was compressed.  Not quite like pool.  More like speed pool.  Too little time to work out all the details—make sense of every variable—plan for second shots.  Time, that was always the beast that bit you in the ass.

Marks was done with his cream pour.  No more time to think.  That luxury was over.  Here’s hoping he was wrong on this.  Or at the very least, hoping he had more than a split second to work with.

Casual motion.  Slow, steady.  If this was real, he didn’t want to trigger the shooter to move up his timeline.

Marks set the stainless-steel thermos down, to the right of his coffee cup.  Then…there… his peripheral vision caught it.  A narrowing of the man’s eyes.  Slight tension in the man’s right hand—a flex of his fingers.

Crap.  This was real.

Those two slips betrayed the man’s intentions.  Broadcasted he was about to pull.

The man had been good.  Marks had started to wonder.  No longer.  That doubt was gone.

Marks had placed the cream thermos on the lip of the counter.  Not quite on the counter.  More than halfway off.

Balance thing.

Inevitable.

It started to fall.

Shooter couldn’t help himself.  Like looking at an accident.  Everyone slows down to rubberneck as they go by an accident.

Same principal.  Same result.

Shooter watched the cream fall.  Marks took the opportunity to move.  He wouldn’t have another.  Man didn’t see him till it was too late.  It compressed things for him.  That time thing.  Nasty little beastie.  Always bites you in the ass when you least expect it.

Less time.  More rushed.  It tripped him up.  Man went to pull, but he forgot all about the sweatshirt thing.  Didn’t pull the sweatshirt up with the other hand.

Mistake.

He got the weapon halfway out.  Weapon was black.  Stock was smooth for the most part, but it still got tripped up on the sweatshirt.

Weapon.  One hundred percent confirmation.  No letup on Marks’s part.

Fifteen feet.  He’d covered the first ten in two strides.  Third stride he stepped through, forearm leading, pivoting with his torso.  His forearm powered through the man’s jaw.

Two hundred and fifteen pounds went behind that punch.  Marks was a big guy too.  Six three.  A very solid six three.

The man’s jaw crunched, and his head snapped back; his neck muscles unable to take the blunt trauma.  The man went backwards.

Laws of physics.  With each action there is an opposite reaction.  Marks went with the momentum, as the man fell.  Ended up with his legs spread to the left of the man.

To the right the man bounced.  Once.  Twice.  Lay still.

Broken jaw, dental work, six months rehabilitation minimum.  Not a lethal take down, but damn near close.

Marks bent at his knees and pried the man’s weapon from the man’s limp fingers.  Not an ounce of resistance from the man.  Lights were out.  No one home.

Surprise.  Weapon was a Five SeveN.  Stub, short barrel.  Concealed hammer.  Tactical firepower used by the military, SWAT, and other elite outfits.

Not an over-the-counter weapon.  Wasn’t made available to the general public till 2004; and when it was, it wasn’t released in this model.

Shit.  Who was this guy?

Piece had some heft.  Felt like a full magazine.  If so, Marks had twenty rounds.

Marks checked, sliding his hand on the left side of the slide.  He felt the slight protrusion of the pin, which indicated a round was loaded in the chamber.  Marks’s eyes quickly took in the two men outside.  They’d caught it all and were already reaching for their weapons.

This was about to get ugly.






  








 

 

 

 

5

 

 

FIVE SeveN.  Belgium product.  Pistol had a good grip texture.  Its weight was solid, but lighter in weight than most tactical pistols.  Reason being it took 5.7x28mm cartridges, which were half the weight of Parabellum cartridges.  Would give less recoil.  Made for a very controllable weapon.

It was also lighter in weight because its body was almost all polymer.  A synthetic material.  Almost like plastic.  Even the steel slide was encased in the stuff.

Marks had worked with these babies before.  It was a good weapon.  A very good weapon.  Had an effective range of about 50 yards and some.  Lot less distance in front of him now.  Men were outside.  About 15 yards give or take.

Not a gimme, but not a problem, if it came to that.  But that doubt thing had sprung up again.  The weapon was not a civilian weapon—good guys carried these.  Fuck.  Had he just royally screwed up?

Wouldn’t be the first time.  But it couldn’t be.  Signs were all there.  He had to go with his first instincts, until the feedback told him differently.

He didn’t have a clean shot.  There were two people standing directly in his line of fire.  He had to move.  Now!

Shit.  This was bad.  Too many innocents here.  Too many people that were going to get hit by stray fire.  He needed to end this.  And end it fast.

“Down people!” he yelled.  He used his voice.  It was an effective weapon when used right.  It was also an effective propellant to make people do what he wanted them to do.

“You two!  Down!” he shouted loud and clear.

The two in front, were directly in his line of fire.  Teenagers.  A girl and a boy.  Looked to be a couple.

They heard him, and they saw his hand gesture for them to go down.  But they froze.  Like two deer caught in the headlights.

Shit!  They didn’t move.

Others though, at the far tables, were starting to react.  The man that Marks had taken down had gotten everyone’s attention.  They’d either seen Marks’s maneuver, or had heard the commotion.

Fear was in their eyes.  Self-preservation taking over.  All they were seeing now was Marks with a weapon.  Some of them had just witnessed Marks assault a man who by all accounts was just a regular customer.  None of them would have caught anything that Marks had seen.  Not the fact the man was a killer.  A killer with a concealed weapon.  And they certainly didn’t see the danger outside.  The man’s two compatriots.  They just saw Marks.  A crazy man shouting.  A crazy man that was armed with a gun.

Their adrenaline would be kicking into overdrive.  Wondering if they were going to die.  Wondering if Marks was going to shoot them.

Marks shut that out like the white noise it was.  He was unconsciously aware of what was going through their minds, but he couldn’t do anything about it.  His focus was outside.  Ready to fire at the first sign of hostile intent on the men’s parts; the second they came through that door armed.  He aimed, tried to get a bead on them.  Wrap this.  Contain.  Don’t even give them the opportunity.  But those horses were already out of the stable.  Too late.

They’d each unzipped their jackets.  Zip-up blue windbreaker.  Zip-up brown leather jacket.  They each had their weapons drawn.  The weapons were hanging around their necks.

Baby Jesus.  They had UMPs.  Submachine guns.  About one and a half times bigger than Uzis.  Lot more effective.  Lot more stopping power.

What the fuck was this?

The two didn’t bother with the door, but blasted away.  Storefront glass smashed into a million pieces.  Glass went everywhere.  It was safety glass; tempered.  The kind that shatters into tiny granules.  Those granules rained like tiny marbles on the floor.

People screamed.  Instant chaos.  People crawling, moving, scrambling to get clear.

Tompfff…tompfff…tompfff…

Automatic fire.

Marks dove, rolled, and came up in a shooting crouch.  Man outside.  One in brown leather jacket.  Short black spiky hair.  Man was spraying fire.  His bullets raked the walls; hit tables, chairs…

Marks had a clean shot.  Needed to make it count.  He looked along the three-dot sights.  Had a head kill, but it wasn’t his weapon and the barrel was cold.  First shot, cold barrel, could go errant.  He minutely shifted his sights one-eighth-inch lower.  Got the torso.  Bigger target.

Slow squeeze.

Thump.  Heart shot.

UMP stopped.

Man fell.

One down.

Second man.  Blue windbreaker.  Coming through the door—though the door was no longer there.  Just the frame.  Whole thing gone.  Glass all over the floor.

Marks didn’t have a shot.  The teens were still there.  Amazingly they hadn’t been hit.  They were gripping each other in a hugging embrace.  Boy’s arms around the girl.  Her arms around him.

Man in the blue windbreaker was in.  He dove behind the counter.

Marks quickly surveyed the room.  Whimpers, crying.  Everyone was down on the floor.

There was the smell of burnt gunpowder from the discharged rounds, mixing with the smell of fear and Columbian Roast.

Visibility was poor.  Drywall dust hung thick in the air.  Pieces of ceiling tiles hanging down.

Couldn’t see anyone that was hit, though it was impossible to tell for sure.  With all the shots fired it’d be a miracle if no one was hit.  Most people were fully pressed to the floor.  He saw some movement.  Two customers crawling further from the blown out windows.  Some people were coughing.

Out in the street there was also movement, but faster.  Marks caught it.  A car going past, screeching to a stop at the curb.  Both back doors flew open.  One man each side jumped out.  Not police, but men dressed similar to the first three.  Civilian clothes, big jackets, dark hair, armed.

Fuck.  This kept getting better and better.

Marks looked back at Lip.  Lip hadn’t been sleeping.  He’d knocked down the table and was behind it with Marion.

Lip could see what Marks was seeing now.  The car out front, just like the older Mercedes, definitely was not Government Issue.  The car was a silver Lexus SUV.

One thing this wasn’t, was an extraction.  Not with these men’s actions.  Opening fire on a room full of civvies.  Not identifying themselves, but just blasting away.  This was something else.  Some urban nightmare.

The two men that piled out of the SUV were also carrying UMPs.  Serious firepower.  That table Lip and Marion were behind could be made into Swiss cheese in one short burst.

Back door, Lip mouthed.

Marks nodded.  Best move.  They needed to do it now.  These men were after them, not the people in here.  Best way to get these folks out of harm’s way was to make themselves scarce.

Marks scooted backwards.  He saw Marion’s face.  She was scared.

“It’s okay.”  Marks kept his voice calm.  Needed to reassure her.  Get her head with them.

“We’re going out the back door.  We’re doing it now.”

Marks saw her eyes.  She heard him and nodded.  Good, they weren’t going to have to carry her.

“Okay,” Marks said. “We’re moving.”
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THE three of them scooted backwards.  Marks’s eyes panned, taking in the full view of the store.  With his peripheral vision he kept pace with Lip and Marion.

They were moving behind him, bent over, keeping as low as they could.  The three of them made it to the far wall.  They slid along it, till they reached the corridor that led to the bathrooms and the rear exit.

The shooting had stopped.  No more raking gunfire, no more bursts.  The place was a disaster zone.  Downed tables, chairs, ceiling dust, and littered debris.  It was a mess.  Looked like an IED had gone off in the place.

As Marks moved, he was trying to second guess.  Two teams in play ahead.  Not just one team, but two teams, and both of them front and center.

May not be a third team.  Hope to God there wasn’t a third team.  If there was, it’d be in the rear and they were heading right to it.

Up ahead… front of store… Marks saw movement.  The men that had come out of the SUV were entering through places where once there had been floor-to-ceiling glass, but now was just open air.  They were split up, keeping low.  Advancing circumspectly, not rashly, but moving carefully into position.  Marks didn’t have a clean shot.  They were too low.  Tables, chairs and civilians in his line of fire.

More movement, brief.  A third man coming into view and disappearing behind cover.  Marks caught just a glance.  Black spiky hair.  A grim expression on the man’s face.  Brown leather jacket.  That was the man he’d fired upon.  The one he’d tagged dead center in the chest?

Man must be wearing Kevlar.  This was bad.  Real bad.  These men were armed to the teeth… and wearing body armor.

That ratcheted things up.  Meant head shots from here on out.  Nothing was ever easy.

Marks scooted backwards and made it to where Marion and Lip were waiting.  They were pressed against the wall.  Hadn’t gone down the corridor, yet.  It was a decent spot.  They had some cover here.  The counter, which came outwards in a U-shape, was fully screening them from the front.

“Clear?” Marks said.

Lip shook his head.  “Saw something.”

Shit.

“Employee?”

“Couldn’t tell.  Might be.”

Lip gave him some space.  Marks quickly peeked down the corridor, and just as quickly jerked his head back.

Fuck.

Lip was on it.  Just like he knew he would be.  There was someone down there and it wasn’t an employee.  Marks got just a glimpse.  Looked like a man and he wasn’t wearing the black Starbucks’ uniform.  Lighter clothes, boots.  Man was tucked from sight.  Marks saw just a partial.  Bit of his leg and torso.  Must be a vestibule down there, past the bathrooms.

Could be a customer hiding out.  But if it wasn’t… if it was one of the men from the third team, then that corridor was not an option.  They couldn’t just go down it.

Corridor was about twenty-five feet till you got to the door.  They’d never make it.  Man would just need to angle his UMP out and do a burst.

“What do you want to do?” Lip said.

Marks considered their piss-poor options.  Time was not their friend here.  These men would want to end this quickly.  Authorities would be here any minute now.  Those men up front would know that.  They were not going to sit tight.  They were going to try and flush Marks and Lip out.  Force them to react.  Take them from three sides.  Hit them hard and fast.

Or second option: what they could hope for.  Was that the men were just getting their downed man.  The man Marks had taken down first.  If that was the case, they’d get him and go.

These men’s movements were starting to look textbook.  Golden rule.  Never leave a man down.  Didn’t matter which side of the lake you operated on; military was military, and these guys stunk to high heaven.  They were grunts, off the reservation, had relinquished their good guy badges, if they ever had ‘em.

Marks had to make the call.  The way they were moving told him option numero uno was the more likely scenario.  They didn’t seem to be moving into position to retrieve; they were moving to flush him out.

“Marks?”

“Stay low,” Marks said.  “Stay put.”

“What are you going to do?” Lip said.

Marks pointed ahead and bent his fingers towards the left.

Lip understood.  “We’ll wait for you here.  Make it quick.”

“Intend to.”

Marks looked at Marion.  Her face was frightened, but she was holding it together remarkably well.  “Just stay next to Lip.  This is going to be okay.”

She nodded.  Brave woman.  Johnny Two-cakes had picked a keeper.

Across from them was an opening in the counter, about three feet wide, that fed into the employee area.  That would lead to the prep area where they frothed the cappuccinos, and also to the back of the kitchen.  No doubt, where employees were now crouched, hiding from sight.

Marks gripped his weapon in one hand.  Had to be careful here.  Person down the exit corridor may just be a customer.  If that was the case, he didn’t want to risk tagging him.

He edged the barrel out into the corridor and discharged towards the ceiling. Loud, sharp, and sudden.  Man had to hear that.

Then Marks was moving.  Moving as fast as he could across the breadth of the corridor.






  








 

 

 

7

 

 

HIS soft-soled shoes covered the short distance soundlessly.  He didn’t fully go through the counter opening, but held back.  Not for the first time, Marks was glad he had on go-fasters.  They were black sneakers—casual business gear.  They weren’t trendy, but they sure as hell beat wing tips right now.

He’d made it across the corridor without drawing fire.  His two shots had done their job, smoking the man backwards.  There was no follow-up burst from the man.  The man was sitting tight.

He could only hope those shots had made the other four pause, as well.  Marks had to make this quick and then some.  In a flash, Marks took in what was in front of him.  The U-shaped counter tracked to his right.  Through the opening he could see milk on the floor, running in rivulets in the grout.  Off to the side was a diminishing puddle with something lying in it that looked like an oversized roasting thermometer.  Milk was dripping from the top of a stainless steel work table that was along the wall.

Every kitchen, bistro, coffee house was some version of the same.  This place would be no different.  There’d be a service route to the back.  A delivery door.  Probably opened to the same vestibule where the man was hiding.

Marks did a quick look to the left and right.  No one to the left.  Just some stainless steel shelving and a tub sink.

To his right were the employees.  Three of them.  A young guy squatting with his hands on his head.  He’d made Lip’s mocha cappuccino.  He saw Marks and his eyes widened in fear.  Past him a girl was mumbling soundlessly; she appeared to be praying.  A third was past her.  That girl was lying prostrate on the floor.  She wasn’t moving.  Not good.  Marks didn’t see any rise that would indicate she was breathing.

Marks went left, keeping low.  He could only hope the young guy wouldn’t betray his presence.  This was bad.  He needed eyes in the back of his head.  One of those four out front just had to peek over the counter and they’d see him hustling down this aisle.

Marks moved quickly.  He was a big guy, but when he needed to move he could do so pretty well.  He made it past the sink.  There was an elbow ahead that went left.

Crunch time.  This was it.  Marks didn’t think.  He just did.

He was around the corner before he could blink.  Just like he envisioned.  In front of him was a delivery door.  It was solid wood.  Had a metal push-plate; no handle.  About three quarters towards the top was a small rectangular view window with a criss-crossing diagonal grid.

Marks could see the backside of a head through the window.  He rose, gathering momentum; saw the rest of the man.  Confirmation.  Strap around the neck from an UMP.

Third team.  Marks steamrolled through the door.  Door swung out.  It hit the man hard and slammed him face first against the wall.  The man slumped and crumpled to the floor.

Marks stepped out into the corridor.

“Lip!”

Just as he shouted he saw two of the men peeling into sight over the U-shaped counter.  They were moving, UMPs raised, leveling to fire.

Blam!  Marks shifted the sights; squeezed again almost simultaneously.  Blam!

Holes to their foreheads, brains to the rear.  Both men dropped like dominoes.

“Lip!”

Lip and Marion peeled into view.  Marks covered them.  They ran down the corridor, keeping low.

Marion had her bag.  She wasn’t breathing heavy, hadn’t panicked.  Man, she was doing well.

Huffing, Lip pulled up behind her.

“Took your sweet time, didn’t you?” Lip said.

Marks grinned.  Lip was one cool cucumber when it counted.  Guy went to pieces if you told him Snickers was going out of business, but if the shit was real, Lip got serious fast.

“You ready?  We’re going out.” Marks pushed open the exit door.
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THEY stormed out like rats from a sinking ship.  Marks first, Marion and Lip behind him.  The glass door emptied them into an elevated patio area.

Before they’d jacked out, Marks had surveyed what he could through the glass.  He scanned again.  Off to the side were some chained-up metal chairs and tables all crammed together.  Place wasn’t being used.  Not much of a view, just an alley.  Wall of brick of a three-story building across the way.  Dumpster in the drive.  Broken down cardboard boxes leaning against it.

As he moved forward, he could see there was a short ramp for loading purposes.  At its base was a car that was backed in.  It’d been left running.  A shiny black Chrysler sedan.  One of those 300 models that resembled a mobster’s car.  The driver’s door was open and a leg was sticking out.  Big black boot.

Marks homed in like a heat-seeking missile.  He advanced quickly, down the ramp.  Whole time he had the driver dead to rights through the open door, back of the man’s head clean in his sights.

“Out!”

The driver was caught flat footed.  Marks got a full view.  Man was a mug shot.  Shaved head, long scar on his face in the shape of a fishhook, primordial brows bent into a frowning V.

Marks repeated for the man to exit the car.  The man stepped out.  He was medium-sized, but looked solid, like one of those cage fighters you see on TV.  Veins on his trapezoidal neck.  Man was wearing a tight black tee.  Tattoo of thorns encircled one of his well-defined biceps.

“What is dis?” the man said in a heavy accent.

Gotta be kidding me.  Gunfire and this guy was copping some lame-ass innocence act.  Fine, if that was how the man wanted to play it.  “Against the car, hands on the hood and spread ‘em!”

“What?” the man’s lip snarled, but he shrugged and started to comply.

Marks gave him the hammer.  Butt of the Five SeveN on the back of the head.  Man dropped like a rock.

“You didn’t read him his rights,” Lip said with a smirk.

Marks reached into the car and popped the trunk.

“Grab his legs,” said Marks.

Lip lost the smirk.  “You are not thinking?”

“I am.  Do it.”

Marks tossed the Fed Ex envelope into the car and put the weapon in its place, small of the back, under the belt.  He bent at the knees and grabbed the man under the armpits.  Lip bent and got the legs.

They heaved.

“Motherfucker!” Lip said.

Guy was heavy.  The entire time Marks kept his eyes on the back door they’d just exited; he was ready to drop the guy and pull at the first sign of someone coming through the door.

They huffed to the rear of the car.  Trunk was spacious and empty.  Good.  They tossed the trash inside.

Marks pulled out the Five SeveN to cover the back door.  Lip checked the man for weapons in ten seconds flat.

“Nothing,” said Lip.

“Shut it,” said Marks.

It slammed down and the three of them piled into the car.  Lip took the wheel.  Marion the backseat.  Marks up front.

Lip looked over.  “Where to?”

“Drive.”

Lip tapped the gas and they rumbled down the alley.
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LIP stopped at the end, nose of the car encroaching into the beginning of the sidewalk ramp, three feet from the cross street.

“What are you doing?” said Marks.

Lip pulled out his Blackberry.  “Give me a sec.”  He thumbed a few keys.

Marks heard the faint wail of sirens. “I’ll give you ten.”

Lip and his toys.  Friggin’ drove Marks crazy.  His partner ate up forty percent of their budget buying every new gadget that came out.  Marks always said his piece when the bills came due, stressing the importance of them actually making a buck someday.  Of course Lip promptly ignored him and ordered the next generation of something they already had.

Like this Blackberry.  Looked identical to the one he bought six months ago.  Same black color, same LCD screen not much bigger than a postage stamp.  The keys might have been a micro-inch smaller, but that was the only discernable difference.  Marks seemed to recall that Lip had tried to educate him on some of the custom “add ons” this one came with.  Marks, per the usual, had promptly tuned out that little speech.  No sense filling his head with worthless tech shit.

“You done?”

“Got it,” said Lip.  He put the phone away and began to adjust his rearview mirror.  Next he adjusted his side mirrors.

Marks shook his head.  “Want to adjust your seat too?”

“No, it’s fine.”  Lip put on his blinker and took a right.

The wail of sirens grew louder.  They were coming from behind them.  By taking a right they were going away from the Starbucks, not towards the street where it fronted on.  Half a block down Lip coasted to a stop at the traffic light.  Light was red.

“We got our car back there,” Marks said, stating the obvious.

They were leaving Lip’s car.  A champagne-colored Cadillac.  They’d parked it on the curb, near the Starbucks.  Not much they could do about that.  At some point that was going to cause problems.

Just like several other things that immediately sprang to mind.  The store’s video capture.  Any DOT cameras working in the area.  Witnesses.  The shit was going to get deep.  They were fully in it, like it or not.  He thought about the trash in the trunk.  Impulse thing.  And then he thought about Marion.  Johnny Two-cakes’s letter.  They’ll know what to do.

For once, Marks wasn’t seeing the right line they should take.  Coming forward now would endanger Marion.  If he was to take anything from those unsavory characters—dead and alive they’d ditched back there—this thing was complicated.  Those guys were killers.  Johnny Two-cakes had gotten into something bad.  Bag of dough didn’t sit pretty.  But he doubted this was just about the money.  If it was even about that.

That wasn’t Johnny Two-cakes’s style.  He was careful.  Meticulous.  Stealing cash from somebody was not his thing.

Whatever this was, legal or not, Johnny Two-cakes had entrusted them with his wife.  They weren’t going to be able to protect her, if they were dealing with the boys in blue.  Not that Montgomery County PD would have this for long—this would be snapped up faster than chow in the mess hall on steak night.  Bureau would be all over this.

That made it even more complicated.  Fucking around with the Bureau was never fun.  They always took it personal.  Body counts had that affect, particularly when civilians were involved.

Marks could only hope this wasn’t worse case.  With all those UMP bursts, though, this thing could be bad.  Like a delayed reaction, he felt his adrenaline coming down.  Absorbing what they’d just left, what had just happened.

It almost felt like it hadn’t been real.  But it had been.  In the mix, Marks knew what the swirling blackness was inside him.  He was pissed.  Major League pissed.  He didn’t like being shot at.  Didn’t like being put in no-win situations.  Way this was looking, it was going to be losers all around.

“It’s a lease,” Lip said.

Marks snorted.  “You’re not thinking we come forward now?”

“Shit no,” Lip said.  “We’re good.”  He patted his jacket’s breast pocket where he’d put his Blackberry.  “I got everything we need.  Don’t worry, we were never here.”

“Except for our car?” Marks said.

“Which isn’t in my name,” said Lip.

Nice.  Partner could manage to surprise him every now and then.

Light changed green.  Good sign.  Lip drove forward and took a series of turns.  Left.  Right.  Then left.

“Do we have a destination?” Marks said.

“My house.”

“With the junk in the trunk?”

Lip gave him an amused look.  “You know that phrase has a more colorful meaning?”

Marks ignored him.  He looked back at Marion.  She hadn’t said a word.  There was a pinched look on her face.  Her forehead showed stress lines.  She was absorbing a lot right now.

“You okay?”

She didn’t seem to hear him.  Marks didn’t press it.  He wasn’t the best at these types of things.  Coming up with the right words… the right thing to say.

Never was.  Light and breezy?  No problem.  Marks had that down.  He could be flip.  But when serious stuff went down, or was about to come down, Marks fell flat.  Best attempts always came out wrong.

Tiff couldn’t deal with it.  She hated it.

Tiff.  Tiffany.  Ex-wife.

Marks looked straight ahead.  He heard a sob in the back.

Waterworks.

Marks looked out the window.  “Your house, huh?”

“Yep.”

“That’s going to be interesting.”
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LIP pulled up to his house.  His being relative.  Lip lived with his mom.  Or technically he lived in the carriage house behind his mom’s house.

The driveway needed paving.  It was cracked and potholed.  The neighborhood was an older one.  Nice modest homes, well-kept yards.

Lip’s yard—or his mother’s yard—was by far the worst in the neighborhood.  The grass, mostly just crabgrass and weeds, hadn’t been mowed for weeks.  The paint on the main house was peeling.  A gutter had detached on the side and was half hanging down.  Boxwoods, the size of small trees, looked to have last been trimmed sometime in the late Nineties.

Carriage house was even more of a dump.  Lip looked to have started yet another DIY project and quit halfway.  The left side of the carriage house had its aluminum cladding stripped off, and was now just exposed insulation with clear plastic on top.  Off to the side there was a pile of plywood.  It was starting to warp, presumably from the rain and sun.  Had probably been out for weeks.  That’d be about the last time Marks had been out here.

Marks didn’t give Lip his usual grief.  He didn’t have it in him.  It had been a thirty minute drive being drained by Kryptonite.

Marion had finally stopped crying.  She wasn’t a wailer, more the soft variety where you only heard a faint sob every minute or so, but crying was crying.  Marks couldn’t take any form of it.  He’d opt for three more rounds with the guys they just left, than having to sit in a car for any amount of time as a woman teared up.

It always made him feel powerless.  More than once, Marks had thought the greatest weapons weren’t the ballistic kind.  A woman crying—didn’t matter if it was from pain, grief, or from love lost—was twenty times more deadly.  He’d comforted his fair share of mothers who’d lost their sons.  His share of wives.   Always sucked.  What do you say?  What can you say?

Nothing will bring them back.

This crying was no different.  Except, for some reason it brought back Tiff.  He couldn’t help it.  Had to be the crying that brought her up.  She’d come back into his head during the entire drive.  Thirty minutes to chew on that failure in his life.  At one point he’d almost yelled at Marion to shut the fuck up.

Shit.  He was in a sour mood.

Buck up.  Stop being a candy ass.  The thoughts were for himself, not Marion.  She deserved his sympathy, not his anger.  Woman was smart.  Probably knew that her husband wasn’t coming back.

In regards to Tiff, he only had himself to blame.  He’d had the perfect woman once.  The perfect life.  Only she and he didn’t quite see eye to eye on that—the perfect life part.  Him being a United States Marine.  FORECON.  Force Recon.

The Marines were already an elite.  FORECON just took it to another level.  They were the best of the best.  An elite within an elite.  What the SEALs were to the Navy, FORECON was to the Marines.

Leathernecks.  Not a better damn fighting force known to mankind.

Tiff had known what she was getting into when she married him.  Least that’s what he told himself in his own internal running monologue.  Second guessing, wondering about what ifs.

What if he’d left FORECON when they were still together, would she have stayed?  What if they’d had kids?  He’d wanted to, but she’d wanted to wait.  Did she ever even love him?  But of course she had.

He’d felt it, known it.  There was a name for it.  Soul mates.  She’d even uttered those exact words, more than once.  First time was out on the beach, before his first deployment.  He could still see her face as clearly as he’d seen it then: oval and sun kissed, which brought out her faint freckles.  She hated those freckles, but he loved them.  Loved to count ‘em.  Drove her friggin’ crazy in a playful way.

Her eyes, though, they were in a league all by themselves.  Bluer than blue.  The color of the clearest ocean waters he’d ever seen.

She was his angel.  He’d kept her beatific picture in his mind during the worst of times.  She’d gotten him through things he never could have done himself.  She made him into Superman.  He could conquer the world just knowing she loved him.

The men in his unit had a field day with him.  “She’s with Jody right now.  He’s giving her a ride in his new Mustang.”  “Hell, she’s riding him, in his new Mustang.”  Yeah, yeah, whatever, you guys can go fuck yourselves.

Laughter.  Wasn’t friggin’ funny when it all went south.  When she did leave him.  When she told him, tears in her eyes, face all swollen from crying, that she couldn’t take it anymore.  It was either her or FORECON.  Her or the Corps.

He didn’t think she was serious.  She’d said those lines before, but they always made up, always got past that.  But not the time when she visited him in the hospital.  Seeing her face, wracked into a miserable caricature of herself—overwhelmed with grief and pain and hope.  She’d stayed with him every day while he convalesced on that gurney of a bed.  Wasn’t till six months later when he turned the corner that she’d given him the ultimatum again.  Her or FORECON?

He couldn’t leave his brothers.  She had to understand.  She was a military wife.  They’d gotten through three tours.  They were old hats at this.  This was his career.

Nothing changes about us.

But everything did.  That time she was serious.

Felt like yesterday.  But it had been seventeen years ago.  You’d think he’d have gotten over her by now.

Marks banged the side of the door with his fist.

Lip looked over.  “You okay?”

“I’m fine.”

Lip frowned.  He looked worried.  He knew Marks’s dark sides.  “This about back there?   The shooting?”

“I’m fine.”

Lip forced a smile.  “So what do you think of my improvements?”

“What?”

“The house?  Look what I’ve done.”

Marks looked at the carriage house.  Same dump.  Same look.  Except…

“You added window boxes.”

“Yep.  Need to paint ‘em and buy some flowers.  But what do you think?”

“I think you need to back up.”

“Why?”

“You forget what we have in the trunk?”

Lip frowned.  “Right.”

Lip put it in reverse and pulled back into the street.  He did a three-point maneuver and backed up into the curving driveway.  He pulled right up against the one-car garage that was attached to the carriage house.

“Shit, I don’t have my clicker,” Lip said.  He opened the door and began to get out.

“Uh oh,” Lip said.

Marks saw what it was.  Mrs. Lipkin was walking over from the main house.
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MRS. Lipkin.

Lip’s mom.  She was seventy-two.  Looked every day of it.  Her face was wrinkled like a dried old prune.  Dark olive skin, dark eyes, very bushy black eyebrows, orange hair in a bouffant style.  It was a wig, but as far as wigs went it was actually a pretty good one, if you looked past the color.  She was under five feet in height and walked with a limp and bent over posture.  She carried a cane, but didn’t use it for walking.  It was more like a security blanket and also, of course, a very unveiled threat.

Marks had learned early on not to underestimate the little old lady.  She may have looked wizened and old, but her mental acuity was as sharp as a whip.  She didn’t miss much, but luckily for her son, she loved him.  Otherwise the bum would have been on his ass in the street a long time ago.

“Thomas?”  Stern voice, not an ounce of weakness in her.  She had good lungs.

“Yes, Ma?”

Lip.  Forty-five years old.  Instantly brought down to being a five-year-old kid that ate unsweetened applesauce.

She appraised him with her eyes, a tilt of the head.  “Are you having company today?”

“Yes, Ma.  Is that okay?”

“Certainly.  I would just appreciate some type of call to tell me.  I don’t have anything prepared, haven’t been to the store.”

Seventy-two.  Believe it or not, she was still driving, picking up and bringing home all the groceries by herself.  Yes, Lip was a bum.  On top of that, his mom still cooked for him.

She looked at their vehicle.  “Did you get a new car?”

“Yes, Ma.  Do you like it?”

“It’s a little… severe.”

“I’ll take it back,” said Lip.

“No no.  I didn’t mean that.  It’s very nice, but I liked your old car better.”

“Yeah, Ma, I need to talk to you about that.  You may be getting some phone calls.”

She frowned.  “Phone calls?”

“The car was stolen.”

“Thomas.”  She looked at him with a very stern expression.  “Was it really stolen?”

“No, Ma.  But can you do me that favor?”

“Of course.  When should I say it was stolen?”

“Yesterday.  You were just going to report it.”

“Was it parked in my driveway?”

“Yes, Ma.”

“Okay.  Now are you going to introduce me?”

Lip nodded, like a scolded child.  “Sorry, Ma—this is Marion.  She’s the wife of a good friend of mine.”

Mrs. Lipkin looked at Marks.  Her eyes actually seemed to light up.  She broke into a big smile.  “Did you remarry?”

“Hi, Mrs. Lipkin.  No, Marion and I are not married.  This is Johnny—John Claiborne’s wife.  We worked with him.”

She nodded.  “I see.”  She gave Marion a warm smile.  “Marion it is wonderful to meet you.  You are coming in for tea.  But just give me a few minutes.  Okay?”

Marion had a bemused look on her face.

Lip fidgeted.  “Ma, we have a few things to do.  We don’t have time for tea.”

“Nonsense.  Ten minutes.  And then all of you are having tea with me.  I wouldn’t hear of it.  Thomas has nothing in his refrigerator except beer.”

“Ma!  You haven’t been in my place again, have you?  You know how I feel about that.”

“Mother has a right to make sure her son is doing okay.  I didn’t see you this morning.  You’ve just gotten back.  Barely said hello, yesterday.  Still haven’t heard about your trip.”

“Ma, it was business.  You know I can’t talk about that.”

“Well, I missed you.  Ten minutes.”

Mrs. Lipkin turned on her heel.  She was actually pretty spry.  She proceeded to walk back towards the main house.

Marks sighed.  “We can’t have tea, Lip.  You need to go talk to your mother.”

Lip shook his head.  “C’mon.  We’ll make it quick.  You know she doesn’t like no.”

Every time.  Marks didn’t bother arguing.  “Well, let’s get things set up.  Open the garage.  I want this car out of sight.”

Lip seemed relieved.  “Got it.”  He hustled to his door and fumbled with his keys.

Marion looked at Marks.  “That was his mother?”

Marks nodded.

Marion’s face had cleared up well.  It was swollen, but not too much so.  She wasn’t wearing makeup, Marks realized.  There were no streaks on her face.  No mascara to fix or other guck to reapply.  So much simpler that way.

“She seems nice,” Marion said.

“Yeah.  I figure Lip must be adopted.”
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LIP rolled the garage door up.  Looking at the boxes, tools and other junk Lip had stored in the parking bay, Marks realized they were kidding themselves.  There was no way the car was fitting in the space.

“I’ve been meaning to reorganize,” Lip said.

Marks shook his head.  He should have taken the lead.

“The car was stolen?  You’ve reached a new low, Lip.”

Lip looked annoyed on being busted that the car was in his mother’s name.  “Well what do you want to do?  Should we just present ourselves now?  Here you guys go, we brought presents.”

“That’s a start.”  But Marks wasn’t serious.  He had no intention of going to the police.  That simply was not an option.  Not yet.  They needed answers, and they needed to squirrel Marion away to safety.  They wouldn’t be able to do that once they came forward.  Eyes would be on them.  Their movements would be limited.  Hell, they’d spend the majority of the time just convincing folks they weren’t the bad guys.  Probably have to pull some major favors just to get that accomplished.

The car thing, Marks should have known.  Lip’s credit sucked.  Back when they left the outfit, Lip had decided for some cockamamie reason he wanted to be the next Donald Trump.  He’d bought ten rundown properties in less than a year, all gung-ho on fixing and flipping them.  That was back when Flip This House and other real-estate shows were popular on TV.

He knew that because he’d watched those shows a few times with Lip.  Lip was addicted to those shows.  That was back in 2007.  There was a whole string of them back then.  One of them—the cherry in the bunch—would show what the house cost when it was bought, the amount doled out for the renovations, and then the sale cost.  Tallied up was the profit total.  A big shiny number.  Smiling faces all around.  Aren’t we smart, isn’t everyone else stupid.  Lipstick on a pig.  Made it look easy.

“I need to be doing that,” Lip had said.

Well, he did.  Five years later, Lip still owned all ten of those properties.  Him and half the nation had seen those dumb-ass TV shows.

If you asked him, those hacks that ran those shows were 90% responsible for the damn recession.  Housing bubble my ass.  It was fuckin’ Hollywood’s fault—making everyone think they could be Norm from This Old House.

Lip was now a reluctant landlord—slumlord was probably more fitting—that somehow had managed to keep one step ahead of bankruptcy court.  Because of that royal fuckup, everything to do with their joint business was now sheltered with shell companies and other sophisticated tax havens and quasi-legal front companies, all in an attempt to prevent anything and everything from being seized when Lip’s personal finances officially went the route of the Titanic.

It wasn’t a question of if.  It was just a question of when.  The fact that Lip had managed to keep afloat this long, was actually pretty impressive.  Not impressive, of course, was Lip’s fallback tendency to get his mother involved.  It wasn’t the first time he’d used her as an alibi.  Mrs. Lipkin had various talents.  One being she could play the best damn senile old woman he’d ever seen.  He already pitied Montgomery County PD trying to get anything out of her.  “I’m sorry, sonny, I can’t hear you.  Can you speak up?”  And her dingbat routine was Oscar level.  “Now where did I leave my keys?  Officer, my car can’t have been stolen… I can’t find my keys.  How would they steal it without my keys?”

Marks surveyed the garage.  They had a clear space of about ten feet deep and fourteen feet wide.  It wasn’t great, but it was going to have to do.  “We need duct tape, a solid chair, and your Taser.”

“On it,” Lip said.

Two minutes later, Lip brought out the asked for items, as well as an old wooden chair.  The chair was sturdy looking, but Marks realized it wasn’t going to be enough.

“Shit, we’ll just hogtie him.  That thing wouldn’t last ten seconds.”

Off to the side, Marion looked horrified.

Marks gave her a calm serious look.  “I know, it sounds terrible.  But this guy was their driver.  He’s a killer just like them.  You should probably go inside.  We’ll just be a minute.”

Marion nodded and didn’t ask any questions.  She was either amazingly quick on the uptake or she was in shock.  She went into Lip’s humble abode and shut the door.

Back to business.

No noises were coming from the trunk.  Guy was being unusually quiet.  Marks looked past the car and down the driveway.  Lip’s pathetic gardening skills actually were advantageous.  The overgrown bushes that lined the property, and the way the driveway took a slight turn before it reached the carriage house’s connected garage, meant that neighbors couldn’t see a thing.

Noises, however, might be an issue.  Hence the duct tape.  Last thing they needed was for some retiree next door to hear shouting or screaming.  Not that the guy looked like a screamer, but you never knew.

Marks waited till Lip set up.  They’d both taken their jackets off.

“Ready?”

“Yep,” said Lip.

“I’m popping it now.” 

The trunk clicked.  Marks closed the glove compartment and walked back to the trunk.  He didn’t bother taking out the Five SeveN.  That definitely was not the tool to use in this situation.

He eyed Lip.  Lip had the Taser pointed towards the trunk.  75,000 volts ready and waiting.  Marks situated himself to the side, so that he could lift the trunk and be out of the line of fire.  He looked at Lip.  Lip nodded.

Marks lifted the trunk.
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NOTHING.

Lip frowned.  “Fucker can’t still be out.”

Marks stayed where he was.  He could see into the trunk.  Guy appeared to still be unconscious.  He hadn’t hit him that hard.  Guy was playing possum.

“Just shoot him,” Marks said.

“Sure?”

Marks nodded.  “Do it.”

Inside, just like he knew it would, the words got the guy’s attention.  Man moved like a cat.  He’d been crouched with his feet beneath him.  Marks had barely blinked before the guy had jumped from the trunk.  He was stocky, but he could move, and fast.  In his hand something flashed, something shiny.  Man had a knife.

Great.

“Lip?”

Partner was taking his sweet time.  Marks saw Lip’s eyes open a little wider.  Marks realized what it was.  Shit.  Taser wasn’t working.

The man lunged.  Had to give him credit, guy was probably half blind after being stuck in that trunk for half an hour.  Eyes wouldn’t adjust for another ten seconds, but that didn’t slow the guy down.  He went right for Lip.  Must just be seeing a fuzzy blob.

Marks didn’t have a chance at getting to the guy in time.  The guy was going to make contact with Lip before Marks could reach him.  Not good.  Lip was an overweight forty-five year old.  Last time he’d worked out was to impress a woman.  Last time he’d had a woman was quite a while ago.

That told the story.  Except for one little part.  Lip was eighth-level dan.  Hachidan.  Otherwise known as an eighth-degree black belt.

Lip moved left.  His hand chopped down in a motion blur.  His other hand sent a ringing shot to the side of the man’s head.

The man was too strong.  Too stocky to go down, but he felt that.  His own momentum made him reel sideways.  Amazingly, even with that wrist blow, he hadn’t dropped the knife.

Marks drew the Five SeveN.

“Drop it.  Or you’re dead.”

It was a bluff.  He had no intention on killing the guy.  They needed him.  Guy was going to give them answers whether he liked it or not.

“Knife.  Down.  I’m giving you two seconds.”

Man hesitated.  Veins were raised on his neck like phone cords; his traps were the size of anvils.  He was one bundle of muscle, grit and whip-ass by the look of it.

“One,” Marks said.

Man sized Marks up.  Cruel hooded eyes to Marks’s calm steel of a glare.  Man was smart.  He dropped the knife.

Knife was a buckle thing, not two inches long.  One that disguised itself as a belt buckle.  Explaining why Lip had missed the thing when he’d patted him down.  Sloppy on Lip’s part, but understandable.  He’d had to pat the guy in a trunk, and it wasn’t like he had a lot of time.

“Kick it to the side.”

Man used his boot to nudge the knife out of the way.  Not a good nudge, it barely budged.  That pissed Marks off.  Guy wasn’t following directions.

Lip went back into the house, leaving him to fix this mess.  Typical.

“Down.  On your belly.”

Man just stayed there.  His eyes would have adjusted by now.

“Who are you?” the man said.  That heavy accent again.  Estonian… Bulgarian?  No, Marks placed it.  Russian.

“I’m the fuckin’ Easter Bunny.  I said down.”

Man just stood there.

Lip came back out of the house.  He had something in his hand.  He took two steps forward and two thin wires shot out.  Two tiny electrode darts hit their mark.  Bingo.  Man fell and began to twitch.  It was called neuromuscular incapacitation.  Didn’t hurt, not really, but it sure as hell made a man worthless for a few minutes.

“What the fuck was that about?” Marks said.

“Sorry,” Lip said.  “Other was out of juice.”

Marks put away his weapon.  “Let’s get this guy wrapped.  You got print stuff here?”

“Of course.”  Lip looked insulted.

Marion peeked her head out.  “Are you okay?”

Marks looked over at her.  Crying in the car and now she was fine as daisies.  “Marion, can you go over to Lip’s mom’s house?  I don’t want her coming here while we’re trussing this guy up.”

Marion nodded. “What should I tell her?”

“Tell her that Lip and I have to check in with the office.  Business stuff.  We’ll just be a few minutes.  Fifteen minutes tops.”

“Better make that twenty,” Lip said.

Marks gave him a look.  “You’re getting slow in your old age partner.  That guy almost got you.”

“Like hell he did,” Lip said.  He tossed Marks the tape.  “You wrap.  I’ll clean.”
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MAN smelled of garlic.  Skin was shiny with sweat.  Marks made short work of it.  He was liberal with the tape.  Guy was too incapacitated to give much resistance.  Marks got the man’s wrists and mouth, while Lip pulled the car out and shut the garage door.  He was stripping the man’s boots when Lip brought out the print stuff.

They pulled an ID from the man’s pocket.  Jiri Dvorak.  Czech name, not Russian.  Curious.  Man didn’t look like a “Jerry”.  They’d run it, along with the prints.

Marks had Lip help him out before Lip went back inside.  To do it best, it helped to have a third hand—or heel in this case.  Being hogtied as Marks knew from personal experience was damn uncomfortable.  You felt it in the thighs first, then it just seemed everything hurt.  A person wasn’t meant to be bent backwards into a fruit loop for long.  The muscles got sore fast.  Lactic acid built up and then it was just plain misery.

Tough in this guy’s case, but Marks wasn’t taking any chances.  This man’s crew had tried to kill him.  He taped the man’s fingers.  Knuckles were covered with scar tissue.  Looked like road maps of pain.  Guy had dished it out in his day.

Some painter’s rags on the shelves, strips of them, were long enough to tie and cover the man’s eyes.  Man glared at him the entire time.  In addition to the fishhook scar on the man’s face, there was scar tissue on the nose, above the eyebrows and on the head.  A raised bump had formed from where Marks had hit him with the butt of the gun, but judging by all those scars, this guy had had much worse than a little nighty-night.

Marks used some more tape for good measure, then went to check on Lip.  His partner had already started cleaning.  He was in his shoebox of an office.  The same office whose security system would put Tier 4 data centers to shame.  Lip was sitting in front of his Mac Pro.  Latest model, of course.  Twelve core; two 2.66 gigahertz 6-core Intel Xeon processors, 32 gigabytes of memory, 6 terabytes of hard drive in a RAID array.  Lip had uttered the specs before Marks could protest, now they were stuck in his head like gum on pavement.

As if the highfalutin specs would justify another six thousand dollar expenditure.  That number was chicken feed, though, compared to the software loaded on the thing.  Marks wouldn’t have wanted to know the final tab, even if it was added up.

One time Marks had done that.  Big mistake.  It just made him feel like a sucker.  Only people winning here were Steve Jobs (may he rest in peace) and the rest of the friggin’ geek industry.

Lip was in his element.  Him and his languages.  His linguistic abilities didn’t just stop at Pig Latin, like the rest of us.  He was also pretty savvy with the computer kind.  Pascal, Basic, JavaScript, those were child’s play to him.  He knew the completely worthless programming languages, as well.  Like IronPython, IPTSCRAE, TenCore, SystemVerilog; some of the names were so ridiculous they sounded like Klingon gibberish: “Metalua, KUKA,
Nemerle…”  Because you never knew when you’d need to communicate with a toaster.  Lip brought him up to speed.  His partner knew better than to spout the technical mumbo jumbo.

Man had learned.  Marks didn’t want that junk cluttering up his head.  His partner kept it simple.  Marks had once admonished Lip to think of him as a caveman.  How would you tell a caveman to do this?  Because, of course, it was always Marks going in first, having to hook up some gadget to some thingamajig just so Lip could become Mr. Omniscient.  The all-seeing and all-powerful Eye.

“With a very big johnson,” Lip would add.

Big Johnson.  Double entendre in this case.  Partner read The
New York Times, which in Marks’s opinion was elitist propaganda for weenies.  Lip was also a fan of Heidegger and Tolstoy.  Read Proust in its original French text.  All weenie stuff.  To complete the weenie thematic, add Big Johnson.

Partner’s décor.  He had several Big Johnson tee shirts pinned up on the walls of his office.  Americana shtick, the kind of stuff you saw at Talladega worn over very impressive beer bellies.

The one above his middle monitor said Big Johnson House Boats.  Bunch of cartoon bikini buxoms leaning over the railings of a boat.  On the bottom of the poster it read “Party on my Deck”.  Only the “e” in deck wasn’t an “e”, instead it had a man standing in its place with a beach ball bouncing on his head.

The tee on the left said Big Johnson Surfboards.  Another cartoon buxom; this one astride a kid on a surfboard.  Caption below: It’s not how you ride the waves, it’s the size of your Johnson that counts.

Heavy stuff.

To the right was another: Big Johnson Scuba Gear.  Similar hottie spilling out of a string bikini.  Same skinny kid with a large scuba tank on his back.  No need to say the caption, you got the drift.  Place was a teenager’s version of a man’s cave.  All that was missing were a bean bag, lava lamp and some beat mags.

“When you live by yourself you set the rules, Joe,” Lip had said one time, seeming to forget he lived with his mom.

“Have you ever wondered?”  Marks said.

“Wondered what?”

“Why you live by yourself?”

Middle finger response.  Marks had gotten to the point where he didn’t even find the tee shirts that distracting anymore.  He almost—emphasis on the almost—appreciated their artistic merits.  Yeah, and he bought Playboy for the articles.

“That’s us,” said Lip.  He pointed to his monitor.

Sure was, clear as day.  Walking into Starbucks with Marion.

“Now you see us.” Lip tapped a key.  “Now you don’t.”  The screen went fuzzy.  That blue static stuff.

Lip’s little Blackberry dalliance back in the car hadn’t been to check his email.  He’d captured all signals in the area, Wi-Fi activity, DOT wireless and all the other miscellaneous security cameras working in Starbucks’s immediate vicinity.

“That it?”

“Yep,” said Lip.  “Except I wasn’t the first one here.”

“What do you mean?”

Lip frowned and looked at Marks.  “Starbucks’s cameras were already turned off.”

“Broken?”

Lip shook his head.  “No, they’re working fine.  Someone turned them off right about the time we entered the joint.”

That wasn’t good.  “You sure about that?”

“Positive.”

“How easy is that to do?”

Lip shrugged.  “Not very, but think about the timeline?  Those guys were on to us pretty fast.”

Marks did the math, as well.  Fourth team.  Remote.  Doing what Lip just did.

“I’m looking forward to talking to Jerry in there.”

“Me too.  But let’s get some tea,” Lip said.  “I hate to think what Ma is showing Marion right now.”






  








 

 

 

 

15

 

 

LIP called it right.  Mrs. Lipkin already had the photo albums out.  She was in the room she called her ‘drawing room’.  It was full of tchotchkes, antique furniture and frilly lace.  Marion was next to her on a floral print couch.

“It’s in here somewhere,” Mrs. Lipkin said.

“Ma, Marion doesn’t need to see those,” Lip said.

“But of course she does,” Mrs. Lipkin said.  “Now here is Thomas when he was just learning to ride his bike.”

“Ma!”

Mrs. Lipkin looked up.  Her thin lips pursed in annoyance.  “Thomas, do you think your mother is completely senile?”

Lip seemed taken aback.  He was probably wondering if it was a trick question.  Marks caught a glimpse of the photos Mrs. Lipkin was rummaging through.  She had a shoebox on her lap filled with loose ones.  They weren’t of Lip with braces.  They were more recent.

“Here it is,” Mrs. Lipkin said.  She handed a photograph to Marion that had been folded over.

Marion looked at the photograph with keen interest.  Marks could just make out the back of it—the third of it that had been cropped out.  It was more than enough to trigger his memory.  He wasn’t one to easily forget details.

A gift and a curse.  “Visual/aural… eidetic memory”—fancy terms that PSYOPs used to describe Marks’s unique ability.  For the most part, Marks just needed to see or hear something once to have it stick in his head.  Not that this particular photo was the type a person would forget easily, or want to for that matter.

It was a photo of Johnny Two-cakes standing in-between Lip and himself.  Lip wasn’t doing his usual, which was to add rabbit ears to the back of Johnny Two-cakes’s head.  Marion turned the photo over.

“Wow,” Marion said.

“Turn it back.  I can’t stand that man,” Mrs. Lipkin said.

Marks waited till Marion had had a chance to fully soak in the photo.  “Do you mind?”

Marion looked up, as if just noticing they were in the room.  She handed him the photo.  Marks took the picture and gingerly unfolded it to get the full view.  There they were—the same picture he had in his head—each of them dressed in suits.  Marks, the tallest and broadest of the four, was on the far right.  To his left was Johnny Two-cakes.  Man wasn’t wearing his usual chinos and polo shirt, but was in a natty charcoal colored suit.  He looked tan, even rested.  Unusual for him.  He usually projected a dour worn-out countenance, but even he could be affected by circumstances.  To his left was Lip.  Lip was sucking in his belly and puffing out his chest, which was almost working, except you could see the strain on his round face as he tried to hold it in.

The backdrop in the photo was the famous Resolute Desk framed by three tall windows and two flags.  The man to Lip’s left, who was cropped out when the photo was bent, was #43.

George W. Bush.

That was a proud day for the three of them.  It’s not every day you get congratulated by your Commander-in-Chief.

Marks handed the photo back.  Only Lip’s mom would have that picture in a shoebox.  Anyone else—particularly in this town—would have it framed on a wall.

“Mrs. Lipkin, you should be ashamed of yourself.  That’s a good man you insulted there.”

Mrs. Lipkin frowned.  Marks was taking the bull by the horns.  More than once he’d been fool enough to engage Lip’s mom in discussions of a political bent.  But he meant it.  Good man.  That wasn’t a term normally synonymous with politicians.  GW, though, hadn’t been your normal politician.  The others—almost every last one of them—were full of disingenuous bullshit.

Not GW, though.  Marks missed the man’s straight talk.  He’d understood the deal.  What was out there.  Didn’t try and sugarcoat it.  Didn’t bury his head in the sand and tell everyone it was going to be okay when it sure as hell wasn’t.

“Marks.”  Mrs. Lipkin shook her head, as if to show her extreme disappointment.  “I like you.  But I’ll have you know you are one of the few Republicans, which I’ve known about, that has set foot in this house.  And if you wish to continue to be able to set foot in this house you will refrain from speaking such nonsense.”

Marks chuckled.  If he didn’t know Lip’s mom so well, he might have believed her.  But he knew, no matter what she said, secretly she enjoyed their debates—woman was still convinced she’d convert him someday.

“Don’t worry, Ma,” Lip said.  “He’s a closet commie pinkie liberal like us.  And will be again in six weeks when he’s in that little voting booth.”

“Thomas!” Mrs. Lipkin said.

“It’s true.  Guy voted for Obama, and he’s gonna do it again.  I’m onto him.”

Marks shook his head.  Once had been funny.  Twice was getting old, but for some reason Lip wasn’t letting this one go.  Guy insisted he’d voted for Obama.  Had even gone to the trouble to doctor proof on the computer.  He’d pulled up Marks’s voting record, altered of course, which showed Marks had voted Democrat across the board during the ‘08 election.

The joke had worn off.  The fact that Lip wasn’t letting this one drop had actually started to concern him.  While highly improbable, nothing was impossible.  One never knew with those electronic voting machines.  Most people didn’t even realize that their votes were being tracked.  The whole process was supposed to be anonymous.  Not quite.  Not with the latest machines they’d rolled out.  Thinking about Lip’s joke—maybe some freak of nature or electronic malfunction had happened; you never knew with those things.  Just the thought of it was enough to make him puke.  Voting Democrat.  He’d sooner beat himself with a wooden mallet.

“Mrs. Lipkin, do you mind if I get some ice?”

“Of course,” Mrs. Lipkin said, not even looking up.  She was enjoying poring through the box.  And she had plenty more boxes from where that one came from.

Marks walked into the kitchen.  It was the type of kitchen where the word quaint probably would apply.  White tile for a backsplash, linoleum floor, laminate countertops with chrome edging.  No doubt, the original kitchen the house came with.  Lip had done a few small changes, adding a new light fixture, painting the walls a pale yellow, which just happened to be several shades lighter than the exterior ‘mustard’ color on the house.  That mustard color… a whole story in itself.  God-awful looking color.

Lip’s DIY work could leave a bit to be desired at times.  He might have been a genius with certain things, but that certainly didn’t hold true when it came to the man’s handyman abilities.  Man splurged on hardware and software for computers, but hated to spend a dime on anything else.  He’d bought six gallons of “oops” paint at the local Lowe’s.  Saved a bundle.  Doing the painting himself saved him even more.  Thing was, it wasn’t exterior grade paint.  It was interior latex.  Hadn’t been four months and already it was starting to peel off the house.

Lip’s standard M.O.  Don’t pay anyone for something you can fuck up yourself.  Even tried to do his own maintenance on his properties.  Marks pitied those poor tenants.  Lip had once asked him if a leaking hot water heater could be fixed with some plumber’s tape.

Marks pulled an ice tray out of the freezer.  It was one of those old-style aluminum ones with a handle, where you pulled a lever to pop the cubes.  He found a Ziploc bag under the sink and filled it up.

His elbow and forearm was starting to smart from where he’d hit that guy.  It would be bruised come tomorrow.  Body was willing, but it didn’t take licks like it used to.  He was lucky a bruise was all he’d gotten.  He kept forgetting he wasn’t Superman anymore.

Sportscreme, Ben Gay, Aspercreme.  He needed to buy stock in those companies the way he went through that stuff.  That and aspirin.  He popped the stuff like candy.

Second reason for visiting the kitchen.  Marks opened one of the upper cabinets.  Mrs. Lipkin kept a jumbo-sized bottle on the lower shelf.  He pilfered three of the pills and chased them down with a slurp from the sink.  Moments later, bag of ice on his arm, he rejoined the others in the drawing room.

“So what are we looking at now?” Marks said.

“Do you have to ask?” Lip said.  He was slouched in a floral wing-back chair with a look of defeat.

Marion flashed a quick smirk from the couch.

“Gotcha,” Marks said.  

Marion’s look said it all.  Baby pictures.

Marion was being a good sport.  This was probably like some surreal form of therapy for her after what had just happened and what might have happened to her husband.  She picked up the picture of the three of them again and gave it another look.

Marks, Lip and Johnny Two-cakes.  The three friggin’ stooges.  Meat, Babel and Mr. Happy.  Their other nicknames.  Could never have too many of ‘em.

Meat for Marks.  Babel—as in Tower of Babel—for Lip.  And Mr. Happy for dour-face Johnny Two-cakes.

“Were you in the CIA?” Marion asked.

The question hung in the air.

Mrs. Lipkin looked up after a moment.  She picked up the tray that was on the coffee table.  “I’m going to get us some more tea,” she said with a minced smile.  “If you’ll excuse me, I’ll be back in a few minutes.”
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LIP’S mom walked into the other room.  She was her son’s number one fan, but as Marks well knew, she chose to have her own idea of what Lip actually did.  Marks took a seat across from Marion.  Lip pulled out of his slouch.

“Johnny Two-cakes told you nothing?” Lip said.

“That name,” Marion said.  “Johnny Two-cakes?  I’ve never heard John say that before.  Did he like being called that?”

Marks sighed.  “I’m beginning to understand why we weren’t invited to the wedding.”

Marion’s forehead bunched.  “You both knew John well?”

“Depends,” Marks said.  “Was a time I’d say yes.”

“You should probably tell us what you do know,” Lip said.

Marion had taken her flats off and had tucked her legs beneath her.  She was an attractive woman, Marks realized.  Not in an overt way, but in an understated sense.  She wasn’t trying to hide her age; no Botox, no dying of the hair, just letting the years show.  For good and bad.  Mostly it was good.  She looked womanly in her jeans.  He had a rueful thought, thinking of Johnny Two-cakes.  Man had been a bachelor for a long time and finally had found the one.  He thought of that letter and what it said.  Like a swan song.

Marion crossed her arms.  She looked scared.  “I don’t know where to start.”

“Why don’t you start from the beginning,” Marks said.  “Tell us about things before you got that letter.  Anything that might help shed light on why those guys visited us back there.”

She nodded resolutely.  “Okay… I’ll try.”

They picked up the conversation they’d started to have with her at the Starbucks.  Marion began tentatively.  Lip and Marks let her talk.  They only asked questions when she seemed to need prompting.

She began when she first met John.

 

IT was in Costa Rica, at a resort—one of those fancy ones that catered to Americans and Europeans.  She’d gone there with some girlfriends.  It was on a whim.  So unlike herself to do that.  “I was with two of my good friends.  All three of us were dealing with certain things; one was getting over a divorce, another was separated, and I was still dealing with the loss of my husband.  About a year before I’d lost him to cancer.  That had been a horrible time…he was sick for so long.”

She mentioned how she’d been a caregiver.  How for years she never thought of herself.  It was all about her husband; trying to make him comfortable.

It had been almost a year to that day.  She was just starting to come out—really see the world again.  Have color in her life.  She faltered for a moment, but picked up.  “Anyway… I won’t go into my own sad past, the trip just sort of happened.  We all needed it.”

That was three and a half years ago, but she remembered it clearly, like it was yesterday.  The day she met John.  It was early in the trip, on the third day.  Her girlfriends were still sleeping.  She met him in one of the hotel’s restaurants at the breakfast bar.  They bumped into each other in line and she accidentally spilled her juice on him.  After an apology on her part, they started talking.  They ended up sharing a table.

He was very shy, which was disarming.  “I liked his company.  We just started talking.  He was doing some work for the resort.  I later found out more about him.  How he lived nearby and owned his own company.  He’d been there for a little over two years.  It’s not like he was chatty.  Particularly not on what I call our first date, eating cereal and having juice.

“We bumped into each other the next day—I think he stayed on to see me again.  I was flattered… and intrigued.  He was so intelligent.  The most brilliant and unusual man I’d ever met.  He told me about some Pre-Columbian history that was pertinent to Costa Rica, as we drank our coffee.  He seemed to have been everywhere.  And knew so many obscure facts and interesting stories.”

Marks eyed his partner.  Lip was doing a good job restraining from dropping any of his usual wisecracks.

“He took me and my girlfriends on a tour later that day.  After that, he and I spent some time together… just us.” 

At the end of the trip, her friends had gone back.  She—surprising even herself with her decision—had decided to stay for a little longer.  “It was a crazy decision, I realize now.  I wasn’t looking to meet anyone, but that’s exactly what happened.”

That ‘little longer’ decision stretched out to become a lot longer.  Only days later she accepted John’s invitation to stay at his place.  Guestroom first… and then… “I’m not that type of girl.  Or at least I didn’t think I was.  Looking back on it I guess there were a whole list of possible reasons why I acted so impulsively.  Whatever it was, it felt right.  It was like we were meant to find each other.”

She paused, as if uncertain where to go with her story.

“Can you tell us about his company?” Lip said.

“Sure.  It was a security company.  They specialized in protecting computer systems, or something like that—very technical and I couldn’t tell you exactly what they did, but they worked with all the casinos down there and all the other companies that were into gambling.”

“The online ones?” Lip said.

“Yes those, and others.”

Both Marks and Lip were familiar with the various outfits that operated in Costa Rica.  The place was a haven for casinos and the online gambling industry.  Several hundred entities were located there—mostly US companies, doing what they could do there that couldn’t be done in the states.  The Unlawful Internet Gambling Enforcement Act of 2006 had started an exodus with far-reaching implications.  It was boom time for certain areas in South America.  Many of those countries, like Costa Rica, had made it very attractive for US companies to set up shop.  Their infrastructure, lax regulations, and telecommunication systems, which they’d drastically improved over the years, were all custom designed to attract and service that industry.

“His company did very well from what I could gather,” Marion said.  “But towards the end some things started to happen.”

Marion didn’t have all the details.  “As you probably know, John wasn’t one to share things of a personal nature.  Sometimes I wonder if I knew him at all.”  She laughed when she said that—a nervous laugh—and began to fidget with some lace fringe on a pillow.

“This seems so ironic, saying this now.  Anyway… the one time I’d asked him about what he did before in his career, he’d told me he’d worked as an analyst for the US government.  Bureaucratic stuff, is what he said.  Completely boring and uninteresting.”

She shrugged and gave another nervous laugh.  “Of course, I believed him.  Why wouldn’t I?  That’s all he ever told me.  He was very adept at steering conversations away from himself.”

She looked up and made eye contact with Marks.  Her eyes were intelligent, searching.  There was some steel in them too.  “Somehow I doubt boring and uninteresting would be the best way to describe John’s past, but I bought it.  Call me naïve, I guess… or I could think of a few other words that come to mind, like blind or stupid.”

“I wouldn’t be hard on yourself,” Marks said.

“I don’t know, right now I’ve a lot of conflicting thoughts.  I don’t know what to make of this.”  She fingered the hobo bag full of money lying next to her.  “What is this?  Did he steal this?”

Lip leaned forward.  “I wouldn’t jump to that conclusion.  Johnny—John wasn’t that type of guy.  It sounds like you two really fell for each other.”

Marion smiled thinly.  “I thought so.  Me?  I’d fallen in love.”

Marion seemed to lose some of her steam and her eyes gazed faraway again.  “We got married less than six months after we met.  It was impulsive.  I’m using that word again, but it’s fitting.  It was in a small chapel.  Just us, a priest, and a few witnesses.”

“Anyone from the states?” Lip said.

“No, isn’t that crazy?  I called my girlfriends to tell them afterwards.  They still haven’t forgiven me.”

“What about family?” Marks said.

Marion shook her head.  “I’m not really on speaking terms with my mother.  My dad passed away years ago.  It’s only my brother and me, and we’re not really close.  I never had kids—I wanted them, but it wasn’t meant to be.”

She went quiet, as if collecting herself.

“Being with John was wonderful.  We were together for almost three and a half years.  Three of those married.  During that time I only went back home to Dallas once to take care of some things.  When I think back on it, I felt like I was living someone else’s life.  Does that make any sense?  When I was down there, it was just paradise.”

She described where they’d lived.  It sounded like a resort in itself.  John had had acreage, sea views, a large estate, and almost a dozen servants.

“We had a three-star chef that cooked all our meals.  I know this sounds awful and I can’t imagine what you’re thinking of me.  But I’ll admit, for a simple girl like me, it all just blew me away.”

She went quiet again.

“What happened with John’s company?” Marks said, leading her back.

Marion took a sip from a glass of water that had been on a coaster.  She set the glass down and wiped the condensation from her hand.  “Yes, that’s probably what this is all about.  I guess it was about a month before we left for good when I first noticed that something was wrong.”
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MARION’S face was pensive.

“Maybe that’s the wrong word—wrong—but it’s the best one I can think of to describe the change that I noticed in John.  It was almost immediate.  He was always so thoughtful and caring.  But then…

“John’s work.  Something happened to it.  He started working crazy hours.  When I asked him if anything was wrong, he’d get short with me.  One time he actually shouted at me and banged his fist into a wall before locking himself back in his office.”

Marks didn’t reply.  The crow’s feet around his eyes set a little deeper.  It took a lot to elicit that type of reaction from Johnny Two-cakes.  Even with all of Lip’s antics, and the crazy shit they’d seen, he’d only seen the man really lose his cool once.  A memory popped in his head briefly.  Fuckin’ munchkins.

“He holed himself in his office for two days,” Marion said.  “I don’t think he slept for forty-eight hours.”

“And you don’t know why?” Marks said.

Marion shook her head.  “Less than a month later we left Costa Rica.”

“And moved here?” Lip said.

She nodded.  “John actually had kept a home here, unbeknownst to me.  There was a caretaker watching over his place, all those years.  I don’t know why—I mean it was a very nice home, but still.”

“Shit I know why,” Lip said.  “Market sucks.”

Marion was done.  They asked a few more questions, but it revealed nothing new.  Johnny Two-cakes had left two weeks ago.  He hadn’t said where he was going, just that it was overseas and that he’d be back in twelve days.  She hadn’t liked that—the secrecy part—but John had said it was for the best.  He was supposed to have come back two days ago.  But he didn’t.  Instead she got his letter.  She was in the dark… pretty much about everything.  She untucked her legs and put her flats back on.

“You know you didn’t answer me,” Marion said, standing up.  “Were the three of you in the CIA?”

Lip shook his head.  “No.”

She looked at each of them.  Woman deserved better than a no.

“But you called it right,” Marks said.  “Johnny Two-cakes was certainly not uninteresting.”

Marion nodded, wistfully, and excused herself to go to the ladies room.  As she left the room, Marks thought of the memory that had popped in his head.

Fuckin’ munchkins.

The phrase ‘truth was stranger than fiction’ applied in spades.  Some of the shit they’d seen would have read like a bad B-movie script—the kind when they made the movie it went directly to DVD.

No one would believe it if you told ‘em, and a movie would just make it look ridiculous.  Cast would be all unknowns, of course.  Even Hollywood rejects wouldn’t want to touch it.  There’d be some beefcake, half his age and better looking, playing himself and for Lip they’d find some Jack Black clone.

It had been in Burma.  The three of them, Lip, Johnny Two-cakes and Marks were doing a job, whose objective had changed on them three times.  It was a total unmitigated disaster.  Worse than their usual and that was saying something.  Everything that could go wrong, did.  They went from doing a package grab in China to running for their lives in a bug-infested jungle.

Bottom line… they’d gotten split up.  Johnny Two-cakes was on the horn communicating with them—waiting for them at the rendezvous point.

Things had become so ridiculous—that truth stranger than fiction stuff—that Lip couldn’t hold it together—man was having a bad case of the insane man giggles.  They were in a tight spot being pursued by one hundred children.

“Fuckin’ munchkins,” Lip had said over and over, every time they thought they’d lost ‘em.

The Kachin Independence Army was notorious for recruiting child soldiers, even little girls.  Wasn’t funny, but hell, he was laughing himself.  Those eight to eleven year olds were armed with AK-47s.  It didn’t look good.  Not one bit.  They were going to die pissing in their pants.  Least Lip was.  Marks quickly stopped seeing the humor.  One of the few hard and fast rules he lived by, he didn’t kill kids.  No way, no how.  Wasn’t the best time to be principled.  That little rule was going to cost him his life.

Lip went from being the Joker to sober, all in a heartbeat.  Partner wasn’t keen on killing kids either.  It was choice time.

“How do you want to go out?”  Marks had said.

Lip was onboard.  Both of them were coming to terms with it.  That’s when Johnny Two-cakes showed up.  Fuckin’ Batman.

Man had commandeered a damn helicopter.  Guy couldn’t fly worth a shit.  But he’d jerked that joystick like a champ.  Munchkins with AK-47s blasting away.  The three of them in a flying fishbowl going over a damn thousand-foot cliff.  Talk about cutting it close, and Johnny Two-cakes was cool as could be.  Till he lost it, probably sinking in.  He’d gone on a five minute bitch tirade calling them idiots.

After the vent, which would have put any Gunny to shame, Lip had deadpanned, “Whaddayaknow, Johnny Two-cakes likes us.”

Man had saved their lives and it wasn’t the first time.  But it was the first time the man had lost his shit.  Mr. Happy.  Dour-face Johnny Two-cakes.  Marks cracked a rueful smile.

 

“DO you believe her?” Lip said once Marion left the room.

Marks caught a familiar scent.  Mrs. Lipkin, judging by the smells coming from the kitchen, was making chocolate chip cookies.

 “It came out real,” Marks said.  “Either that or she’s a fantastic liar.”

He keyed in on some things she’d said.  He thought about the Fed Ex envelope and the letter with instructions.  He pictured Johnny Two-cakes’s garage full of newspapers, all arranged on shelves according to their dates.  That was a little strange… those dates.  He placed it.

“The dates on the papers,” Marks said.

“Yeah,” Lip said.  “I was thinking that too.  Most of those newspapers would have been delivered when Johnny Two-cakes was living in Costa Rica.  I’ve got some other questions, but not for Marion.”

They waited till Marion finished up.  When she came back they told her they were going to need an hour.  Lip kissed his mother on the cheek before he left.  “Ma, Marks and I need to do some work, would you mind entertaining Marion for a little while?”

“Of course,” Mrs. Lipkin said.  A kiss always made her melt.

Lip eyed the oven.  Toll House mounds getting gooey.

“C’mon cookie monster,” Marks said.  “They’re not going to eat ‘em all.”
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JERRY
had moved ten feet from where they’d left him last.  Quite an accomplishment considering the fact he was hogtied and blindfolded.

“Miss us?” Lip said.

No response.

“We’re going to give you a moment to think about something,” Marks said.  “When we come back you’re going to have two doors to choose from.  One of those leads to a happy place, the other doesn’t.”

They shut the door to the garage.  Before question time started they wanted to know all they could about Jiri Dvorak.  They went through Lip’s living room and tiny kitchen.  Lip’s windowless office, complete with biometric scanner to open the lock, was in the back.  They didn’t close the door.  Where they were was far enough from the garage they could talk freely.  Jiri wasn’t going to hear a thing.

“Big question,” Marks said, as he fingered the Fed Ex envelope he’d retrieved from the car.  “How did those men find Marion?”

“Could have followed her,” Lip said, taking a seat and clicking his mouse.  He had the wraparound thing going with his flat screens.  Big Johnson posters aside, place looked like the Situation Room in the White House.

“Nah, doesn’t make sense,” Marks said.  He took a seat next to Lip.  “They wanted her out of the picture.”

Marks thought back to the bus depot.  Marion had called them en route.  He considered the timeline.  From phone call to them picking her up at the bus depot had been approximately thirty minutes.  They hadn’t gone right away.  Drive to the bus depot from their office was only a ten minute drive, tops.  They’d arrived about five minutes after her bus had; she’d told them so when they picked her up.  She’d been waiting for them less than that on the curb.  Which meant three, four minutes max.

After brief introductions, she’d gotten in their car.  Marks revisited the scene in his head.  Picturing the bus depot, the sidewalk, the covered platform...

Like a movie reel in slow motion, he saw the metallic gray Mercedes with the driver in the red hat.  That car hadn’t been waiting.  That car had been pulling up, just about the time Marion had stepped in their car.  Those men had been arriving.  Not waiting.

So… they’d gotten there too late, which meant they were tipped off, were told information, given an address.

“They didn’t follow her,” Marks said.  He brought his partner up to speed.  Relayed what he remembered.  Put him on the same page.  Two minds thinking, always better than one.  What they really needed was Johnny Two-cakes.  He was always better looking at pieces, figuring out the range of possibilities.

“Marion called us,” Marks said.

“Right?”

“Said ‘I’m John Claiborne’s wife’.”

“Right.”

It had been a brief conversation, but all the details were given, where they should pick her up, her approximate arrival time.  She’d briefly described herself, what she was wearing, so they would know who to look for.

“She had a disposable phone,” Marks said.  “A new one.  She’d only placed two calls with it.  Taxi and us.  It wasn’t her phone.  Nothing to track.”

“Someone flagged our phones,” Lip said.

Marks nodded.  “Could be.  That’d fit.  But who and why?”

“Someone inside?” Lip said.  “Connecting Johnny Two-cakes to us.”

Marks frowned.  Someone inside.  Lip was talking about the Shadow Factory.  Their previous employer.

Marks looked at the Fed Ex envelope, keying in on the address of the sender.  11600 Springfield Road, Laurel, MD.  That address was familiar to them.  Should be.  They used to work there.  It was the address of the headquarters of the SCS.  The ‘Special Collection Service’.  Name sounded like a branch of the US Postal Service.  Bureaucratic and nondescript.  Not unlike the buildings you’d find if you went to that address.

Just three, low-rise boxy buildings.  Could be any office park of any company.  From the street all you’d see was a gate and a simple sign that said CSSG.  It was a front name, completely bogus, didn’t stand for anything.

Past that gate were three hundred acres.  The testing ground for the ‘real’ operation inside.  The SCS.  The place where they tried out their gadgets, their parabolic antennas, advanced listening equipment, bugs, and other eavesdropping equipment that were used out in the field.  Most of it was miniaturized; meant for operators to insert in discrete places around the globe.  The scenic, tree-lined campus was where the efficacy of that equipment was tested.  It recreated actual site conditions, ‘live’ scenarios, simulated the electronic environment of target cities.

The SCS.  Not a branch of the US Postal Service, but an offshoot of the NSA.  The National Security Agency.

Marks, Lip and Johnny Two-cakes had been part of a special outfit inside a special outfit.  The SCS did the dirty work that the NSA needed to have done.  Their unit did some of the more “challenging assignments” that the NSA faced.

Marks, Lip, and Johnny Two-cakes had put their time in.  Marks was the short timer of the bunch.  He’d joined the outfit in ‘96.  The SCS recruited heavily from the military and CIA; anyone that had done field work was of interest to them.  Their motto was “information in motion”.

They needed boots on the ground.  Guys like Marks.  Men and women with covert operative training.  Ironic.  Least Marks always thought so.  Grunt like himself, with hardly any computer savvy, working for an outfit that lived and breathed technology—cutting edge stuff.  Course, the SCS had plenty of wizards to crunch the bytes and use that stuff.  Guys like Lip and Johnny Two-cakes.

When Marks was recruited it was Lip that ultimately made him decide to join up.  The chance to work together with his old college roomie was kind of appealing.  They’d taken divergent paths out of college.  Lip went to the Shadow Factory.  Marks to the Marines.  While Marks was AJ Squared Away, Lip was at the SCS losing his cherry.  Each doing their part to keep the Red, White and Blue safe.  For Marks it was God, Country and Corps.  He’d lived it.  Just show him what needed to be done and he’d do it with a smile on his face if it meant blowing something up.

FORECON… then SCS.  Lip, Johnny Two-cakes and he made three.  Marks had brought their game to a whole other level.  The basement level.  The three of them, keeping the US on top.  They had a good run.  Were together for almost ten years.  When Lip and Marks had said sayonara in ‘06 they’d asked Johnny Two-cakes if he wanted to join them.  To their disappointment, the man had taken a pass.  Then surprisingly he’d left just two months later.  Bound for South America.

“How many knew the three of us worked together?” Marks said.

Lip shrugged.  “Handful.  Five max.”

“Think about it,” Marks said.  “Doesn’t really fit.  Person that sent that envelope had everything they needed.  Marion’s address, directions to a bag of money, our contact info.  Way I see it, Johnny Two-cakes trusted the sender.  No way he’d give that to somebody for them to send unless that was the case.”

“Give me the tracking number,” Lip said.

Marks handed him the envelope.  Lip pulled up another window on the screen and went to FedEx.com.  He typed in the twelve digit number in the ‘Track shipments’ box.

The Summary Results pulled up.

[Not Found.  No information for the following shipments/FedEx Office orders has been received by our system yet.  Please try again later or contact Customer Service.]

“You sure you plugged in the right number?” Marks said.

Lip looked at the number listed in the box below.

937479178097

“Yep,” Lip said.  “That’s it.”

“Maybe it hasn’t been put into the system, yet,” Marks said.

“They use handheld scanners,” Lip said.  “It’s real time.”

“Could be an error.  Never was scanned in the first place.”

Lip shrugged.  “Doubt it.  They’ve got to scan to deliver.  It’s the way they track, know where to deliver.  Other answer?”

Marks paused.  “Wasn’t delivered by a Fed Ex guy.”

“That’s definitely a possibility.  Would make sense too, considering the sensitive info it held.”

“Let’s come back to that.  What do you got on Jiri?” Marks said.

Lip closed out the Fed Ex window.  The middle monitor had three views open.  There was a picture of their man:  Jiri Dvorak.  Same picture as was on the man’s Maryland license.  Marks scanned the header.

Secure Communities

It was one of the FBI’s databases.

“How do you do this?” Marks said.

“You don’t want to know.  But I’m good aren’t I?”

Marks sometimes wondered.  Lip had missed his calling.  Man was like Neo from The Matrix.  When it came to computers, Lip could do whatever he wanted.  Access secure websites, shut down power grids, whatever he needed.  Marks had even seen him stop a car once.  They were following a Chevy Tahoe.  The occupants weren’t too keen on stopping.  On the fly, Lip had hacked into OnStar; used the vehicle plate number.  OnStar had something called SVS.  Stolen Vehicle Slowdown.  It was a feature popular out in California.  Particularly LA, carjacking city of the world.

With a few clicks, Lip had cut the power to the engine.  Bam.  They had ‘em.  Now that was fun.  Almost like blowing stuff up.

Lip scrolled down one of the screens.  Marks read along.  He knew the basics.  Lip had set this in motion before they’d gone for tea and had their talk with Marion.  Most of these sites would have taken twenty to thirty minutes to spit back what they had.  Some of the other sites were quicker.  For instance, it took ten minutes to run an SSN Trace.

Lip had been thorough with his searches.  Man was all about overdoing it.  In that regard, he and his partner were peas in a pod.  Proportionate Response, Baby.  But their version of it.  Do it right the first time.  If you need info, Lip was your man.  Need to blow something up, call Marks.

They weren’t blowing things up.  It was info time.

They read.  Lip flipped to other views and dragged windows from the monitors on the left and right.  Marks recognized some of the databases Lip had accessed.  One of them was used by the Justice Department.  Another by Homeland Security.  There was the NCIC (National Crime Information Center).  ICE, which was used by US Immigration and Customs.  CAP, which was connected to ICE and stood for Criminal Alien Program.  He’d done a Federal Criminal Record Search.

“Is this all there is?”  Marks said.

“I hit all that count.  The guy is in the system.  What you see is what you get.”

Sum total:  Man had no priors.  No outstanding warrants.  Never been incarcerated.  Never done a felony.  Never done a misdemeanor.

They skimmed through the different pages; checked out the other databases.  No record.  No record.  No record.

There was some minor stuff.  Two unpaid parking tickets.  A citation for parking in a handicap zone.

Man’s credit score was 720.  Man paid his bills.  His last six addresses were in the system.  Man lived in Ashton-Sandy Spring, Maryland.  Address was a townhouse.  Property taxes for 2010 and 2011 had been paid on time.  Man had lived there for two and a half years.  Had two mortgages.  One an ARM.  The other a 30-year fixed-rate.  No late payments.  Was currently employed with a local body shop as a mechanic.  Place called Platinum Tune-Ups.  Specialized in restoring old Mercedes and BMWs.

Man had two kids and a wife.  Credit card records indicated the man favored shopping at Walmart and CVS and ate occasionally at Red Lobster.  Had given $100 to the Red Cross and $50 to Big Brothers Big Sisters in 2011.

There was other stuff.  An earlier picture of him from DOT.  It was the same picture as an earlier driver’s license from New York DMV.  Man had moved around.  Mug shot had stayed the same.  Same bald head, same scar on his face.

There was his name: Jiri Dvorak.  Date of Birth meant he was 37 years old and a Scorpio.  Physical description matched.  Height: 5’-9”.  Weight: 195 lbs.  Eye color: Brown.

They checked out IAFIS.  The prints they’d taken off him in the garage lined up with what Maryland DMV had.  Man was a US Citizen.  Had a passport that had been issued in 1989.  Wasn’t flagged.  Not on any watch list.

Cyber records pulled up zilch.  Man had Internet service at his personal residence through his phone carrier.  Dial up.  Cheapest and slowest service available.  Had an email address through MSN.  JDvorak27@hotmail.com.   Nothing flagged.  Didn’t visit pornographic websites.  Didn’t gamble online.  No chat room stuff.  No visits to any sites monitored by FBI’s Cyber-Crime Unit.  Man liked football.  ESPN.go.com was checked out every day during the Fall.  No so much during the other months.  Guy spent less time online than most people spent doing their daily dump.

There was nothing.  Nada.  No criminal records whatsoever on the guy.  Man was clean.  Mr. fuckin’ Clean.

“Not looking good,” Lip said.

“This is bullshit,” Marks said.

“Did we miss call it?  Him being out back in the car?”

“No,” Marks said.  The man had pulled a knife.  Gone after Lip.  Not the actions of Joe Schmoe Mr. Innocent Citizen.  “Man’s hands are all scarred up.  The guy’s an enforcer.”

“Or a mechanic,” Lip said.

“No, if he’s a mechanic, then I’m the fuckin’ Tooth Fairy.  Nails are dirty, but not from grease.  Hands aren’t stained.  He has scar tissue on his knuckles.  Lots of it.  Man has used his fists, busted some heads.”

“Maybe.  And maybe he’s a mechanic that wears gloves, likes to box on the side.”

Marks gave Lip a look.


Lip shrugged.  “I’m just saying.  You saw what was in the system.  The guy is thirty-seven years old with no priors.  He was born here.  If the guy was dirty, there’d be something.  Remember Miami?”

Miami.  South Beach.  Marks remembered.  Hard to forget.  And it wasn’t because of the sights on Ocean Drive.

They’d picked up a guy.  Had solid intel.  Turned out the guy was in the wrong place at the wrong time.  Major fuckup all around, on their parts.

No one bats one thousand.  But in their profession, you miss a call like that, you don’t forget.  They were supposed to be the good guys.

“I remember,” Marks said.

“What do you want to do?” Lip said.  “The guy didn’t have a weapon.  Vehicle is in his name—I checked it.  Maybe the guy was just stopping to think.  People do that.”

“What about the guy in the back?  The one I took out?” Marks said.

“Could have been dropped off.  There was the other car.  The Lexus.  Could have dropped him and circled around.  Jiri pulled up afterwards,” Lip said.

“No,” Marks said.  “There were shots.  Man would have heard it.  His car door was open.”

“Maybe he’s got bad hearing.  Look.  I know the guy ain’t pretty to look at,” Lip said.  “But that doesn’t make him a bad guy.”

“Man has an accent.  Russian, I think.”

“So?  Wait… name’s Czech,” Lip said.

“I know, but I heard him twice.”

“Okay.  What did he say?”

Marks thought back to the car, before he hit him with the Five SeveN.  What is dis? the man had said.  Man wasn’t looking back towards the rear of the Starbucks.  He was just sitting in the car.  Boot out, door open, car running.

Then, later, after he got out of the trunk, when Lip went back to get the Taser, the man had said Who are you?  While holding the knife.

Neither was good.  But the car was running.  That said something.  And…

“The man came at you with a knife,” Marks said.

“Yeah?  And we put him in a trunk.  You said shoot him.  Maybe… just maybe… the guy didn’t like that.”

“Who carries a knife in their belt?”

Lip frowned.  “Old ladies carry mace.  Senators pack heaters.  Happens all the time, we’re not locking them up.”

“Half of them we should.”

“Right.  I agree.  Particularly those Senators.  Listen.  We’ve got a guy in there hogtied.  I’m not pulling another Miami.”

“Fine,” Marks said.  “Guy has no record.  Maybe he’s stayed under the radar all this time.”

Lip shook his head.  “No way.  Not the sites I hit.  You saw it.  If he’s associated with bad guys, emailed someone he shouldn’t, called a known felon, farted in church, I don’t care, he’d be flagged.  We’d see something and there was nothing.  No record.  If I pulled up stuff on my mom, I’d find more stuff than we found on him.”

“Exactly,” Marks said.

“What does that mean?”

“Maybe stuff was erased, changed?”

Lip laughed.  “Yeah, and maybe I’m the Tooth Fairy.”

“I’m serious.  C’mon… with the stuff you do?  You accessed what?  Twelve different databases?  How many of those are available to the public.”

“One of them,” Lip said.

“And you did it in what?  Ten minutes?”

“Eight.”

“Set, match, you made my point.”

“If you’re playing a Cub Scout.”  Lip frowned.  “You’re talking worlds apart.  I accessed a few sites.  And the only reason it’s easy for me is because I used to have access.  You’re talking about manipulating data of highly secure sites.  Federal databases.”

“And erasing that video footage wasn’t doing that?” Marks said.

Lip laughed.  “No.  Starbucks…?”

Marks raised his hand.  “Bingo.  Starbucks.  You said they turned the cameras off.”

“Yeah, I did.”  Lip frowned.  “That’s easy stuff.”

“Okay.  Walk me through it.  How do you do it?”

“You don’t like to hear that stuff.”

“Now I do.  Tell me how it’s done.”

Lip sneezed.  A big sloppy one.

“Gesundheit.  You coming down with something?”

“Hope not.”  Lip sniffled.  “Alright.  But Starbucks is easy, I’ve done it before.”

“Walk me through it.”

“Alright, fine.  Say I hadn’t done it before.  You footprint.”

“Footprint?”

“Yeah, that’s what it’s called.  You footprint.  Do your enumeration.”

Marks was feeling like a caveman again. “Is this English?”

“You scope it out… find out what you can about a company.  Starbucks, for instance.  All their stores are company owned.  With a little searching I can find what they use for their POS systems.  They use Panasonic.  System-wide.  6000 Series LX.  That’s the model.  It has a feature that hooks up to the security system.  How do I know?  I go to Panasonic’s website.  Pull up the specs on the 6000 Series LX model.  See that it interfaces with ADT and Panasonic CCTVs.”

Marks frowned.  Caveman feeling again.

Lip explained.  “CCTV.  Closed-circuit television.  Every time a Starbucks employee opens the register that camera puts a tag on the recording.  It’s all digital.  Cycles every 168 hours.  It’s pretty slick.  Every time the cashier drawer opens it’s captured and sequenced on back of house software.  You can pull up video capture for each time that cash drawer was pulled.  Say you want to monitor an employee.”

“You’re going on a tangent.”

Lip got annoyed.  “No I’m not.  You wanted to hear.  Those cameras aren’t there for the customers.  They’re there to monitor the employees, make sure they don’t steal cash from the till.  Starbucks has 26,000 restaurants.  How do I know?  I pull that from their website.  They’re a big corporation.  Makes sense to use a standardized system.  It’s all set up from corporate.  Seattle Washington, home office.

“They buy in bulk.  National Accounts.  They’re not going to buy ADT, if they’re buying Panasonic POS systems.  They’re going to buy Panasonic—get a package deal.  Do you remember seeing the cameras in the store?”

Marks nodded.  “They were domes.”

“Panasonic WV-CW504 Dome Security Cameras to be exact.  Cost five hundred dollars a pop.”

“Is this going somewhere?”

Lip smirked.  “Back of house.  The server that runs the whole system?”

“Don’t tell me the model.  I don’t care.”

“You asked.”

“Caveman it.”

“Fine.  That server has specs too.  I pull them offline.  Then I go and look for the most recent patches.  You know what patches are?”

“Humor me.”

“Vulnerabilities.  Every company puts something out before it’s ready.  Beat the market and all.  It’s stupid, but reality.  Nothing is air tight.  There is always some vulnerability.  They find out afterwards and put a patch out there.  A way to make that piece of equipment more secure.

“I just found my back door, most likely.  Most recent patch was two weeks ago.  Maybe it was a year.  You’ve got corporate running 26,000 stores.  No way they’ve implemented a client-side patch in all 26,000 stores.  I just need to exploit that vulnerability and I’m in.”

“That all sounds time consuming.”

“Can be.  But that was the sophomoric approach.  Me, using my Blackberry to pick up the signal of the cameras?  I’m in under two minutes.  In and out.  Done.  Cameras off.”

“So that’s how they did it?”

Lip shook his head.  “Doubt it.  My technology—with my little add ons—you’re not getting those at Radio Shack.”

Marks was quiet.  Lip was done.

“Why can’t they purge information from those databases?  Erase records?” Marks said.

Lip sighed.  “You’re talking databases that share information, constantly being updated, cross-linked.  I won’t even go into the security, firewalls, redundant backups, offline information that you’re talking about compromising.  What you’re saying, can’t be done.  Not all of it.  No way.  Maybe one or two sites, but all of them?  No way.  Simultaneous breach on twelve different databases?  Didn’t happen.”

“So I fucked up?” Marks said.

Lip shrugged.  “Shit happens.”
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“WHAT now?” Marks said.

“We move to Mexico,” Lip said.  “Get plastic surgery, I get a nose, you get butt and calf implants.  We hang out at the beach.  Could be worse.”

Marks snorted.  “I’m serious.  He’s seen us.  Knows what we look like.”

Lip got serious.  He pushed his frames on his nose.  “I know.  Not good.  What do you want to do?”

Marks’s brow knit.  “Just doesn’t make sense, him being there… car running… backed in?  Who does that, backs in, when stopping to think?  In an alley, near a dumpster?  And hangs around when there’s weapon fire?  We’re talking UMPs.  Man had to hear that, I don’t care how deaf he is.”

Lip frowned.  “I agree.”

He started tapping some keys.

“What are you doing?” Marks said.

“Nothing.”

“Doesn’t look like nothing.”

Lip ignored him.  He pulled up another website that wasn’t in English, which had Cyrillic script.

“That Russian?”

“Yep,” Lip said.  “Haven’t been to this one for a while.  Give me a second.”

Lip did his stuff, typing away.  Marks got up from his chair to stretch.  They’d been going at it for forty-five minutes.

“Get me some cookies and milk,” Lip said.  “Big glass, two ice cubes.”

Marks didn’t argue.  He’d fucked up.  He was in the doghouse.  He went and checked on Jiri.  Jiri the civilian.  Man was still there.  He hadn’t moved.  Marks shut the door and went to get the cookies.
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MARKS brought Lip his cookie/milk fix.  None for himself.  He wasn’t hungry.

Lip was scrolling down the screen.  “Now this is interesting.”

He kept scrolling, clicked to some other screens.  He ate a cookie.  “Merry ‘sting,” he said with a full mouth.

Marks got annoyed.  “You gonna fill me in?”

Lip slurped some milk, swallowed.  “We got a hard case here.  The guy worked for Disney World, was voted most popular in high school and married a ballerina from New Jersey.”

Marks glared at him.  Not fuckin’ funny.

“You were right,” Lip said.  “Databases were altered.”
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LIP was smiling.  “Sorry, no butt implants, those will have to wait.”

Marks leaned forward.  It was all gobbledygook on the screen.  “What does it say?”

“It’s good stuff.  You recognize that?”  Lip pointed to a header at the top that had a coat of arms emblem next to it.

“The FSB,” Marks said.

Federal Security of the Russian Federation.  Today’s KGB.  Same as Cheka, NKVD…  They’d had several names over the decades.  All were essentially the same outfit, did the same stuff.  The headquarters of the FSB was in Moscow, Lubyanka Square.  Same exact location as the former headquarters of the KGB.

“I ran the prints,” Lip said.  “They have him in their system too, but he’s not named Jiri Dvorak.  Name is Vlad Alekseev.  Guess what?  He’s not a good guy.”

Lip gave him the greatest hits.  Marks’s frown turned upside down.  Man had a jacket twenty pages long.  Wasn’t pretty.  This changed things.  Big time.  Goodbye Miami.  Hello Vlad.  Nice to meet you.
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LIP finished with the abbreviated summary.  “I knew you’d like that.”

Vlad was in the Brotherhood, Bratva, the Russian mob.  He was part of an elite.  Group called Gol’yanovskaya, which was a quasi-military outfit.  Guys specialized in murder-for-hire, kidnappings, extortions…

Not good guys.  Not at all.  These guys made other mob guys look soft in comparison; made crocodiles look like bunny rabbits.  The Gol’yanovskaya’s signature way of doing business was to cut you up and put you in bags.  If you were female—heaven help you—there was a long list of atrocities you underwent before the bag stage.  The bag stage was your escape… your salvation.  When the horrors stopped.

Marks’s face drew serious.  His smile had been temporary.  He knew what this meant.  “I thought those guys operated in Paris and Prague.  Since when did they set up shop in our sandbox?”

“Dunno.”  Lip clicked on some more screens.  “Man’s a lot older than his ID says.  He’s former KGB.”

“Still active?”

“Hard to tell.  There are some recent records here.”

The Bratva and the FSB.  The line between them was no line at all.  Both operated on each other’s turf.  The Russian mob might as well have been a division of the FSB.  It was chock-full of former KGB operatives.  In the 90s, with the fall of the Soviet Union, lots of government-fed folks were out of a job.  The skill sets of KGB operatives weren’t exactly in high demand.  They migrated full force—almost to a man—and filled the ranks of the Brotherhood.

“What did Johnny Two-cakes get himself mixed up in?” Marks said.

Lip leaned back, almost like he was trying to distance himself from what was on the screen.  “This guy…”

“What?”

“Likes kids.”

“Details?”

Lip told him.  Two words: ‘white slavery’.  Seems Vlad particularly enjoyed his role in those little operations.  He liked to sample the goods too.  Horrible things.  

Lip kept talking.  Acid began to well in Marks’s throat.

Children kidnapped, then relegated to a life of degradation.  And this man had a big part in it.  Did despicable things.

Marks’s face set.  “I don’t need to hear anymore.”

Lip closed out the screen, took off his glasses and rubbed his temples.  Marks walked out of the office.  They had several options in front of them.  None of them looked good for Vlad.

 

IT had been over two hours since the shooting.  Plenty of time for it to hit the wire.  Marks turned on the TV that was on the kitchen counter.  He flipped around.  It took a moment to find a news station.  Five o’clock news hour had already started.

A reporter was standing on a familiar street.  Crime tape was behind her, cordoning off an area.  There were policemen, technicians, and a whole crew of people in the background.  The round Starbucks’ sign was just visible, down half a block.  The camera crew had gotten a good angle.  The reporter was a looker.  Blonde hair, piercing eyes, trim get-up, top two buttons of her blouse undone.  Woman had some curves.

FOX affiliated station, of course.  They only hired 10s.  Normally watching the news was better than watching SEC Football as the cameramen panned into the stands.  This was one time, though, Marks would have preferred not to watch.  But he needed to.

The reporter’s face was serious, only her tone indicated she was enjoying this.  Big news.  Major story.

Marks listened.  He was coming in after plenty had already been said.  Good thing about news, though, they repeated the same thing every five minutes.

“How many?” Lip said.

“Three.”

“Including the two you shot?”

Marks frowned.  “No, three civilians.  Not releasing any names, yet.”

“Injured?”

“One being treated at Washington Adventist.”

3:1  Three dead, one wounded.  That ratio normally would be the other way around.  More injured than dead.  But those guys had had UMPs.  Not subtle weapons; made for maximum damage.  They’d had them set for automatic.  Marks could still hear the continuous fire in his head.  Tompfff…tompfff…tompfff… Not two-round bursts or semi-automatic.  They’d gone in heavy.  Casualties were to be expected.  Depress the trigger and watch the body count tick up.  Those men obviously hadn’t cared.  Otherwise they’d have used different weapons.  Gone for precision instead of overwhelming force.

With UMPs, three dead was low.  If people hadn’t hit the deck when they did, that number would be a lot higher.  Marks had saved lives by telling people to get down.  That little fact didn’t make him feel better.  When he closed his eyes he could see the dead girl behind the counter.  She had a family somewhere.  Maybe a husband, maybe children.

Snuffed lives.  Ripple effects that touched more than just the one going to the morgue.  Three civilians dead.  Three too many.

Marks and Lip both watched the TV.  A witness was being interviewed, a young man.  Marks remembered seeing him.  Kid was college age; had had a laptop and had been sitting near the windows.

Looked like he’d been treated for cuts.  Bandages were on both his arms.  Kid was holding it together well.  Marks knew that veneer would crumble once the kid got home.  Kid was in for some interesting times ahead.  Enjoying a cup of Joe would never quite be the same.

The kid described what he’d seen.

Whomever was in charge of this crime scene was doing a shit lousy job.  These witnesses should be off limits.  No way this should be allowed to air.  Marks kept waiting for the mike to be pulled, men in suits to take control.

Didn’t happen.  Kid said enough.  The shooters had taken out their trash.  Kid described the blood, men being dragged.

Incomplete picture, but Marks filled in the gaps.  Would have been messy and not easy.  The shooters had abided by the cardinal rule every military man lived and breathed.  Those guys may have been Bratva, but they had military blood somewhere in their veins.  Cardinal rule.  Never leave a man down.

Impressive.  The two shooters that remained and the driver of the Lexus had somehow managed to cart their two dead compatriots, and the two Marks had knocked out.  Piled them into the Lexus, no doubt.  Would have been tough to do.  Would have had to work fast.  Lip and he had heard the sirens.  Police hadn’t been far off.

Shooters were still at large.  Men would have left in a bloody Lexus.  Not difficult to spot, but they’d managed it.  Probably had a route all planned out.  Those guys struck him as that type.

The reporter was filling air time, milking the moment.  She was calling it gang related violence.  Gang related?  Where had she gotten that?  Making up stuff now.  Typical media.  Spout first, correct themselves later.

No accountability.

Lip washed out his glass and filled it up with some water.  All this stuff could make a person dry mouthed.

“We need to take care of Marion,” Marks said.

Lip nodded.  “Snooks?”

“That’s what I’m thinking.”

“Then what?”

“You know.”

Lip shook his head.  “Let’s just bring the guy in.  Let the Bureau deal with this.”

Marks snorted.  “Do you actually think I’m letting that guy go?”

Lip frowned.  “No.”

“You with me?”

Lip sighed.  Marks had his answer.

“Good.  Call Snooks.”






  








 

 

 

 

23

 

 

FIFTY-TWO miles away, in an entirely different area just outside the Beltway, another TV was being watched.  It, along with a laptop, provided the only illumination in the room.

The room was large.  Blackout curtains were on the windows.  On the walls were thick frames with matted black-and-white photographs.  The light was just enough to see that the photographs were closeups.  Each face—lined or smooth—with certain expressions, unique and strangely disturbing.

The light from the TV arced elsewhere, silhouetting hunched shapes of furniture, a low-slung sofa against a wall, a bookcase with various objects displayed.   There was a seating arrangement, four comfortable chairs around a circular table.  The TV was not large; it was a flat screen that was mounted on the wall near a massive desk.  The desk was made of solid oak.  On it were figurines.  Their shadows, like golliwogs, tracked along the other wall.  Limned in the TV’s glow was a man behind the desk.

That man was Pavel Rudnitsky and he was not pleased, this is not what he liked.  He did not like when things got messy.  Messy in private?  That was to be expected.  But this… watching on the news?  This was not good at all.  This brought unwanted attention.  Client 487 expected better of them.  They expected what they requested—nothing less, nothing more—and this was certainly not it.

Rudnitsky watched.  He’d seen enough.  When the talking heads came on and said nothing new but just repeated the same as the woman, he clicked the TV off.  The darkness encroached, now held at bay only by the laptop’s faint glow.  The media had nothing.  He knew the rest.  There would be no video capture, no cameras, nothing to bring this back to them.  He’d been debriefed earlier and knew where things stood.  Alik and Helge were both dead.  Vlad was missing, and his favorite go-to man was out of action for months.

A complete screw-up.  Huge loss.  Alik and Helge were two rising stars.  Vlad not so much, but he had his uses, particularly when it came to needing his other talents.  And those talents were needed.  Vlad had even earned himself a nickname.  The Jackhammer.  It had been given by their camera man.  Good nickname.  Was true too.  Man could pump it like a jackhammer.

Rudnitsky smiled.  The glow from his laptop washed over his angular face.  It wasn’t a face that was seen often, but it was handsome, very handsome.  At least it had been once.  Now it was something else.  If he turned his head forty-five degrees, his angular features morphed and became rounded; where his right ear should have been was only a mass of scar tissue.  In the bluish light that area looked marbled, almost like red meat.

Red meat.  Rudnitzky would have thought the description fitting.  Except not for the face.  He didn’t like comments about the face.

With a tap on his laptop’s mousepad, Rudnitsky clicked away the blue screen and went back to what he’d been watching before.  It was the latest video.  He tapped his mousepad for it to play.

It started again from the beginning.  On the screen was a young girl, not quite sixteen.  She was pretty and was sitting on a couch, clothed in jeans and a flimsy cotton shirt with no sleeves.  Her arms were bunched.  Her legs pressed tightly together.  Her eyes were just like a doe’s.  Frightened.  Lip quivering.

Rudnitsky watched.

“Daddy, please do what they say,” said the girl.

It was a sweet voice.  A Daddy’s girl.

His camera man zoomed in for a closeup.  The bottom lip quivering.  The lens panned out again and the scene faded out.  The next scene began.  No clothes now.  Same girl, same couch.

“Please Daddy,” said the girl.

She was crying.  One side of her face was very red.  The camera man zoomed in on the eyes.  The eyes were wet, glistening.  Fade out.

Ah.  Rudnitsky smiled again.  Perfect.  His camera man was such an artist.

He clicked to the next video.  His camera man always prepared two.  The first with those two brief scenes would be sent to the mark with their demands.  An hour later Rudnitsky sent the second.  It was a longer video with much more content.  It always got good results.  No matter the demand, it was always met, immediately.  There was something about seeing your loved one—daughter, wife, young son—and then seeing them with Vlad or Petrovich or Monster.

After that, people would do anything to get the money they needed.  Anything.

Rudnitsky’s thin lips curled into a sneer as he watched.  Ah, this was well done.  The girl’s screams, though on low volume, filled the darkness.






  








 

 

 

 

24

 

 

MARKS and Lip retrieved what they needed.  Lip’s little cottage was full of surprises.  From the outside it looked like it was falling apart.  Inside was another story.

In the second bedroom, which was above the living room, the closet had been expanded and reinforced with stainless steel.  Under the steel was cementitious wall board and fire wrap.  The door that opened to that closet looked like a normal solid wood door, except for the punch pad that was in the location where the door handle normally went.  Lip punched in a seven digit number.  Three locks disengaged and the door opened.

Inside the closet Lip had created wall-to-wall shelving units.  Those shelves were covered in black felt.  It was one of Lip’s better DIY projects.

Some people had walk-in closets done in maple and walnut for their designer clothes and accessories.  Not Lip.  His closet was filled with a different garden variety.  Not Gucci or Prada, but Mossberg and Heckler & Koch and other makers of fine weapons.  It had everything from handguns, to pump action shotguns, rifles, knives, incendiary devices, you name it.

They packed the basics with ammo to match.  Marks threw in a few of his favorites.  They didn’t know when they’d be back, so they planned for several scenarios.  What they took filled two duffel bags.  One for Lip, one for Marks.

The bags, which were quite heavy, were put in the backseat of Vlad’s car.  They took up an entire seat.  Luckily, the sedan was roomy.  Vlad had customized his ride with black matte hubcaps.  The interior was black leather, black on black.  There was plenty of gas.  Vlad had hooked them up.  Least they could do is give him a lift.  They threw him in the trunk.  That done, they got Marion, said goodbye to Lip’s mom and piled back into the car.

 

AS always, Lip took the wheel.  Man liked to drive, which suited Marks just fine.  He leaned back and took in the sights.  There was no chatter, no radio, just an occasional sneeze from Lip.  Man was definitely coming down with something.

They were hitting rush hour.  It soon became bumper to bumper.  As Lip went forward at a snail’s pace, Marks thought about the unanswered questions they’d compiled so far:

1)      Why did The Brotherhood want to kill Marion?


2)      What had Johnny Two-cakes done to elicit that reaction?  Killing a man’s wife was retribution stuff.


3)      What had happened in Costa Rica?


4)      Was this related to an old job?  Something with ties to the Shadow Factory?


He thought of other questions they’d voiced earlier.  About the newspapers, about the databases being altered, about how those men had found Marion.  She’d taken every precaution, followed the instructions on Johnny Two-cakes’s letter to a tee, and still those men had found her.  That was telling.  He chewed on that one in particular.  Marion had called Marks’s and Lip’s business line.  If their phones were being monitored, that meant they’d been flagged, were under surveillance.

The usual procedure was to do it close, be nearby.  Have a team already in place.  It allowed for better reaction time.  If intel came in that was actionable, the team was already there and could move quickly.  But that hadn’t happened.  Marks and Lip had sat for twenty minutes once they’d gotten Marion’s call.  If there was a team nearby they could have beaten them to the bus depot, but they hadn’t.  They’d pulled up minutes later.  After Marks and Lip arrived.  So, that meant something else.

What though?  Maybe it wasn’t a flagged line.  Maybe Marks and Lip were just being watched?  Maybe those men had followed them?  But that didn’t fit either.  This outfit obviously had some sophistication.  There were the databases…  and they’d turned off the cameras at the Starbucks.  Did it in record time too.  If they could do those two things, they could monitor phones.  So why hadn’t they?

 

LIP drove with one hand on the wheel.  Took them an hour before lanes opened up.  It was no longer bumper to bumper.  People were starting to turn their lights on.

Marks broke the silence.  He looked back at Marion.  Next to the duffel bags, pressed against her thigh, was her purse.

“How much is in there?”

“I counted, but I’m not sure,” Marion said.  “It’s a lot.”

“One million?”

“Maybe a little more.”

Marks nodded.  It was dark now.  The roads had become country roads.  Not many commuters this far out.  They had the roads all to themselves.  Their car like a black missile, doing seventy in the night.
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SNOOKS lived in the boonies.  They took a left turn off a paved road onto a single-track.  Their headlights bounced.  One moment illuminating gravel and dirt, the next lancing up into the inky blackness.  Less than two hours ago they’d been on an eight lane highway.  Not anymore.  Civilization was behind them.

Suspension on the car was good, but it rode low.  Several times they heard the undercarriage scrape.  It made for a bumpy ride.  They kept hearing Vlad shift in the trunk like a bunch of suitcases rolling around.

 

THE road was dry.  Cracked earth.  Didn’t seem to have rained out this way for a while.  That was fortunate.  Their sedan really wasn’t the vehicle for this.  This was back country, made for pickups with big knobby wheels and big V8s.  They had a V8.  They just didn’t have the rest.  No flatbed, gun rack, or dents on the fenders.

It took them fifteen minutes to get to the big house going ten miles an hour.  Snooks owned a nice lay of land.  Over two hundred acres, Marks seemed to recall.

Nice spread.

Had they been able to see further than thirty feet ahead they would have seen rolling fields on their right, uncut and ungrazed.  To their left, trees.  In the darkness they could just make out a whole continuous line of them.

They went through an open gate.  A big white fence tracked around the house.  It was an older house, sagging on its haunches, but still dignified.  White clapboard, dormers, and a wraparound porch.  A snapshot from the Twenties.  Almost a hundred years ago the place would have looked about the same.  Not much had changed in these parts.

Around the roundabout drive the grass was cut.  A clumping of trees was off to the right.  An older pickup was parked next to a newer model.  First indication they weren’t back in the Twenties.  Old and new.  Fitting.

Invisible to them, but up there, in the trees and on the house, were discrete cameras.  This place may have looked simple and country.  Sure, it was that, but it was also home to Snooks, and Snooks wasn’t your regular gal.

She came out to greet them.  It had been a long time.  Over a year since they’d seen her last.  She hadn’t changed one bit.  She was standing halfway up the steps, house all lit up, wraparound porch behind her.

She cast a big shadow.  Snooks was all woman.  Marks had often thought that two thousand years ago she would have been worshipped as a goddess.  She was a living breathing fertility doll.  An exaggerated hourglass, more on bottom than on top.  All curves and she flaunted them.  Didn’t matter what she was wearing.  In this case it was a dress.  Big sack of a dress, but she filled it up.  Light behind her didn’t leave much for the imagination.  She had beautiful skin.  Miles of it.  Cocoa brown.

Marks secretly had a thing for Snooks.  Stepping from the car, a grin stretched on his face.

“How’s my favorite lady doing?”

“Be better when you give me that hug.”  She gave him a pouty frown.

Reunion time.

Marks walked over and gave her a hug.  She didn’t step down from her step.  She wanted height on him.  She was above average height to begin with, but that extra step boosted her, and she cut him down even more to size—grabbing him and giving him a hug only she could do.  Marks found his face pressed against two natural wonders.  Cushiony, like great big feathery pillows, could sleep on those like a baby.

She let go of him.  Marks’s nose smelled vanilla.  Her skin, buttery smooth, was like a milkshake.

“How ‘bout I ditch my husband and we go upstairs?” Snooks said.

Marks didn’t miss a beat. “After you.”

She smiled and those soft brown eyes of hers danced.  “I almost believe you would.  You know one of these days I’m gonna take you up on it?”

“I keep waiting.”

She smirked.  She had a big round beautiful face.  Some Asian in there from the Hawaiian side, the rest all African American.  Not a line or a wrinkle on it.  Somewhere around here, Marks knew, she’d found the Fountain of Youth.

Behind Marks, Lip and Marion had stepped from the car.  Marion had a bemused look on her face.  First Lip’s mom and now Snooks.

“I got someone I want you to meet,” said Marks.

Snooks looked down at Marion and gave her a warm smile.  Then she looked over at Lip and did the pouty frown thing again.

“Whatcha doing there?  Get your skinny ass up here.”

Lip knew not to argue, but hustled up.  It was just possible that he enjoyed Snooks’s hugs more than Marks did.

A minute later, after introductions with Marion were done, they moved inside.

“Alright,” Snooks said.  “I know this ain’t a social visit.  Come on back to my office.”
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ALL business.  Snooks would have made a hell of a CEO.  Marks and Lip followed her into her kitchen, otherwise known as her office, place where business was done.

She walked with one of those bump-de-bumps walks.  Quite a sight and she knew it.  She glanced back at Marks and busted him.

“Whatcha looking at?” she said with a smirk on her face.

Marks felt his face flush.

She hooted.  Pleased.

They took their places.  Snooks’s enormous booty pressed against the sink, expanding like fresh dough.  The sink was one of those big white porcelain sinks.  Almost as deep as a tub.

“Where’s James?” Lip said.

“He’s coming.  When I told him you two were on the way, he said Oh no, Marks and Lip, we need to go on vacation.”  Snooks harrumphed.  “Man is probably already packing.”

“You talkin’ about me again, woman?”

James stepped into the kitchen.  Man didn’t weigh more than a buck fifty if he weighed a nickel.  He flashed pearly white choppers.  He was older and lined and his skin was the color of mahogany.  His black curly hair had some grays and was cut close to the scalp.  He had at least ten years on Snooks.  Though in truth, it was hard to tell.  Marks had no idea how old Snooks was.  He always assumed he had years on her, but she may have been closer to his age.

She could have passed for thirty, however.  In the kitchen’s light she was radiantly youthful.  Her husband, James, had a smile of a man who knew he’d won the lottery.

James gave Marks a handshake.  He was a diminutive man, but his grip was of a man that worked with his hands, leathery and strong.  “Don’t listen to Snooks.  She’s making stuff up.  Whatever you need, Marks, you got it.”

“Good to see you, James,” Marks said.  “Sorry to barge in on you like this.”

“Nonsense.”  James slapped a similar grip with Lip.  “Lip, how’s it been?”

Lip smirked.  “Like a baby treats a diaper.”

James shook his head.  “That good, huh?”

James looked towards Marion.  “Welcome, I’m James.”

Marion smiled, tentatively.  “Nice to meet you, Marion.”

James nodded.  “Alright, I’ll get out of y’all’s hair.  I know you just want to talk to Snooks.”

“Thanks, Baby,” Snooks said with a kittenish voice.

James smiled wider.  “I’ll see ya.  Be nice to my woman.”

Marks and Lip watched James leave.  The dynamic between Snooks and James was always interesting.  James was never asked to leave, but he always preferred it that way.  Clear delineation.  Marks suspected Snooks had trained him well.  No doubt, using that kittenish voice on him when she needed.

Snooks was very adept at influencing others.  Marks and Lip knew from experience.  They’d worked with her before.  Behind that pretty face and that very full figure was a woman who knew what she wanted, and more often than not usually got it.  She’d used her influencing skills on Marks and Lip more than once.  The first time was back when their paths crossed too many years ago to count.  It was at least a decade and a half ago.

Snooks hadn’t always lived out here.  Back then, when they first met her, she was very involved in cleaning up communities.  Was a regular activist.

There was some stuff going on in DC.  Not ten blocks from the Capital.  Not a surprise, that area always had issues, except this time it affected Snooks and some of her people.  Drug dealers staking turf, beating up locals, and threatening kids.

Marks and Lip had helped her out.  That first chance meeting had started a friendship, a mutual respect.  They had other meetings after that—in some ways that initial meeting with her was the seed that would start Marks and Lip on their moonlighting gig; their penchant for fixing certain wrongs.  Their own version of community service.

Snooks’s methods weren’t all that different than Marks’s and Lip’s.  She played hardball when hardball was needed.  Funding wasn’t there for a much needed women’s shelter?  Cutbacks for an after-school program for kids?  Heaven help those that made those decisions, particularly if they’d greased their own palms or made a back office deal they shouldn’t have.

Snooks would find out.  She was good at finding out things.  She’d worked in a past life for an outfit that did contract work for the Pentagon.  She was very savvy when it came to Lip’s area of expertise.  She understood that decisions were rarely as they looked on the surface.  There was always more to a picture, if you knew where to look, and knew the right tools to use.  That was the great thing about the digital age.  Secrets were always harder to keep.  Somewhere was a trail, somewhere someone had slipped up.

“So how can I help?” Snooks said.

 

ALL business.

Marks did the talking.  He didn’t mince words; he told just enough to impress the seriousness of the situation.  Snooks had never met Johnny Two-cakes, but a friend of theirs was a friend of hers.  “These people are bad news,” Marks said.  “Lip and I are going to need to find out some things.  We need a safe place for Marion.”

“Of course,” Snooks said.  “You don’t even need to ask.  Anything else I can do?”

“Not with this one,” Marks said.

Lip added that they might need to use her barn.

Snooks nodded and her face became grave.  “You know where the pigs are, if you need them.”
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MARKS and Lip said goodbye to Marion.  It was a little awkward.  Hug or not?  Marion made it easy for them.  She gave each of them a hug.

Marks had a moment of eye contact with her.  “We’ll find out what happened to John, I promise, and then we’ll be back.  You’ll be safe with Snooks.”

She smiled, sadly.  “Thank you.”

There was nothing more to say.

Snooks demanded another hug.  No complaints from them.

 

SMELLING of vanilla, Marks and Lip walked outside.

“Think he survived the trip?” Lip said.

Marks’s face set.  “Don’t know.  Let’s find out.”
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IN the dim light, Rudnitsky opened the email.  It contained an Adobe Document, a very normal-seeming PDF, which could be viewed once it was clicked open.  The contents were usually a recipe, sometimes it was something else.  In this case when he clicked on the PDF it pulled up a recipe for ‘fried chicken livers’.  His client—which he’d dubbed ‘Client 487’—was very particular and preferred this manner of communication over any others.

The sender’s name this time was JBorge182487@yahoo.com  The ‘JBorge’ part—or the name—was always different, but the last three numbers were always the same.  487.  Hence the nickname, ‘Client 487’.  Sometimes the sender used a Yahoo account, other times it might come from MSN, Gmail, Earthlink or some other email service provider.

It was entirely random and there was no apparent logic.  Names would vary all over the board.  One letter and then a surname, which might sound European, Middle Eastern, Asian, English, African… any nationality on the globe.  The only consistency within the sender’s address was the 487 part.  Just the number.

Every week or so, a separate email was sent Rudnitsky with an update for the encryption software.  That software was needed to unlock the PDFs.  The PDFs always contained an embedded media file.  The encryption software was needed to remove and unscramble it.  Once that was done his laptop’s speakers were able to play the voice message.

Rudnitsky ran the encryption software.  Moments later the voice message played.  It was short and to the point and answered two questions that Rudnitsky had sent earlier to Client 487, using the previous 487 address.  He had typed in the inquiry and used the software to encrypt the message before he sent it.

His two questions were:  Who killed my men?  Where is their location?

The answer played on the speakers.

“Leonard Markston and Thomas Lipkin.  Their abbreviated dossiers will open on your screen momentarily.  Their location cannot be verified at this time.  We will send you their location shortly.”  The voice was flat and expressionless.  It was always the same voice.  There was no accent and it gave no indication of gender.  It was completely devoid of emotion.  It could very well have been a man or a woman that was saying the words.  Pavel Rudnitsky had often wondered.  He’d had a relationship with this client for over a decade and not once had he met them.

Early on that fact had eaten at him like a cancer.  Knowledge was power.  Rudnitsky did not like being in a position of weakness.  For a brief period he’d made considerable efforts to find out more information about Client 487, but those efforts had prompted a swift rebuke.

Cease and desist, or toss in your lot with that of Yaponchik.  You will not be given another warning.

Against type, Rudnitsky had weighed the warning and obliged.  Obliging was not in his nature.  Rudnitsky had an obdurate personality.  He did not take no for an answer and he did not take rebukes kindly, but in this case he weighed the alternative.

Yaponchik was one of his counterparts.  Once a powerful vor v zakone, his outfit had disintegrated almost overnight.  The man was currently in jail in the US awaiting sentencing.  Twelve hours after Rudnitsky received that warning from Client 487, he also received news of Yaponchik’s premature demise.  He was informed by an associate.  The news was only an hour old.  Yaponchik was killed while inside.  A shiv in the heart from a fellow inmate.

Coincidence?  Rudnitsky thought not.  Prudently, he made a decision then.  He was an American now, and like they said here, don’t look a gift horse in the mouth.

 

AS Rudnitsky read the dossiers, he fingered one of the cast-iron figurines on his desk.  It was an ode to Thánatos, the deity of Death, son of Nyx
and Erebos.  Nyx, as in Night, and Erebos, as in Darkness.

Rudnitsky ran his fingers along the cold metal.  It had good heft.  No burrs.  The metalsmith had ground it smooth.  It made a good prop on occasion.  His camera man could take anything and turn it into supreme art.

Such a gift.

Rudnitsky rubbed the figurine against his scars where his ear had once been; even years later they never ceased to itch.  He listened to the message again.

Their location cannot be verified at this time.  We will send you their location shortly.

Curious.  He wondered why Client 487 was so slow with the information.  Normally they were quicker.  This time not so much.  Not that it mattered; he would wait.  The marker was still in play.

Marion Taylor.  It was a name, which meant nothing to him.  Just like Leonard Markston and
Thomas Lipkin.  From what he’d heard ‘Marion’ wasn’t young, or like the usual does, but it was what Client 487 had requested.

Their requests could be unusual, but not this time.  It was a simple job.  Or at least it had appeared that way at first.  A mistake, which would not happen again.

Rudnitsky did not like losing men.  Next time there would be no mistakes.  He was very clear with his men.  They were like his children.  You love them, but must be strict.  No mistakes.  No second chances.  Do this one right.

The woman had two friends, an ambál—strong and stout—and a soft-faced kozël.  Their dossiers, which he’d skimmed just now, were impressive, but also moot.  Their remaining time on this earth was to be brief.  Not so for the woman, however.  For her there were other plans.  He hadn’t relayed all the instructions to his men; not yet.  The last part he’d savored and kept to himself.  It would be another masterpiece, he suspected.

The client had given specific instructions.

They’d requested Monster.
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SNOOKS had two barns on her property.  Lip drove past the first, which was a newer structure, one of those metal modular structures that looked like a small airplane hangar.  There was farm equipment just visible inside.  The second barn was further from the house.  It was about three quarters a mile down a road that was more grass than gravel.  They mowed down the tallest stalks like a combine harvester.  Lip kept it slow.  All they had were their headlights.  There was no moon.  Darks shapes in the sky hid the stars.

In the country, far from the city lights, night was complete.  So deep it seemed to swallow you, just like the ruts kept trying to do to their tires.  Lip did a good job preventing them from getting hung up.  They rode the swells like a skiff on rough water.

As they got closer to the barn, the road seemed to even out.  The terrain became less ragged.  The barn was in a fallow.  Uncultivated fields stretched on either side.  The barn was falling apart.  Marks and Lip had been here before, about eight years ago.

Time collapsed.  It didn’t feel that long ago.

Snooks had always owned this property.  It had been passed down from her grandmother.  The same woman that raised her.  The barn hadn’t been used for sixty plus years.  It looked like a good gust of wind would push it over.  Somehow though, it stayed up, hanging on.  Hadn’t changed at all since they’d seen it last.  Still hanging on.  The paint on the boards was long gone.  The roof, a rusty metal relic, was still there.  The big doors hadn’t fallen off, yet.

Lip parked in front of the opening.  The headlights raked the decomposing interior.  It was a gloomy forlorn sight.  The barn’s floor was hardened red clay.  Some weeds, but mostly bare.  There were timbers leaning and roof supports hanging down.  Cobwebs were thick.  Something black flew out a broken window.

“Bat,” Lip said.

“Why don’t you one eighty it,” Marks said.  “We’ll drop him and then you can swing back around.”

Lip put it in reverse and did a three-point maneuver.  He backed up to the open doors and eased into the barn.  There was just enough clearance for the car to fit.  He went in deep enough so their doors would open, put it in Park and clicked the trunk.  He left the car running.

They stepped out.  The purr of the engine and thrumming of crickets receded as they walked around to the rear.  Marks opened the trunk.  The cargo lights seemed harsh and unnaturally bright.

There he was, trussed up, gagged and blindfolded.

“Hello Vlad.” 

They surveyed the damage.  The man was covered with blood.  Most of it had dried, but some was glistening and very shiny, redder than red, and then darker in spots.  It covered his shirt, neck, and was all around his broken nose.

“Ready?” Marks said.

Lip nodded.

They pulled him out.

“Sonofabitch!” Lip said.

It wasn’t easy with him being in the trunk, but they managed it.  Got him out without him hanging up on the edge of the trunk.  They put him down on the hard ground.

There was a grunt.  Man was still alive.  Tough SOB.  Must have been like being in a commercial dryer when they’d bounced up and down, driving those roads.  Saved them the effort of having to soften the man up themselves.

Lip went back in the car and did another one eighty.  The headlights made it daytime again.  He turned the car off, but left the lights on.  He pulled out a duffel bag and looked at Marks.

“Let’s do it.”
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MARKS retrieved a knife from the duffel bag.  It was a Strider framelock folding knife with a titanium frame handle.  He locked the four inch blade in place and used it to cut the duct tape.

Man was like a spring.  Once the tape connecting the ankles and wrists was sawed through, the man’s legs popped forward.  They jerked spasmodically.  Took a moment for him to settle down.  He was like a big fish, flopping there.  His wrists and ankles were still bound.

Next, Marks ripped the tape off the man’s mouth.  The man gasped.  Spittle, drool and stringy blood.  No words, just gasping.  Like a fish, opening its gills, trying to breath in a boat.

Lastly, Marks ripped off the makeshift blindfold.  There was bloody goo all around the man’s nose.  His nose must have broken when he’d been rolling around.  Imagined it would have been hard to breathe with that blood in the nostrils.  He was surprised the man was alive at all.  Must have been hypoxic.  Trying to suck in oxygen through a broken nose would be like trying to get air through a folded straw.

Reminder time.  Marks went back to what Lip had told him.  This man had done things to kids.  Bad things.

He thought of one in particular.  The last one Lip read before Marks had him stop.  It was a very detailed report.  It involved young girls and Vlad.

Seemed back in Lyubertsy, a small town outside Moscow, Vlad had been brought up on charges from his girlfriend.  She’d had a daughter who was eleven years old.  She, along with several other girls, were abused over a protracted period.  The daughter’s mother had overcome her fears and managed to escape Vlad’s horror show with her daughter in tow.

She’d revealed details to the authorities, which were written up in the reports.  There was an investigation and evidence was found.  Two girls, partially decomposed, were discovered behind Vlad’s residence, buried in shallow graves under pallets of firewood.  Based on the forensic write-up, they had been killed a few months prior, after suffering injuries first.  Neither were identified.  There were blood-stained clothing remnants in the house, which appeared to be more recent.  The blood didn’t match the DNA taken from the dead girls, nor from the woman’s daughter.  Her blood was found elsewhere, on stained sheets.

The woman’s daughter had been sexually abused.  There were vaginal and rectal tears present and she’d suffered internal bleeding.  The bruising on her arms, wrists and legs—some new, some older—indicated she’d been bound more than once.  According to the mother, Vlad had tied her daughter to the bed where the blood-stained sheets were found.

In another room were found certain bizarre medieval looking contraptions.  These had been used on previous occasions on the mother for punishment purposes.  There was other evidence.

In the records, Vlad claimed to have no knowledge of any of it, including the dead girls.  He had alibis.  Wasn’t living at the house at the time.  People to vouch for him, who swore he was somewhere else for all the dates in question.  It was just the woman’s word against his.

There was another file; a separate file, included in the reports.  The dates were less than two weeks apart.  It involved another homicide case.  It seemed that during the time the first investigation was being done, the former girlfriend (the same one who’d pressed charges) was found dead.  Someone had tied her up and gone at her with a welding torch.

The medical examiner’s notations were included.  The person apparently took his time.  She’d suffered for hours.  Passing out, coming to, according to the reports; the extent of the burns and depth of the charring was described and illustrated in gruesome detail.

There were notations and photographs.  Vlad was the primary suspect.  But again, no charges were filed against him.  Both cases were subsequently closed.  No notations, no explanations.

Man walked scot-free.  Justice glasnost style.  This in the new Russia.  Was like the Wild West.  Money talked, people walked.

Marks and Lip had had conversations with some of their peers across the big pond, certain folks that were part of the underground establishment.  Many of them didn’t like it either.  Corruption and crime were a way of life over there.  The worst imaginable things lived and breathed in dark places, and sometimes, like in Vlad’s case, wide out in the open.

 

MARKS waited till the man’s eyes adjusted.  The pupils, those black dots, constricted into pinholes.  The man looked dazed.

“Vlad, I’m going to tell you how this is going to work,” Marks said.  “You can either go out the easy way, or go out the hard way.  It’s your choice.”
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VLAD looked up.  His head was ringing; hard to think.  How did he know my name?

He coughed and bloody spittle dribbled from his mouth.  His eyes had adjusted and shapes were becoming clearer.  He looked at the man holding the knife.  The man was big.  Same as before.  Off to the side was the other man.  Shorter and rounder with chunky glasses on his face.

Behind them was strangeness.  Pitch black and shining light.

“Who is Vlad?” he croaked.  “Name is Jiri.”
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MARKS looked at Lip.  “Guess he wants the hard way.”

Lip shrugged.  He took a butane blowtorch out of the duffel bag and fired it up.

“You want first go?” Lip said.

Marks shook his head.  “I’ll do cleanup.”

“Suits me.  Where should I start?”

“Don’t know.  Your pick.”

Lip adjusted the flame, making it white and blue.  “Weenie roast?”

“Perfect.”

Vlad’s eyes went wide.  Marks took the knife.  He hooked it under the hem of Vlad’s pants and sawed upwards.  The blade was sharp and once he was through the hem the fabric gave way easily.

“What is dis?  What do you want?” Vlad said.

“Did you hear something?” Marks said.  He kept cutting, heading towards the inseam.

“Nah, I didn’t hear nothing,” Lip said.

Vlad squirmed.  Marks yanked the knife and ripped through the fabric.  He tore the trouser leg away.  Vlad’s leg was a tangle of black hair and coiled muscle.

Lip brought the blowtorch closer.

“Stop!”

Lip was inches away now.

Vlad screamed as he began to feel the heat.

“No, I think I just heard something,” Marks said.  “Vlad, did you say something?”

“Who are you?” Vlad said.
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“I’M judge and jury,” Marks said.

With his free hand he hooked under Vlad’s arm and dragged him to one of the barn’s wood posts.  He roughly propped Vlad up so that he was sitting.  The headlights were directly in Vlad’s eyes.

Marks went over to the duffel bag and retrieved some duct tape.  He proceeded to tape Vlad to the post.  He went around him several times, enough to hold him.  Marks didn’t want him jerking too much.

While Marks was doing the tape, Lip got set up.  He put the blowtorch down on the ground and went to the duffel bag.  He pulled out a utility laptop.  It was one of those models made to take abuse.  It had a black metal casing.  Lip sat down just behind Vlad, about three paces away.  Legs crossed Indian style, he looked like a bespectacled Buddha.  His laptop was open.  He nodded to Marks to let him know he was ready.

“I’m going to tell you how this is going to work,” Marks said.  “I’m going to ask you some questions.  I already know the answers.  I’ll know when you lie.  Don’t test me.

“First question.  Do you like little girls?”

“What…?” Vlad seemed dazed.

“I’ll rephrase.  Do you like to abuse little girls?  Do you kill them?”

“What…?  No, no.  Why you say that?”

“I thought you were going to cooperate, Vlad.  I guess I was mistaken.”  Marks bent down and picked up the blowtorch.  He fired it back up.  He adjusted the flame.  Got it so that it was more white than blue.  Vlad’s eyes stared at it; half in disbelief, half in horror.

“I’m going to play a game,” Marks said.  “You may be familiar with this game.  It’s called follow the leader.  I do what you do.  Each step.  I want to match how you did it.  I’m very good at this game, but I’m going to need your help, Vlad.  You need to walk me through this.

“Lyubertsy.  You used a welding torch didn’t you?  I couldn’t find one of those unfortunately, so this will have to do.  I hope that’s okay.  This may take a little longer.  So bear with me.

“Lyubertsy.  Are you back there now?  It’s some of your older work, but I’m sure you remember.  The welding torch you used on the girl’s mother?  Where did you first start on her?”

Vlad’s eyes didn’t lie.  Even with the light in his eyes, they went very wide.  Marks knew all about reading people.  There were signs, just like in poker.  Marks didn’t play as often as he used to anymore, and as a rule, he never played with friends.  He’d played with friends before and it wasn’t a good combination.  First time it was pegged as luck.  Second time folks weren’t too keen on having Marks join their game.  Reason being, a person couldn’t bluff Marks.  He read faces like they were billboards.

Vlad was staring at Marks like he was the devil himself.  Marks knew exactly what was going through the man’s mind.

“How you know dis…?” Vlad said, probably not even realizing he was speaking.

“I know everything,” Marks said.  He clamped down hard with one hand above the man’s kneecap.  Like a peeled banana, Vlad’s leg was fully exposed, just a hairy mass of thigh.  Marks put the flame to the upper part, inside the groin.

Vlad screamed.

Marks kept the flame there.  Vlad jerked, spastically, but Marks had his leg pinned.  The man’s hairs instantly flamed off like filament wires flash burning.  The skin turned red, then white.  Next it began to peel and char.  Vlad kept jerking, trying to move.

Marks had to be careful here.  Too much would make the man go in shock.  Vlad would be no good to him then.  He took the flame away.  Vlad was whimpering—not too tough now.  Burns… a good second degree burn like that, hurt like hell.  The man’s head would be throbbing now.  Pain waves hitting him…

Probably pretty intense.  But in that world of pain, Vlad was also absorbing something else.  A realization that this wasn’t an interrogation from a police or federal officer.  Nor were military interrogation procedures in effect here.

Vlad had most likely put that together already.  Being bound in a trunk was his first hint.  He’d almost died in there.

And now this.  Being burned.  Vlad was in a whole new world of hurt.

“Was that the spot?” Marks said.  “Or…” He took the flame and moved it towards the man’s face.

Vlad recoiled, but there was nowhere for his head to go.  He did his darndest, though, trying to move his head from the flame.  Marks brought it close to the man’s cheek.  He kept it there, so the man could feel the heat.  “Was it her eyes?  Did you pop them?  I’ve never done that.  What’s it like?  How does it sound?”

Vlad’s eyes were almost rolling back in his head.  Marks lingered, keeping the flame there, just inches away.  The man’s cheek was feeling that, beginning to redden like sunburn.

“Nah,” Marks said.  “That wasn’t the way you did it.  Was it?  You probably wanted her to see.  So let’s do it that way, I’m a stickler for details.  Tell me where, Vlad.”

“Please,” Vlad said.

“Oh good.  Please.  Is that what she said?  And what was your answer?”  He moved the blowtorch lower, towards the man’s arm.  “Tell me, Vlad, or I’m just going to start doing it everywhere.”

He was two inches away.  One inch.  Off to the side Marks could see Lip cringing.  Lip didn’t have the stomach for this.  He could take it to the edge, but he always stopped.  Not Marks.  Marks could go over that edge.  He didn’t do it often, but he knew darkness, knew the pull of it.  And right now that pull was very strong.

“Don’t test me, Vlad.”

Vlad nodded, his head going up and down.  “I’ll speak.  Ask me questions.”

Marks drew the flame away.

“Do you like little girls?”

“Yes,” the man blubbered.

This was where liberals yelled coercion.  People will say anything when tortured or put under duress.  There was truth in that statement and for the most part they were correct.

That’s why Marks put little weight in torture.  He knew it didn’t work.  You needed to know information before questioning someone.  It was like a lie detector test.  Thing was worthless unless there was a set of test questions to establish a baseline.  What is your name?  How old are you?  Where do you live?

Marks was establishing his baseline.

“How old are you?” Marks said.

“Forty-seven.”

That was correct.

“When did you join the Gol’yanovskaya?”

Vlad paused, weighing the question.  But he was done.  Defeat, acceptance.  It was all over his face.  “Many years… twenty or more years now.”

Also correct.

And so it went.  Marks eventually got to the real questions.

“Why was a hit contracted on the woman in the Starbucks?”

Vlad frowned.  He was being tested.  That’s what his eyes said.  “Hit?  No.  We were to take her.”

Marks shook his head.  He recalled the men shooting indiscriminately with their UMPs.  That didn’t fit with Vlad’s answer.  “You lie.”

“No… no.”

Truth.  Marks held back.  The man was speaking truth.

“Okay… where were you to take her?”

“I was just driver.”

“But you know?”

Vlad nodded.  He closed his eyes.  “They will kill me.”

Marks crouched down.  He moved closer so that his lips were inches from Vlad’s ear.  He kept his voice low.  It was always much more effective that way.  “Vlad, maybe I wasn’t clear.  My apologies, I should have explained this better in the beginning.  You are already dead.  These questions will open one of two doors for you.  You answer them truthfully, tell me everything, and you will go peacefully, no more pain.  If you don’t answer them, or lie to me, then there is the other door.  You do not want that door.  Do you understand?”

Vlad absorbed it.

Marks didn’t look at Lip.  He didn’t need to.  Lip was onboard.  He didn’t like it and he wouldn’t help with all of it.  There were limits to what Lip would and wouldn’t do.  Marks didn’t fault him for it.  He hated this too.

He knew the day of reckoning would come.  One day.  He just hoped that God would understand.  Marks often weighed what was at stake.  With terrorists, it was not a difficult decision for him.  There was the life of the terrorist and then on the other side there were the lives of one hundred or more innocents.  Women, children, men.  Those people would be burned, maimed, blown up, or killed by the terrorist unless Marks got the information he needed.

In this situation, it was the same.  Vlad was evil.  He was part of an evil organization.  That organization did bad things, evil things, and they were operating on American soil against Americans.  That made Vlad a terrorist.  Not a good career choice for him.  Because that meant he had information and Marks intended to get that information, every last bit of information, by any means necessary.

“They will kill you, you know,” Vlad said.  He was beaten, but he still had fight in him.  He said those words with bile and venom.  “They will find you.  You cannot hide from them.”

“You mean The Brotherhood?” Marks said.

Vlad nodded his head.  “Yes.”  But then he shook it.  “No.”  He laughed; a grim macabre sight with his bruised, bloody face.

“Is this riddles now, Vlad?  I don’t like riddles.”

“The Bratva will cut you up.  They will kill you, but not before they have fun with you.  What you do is nothing compared to what they will do to you.  I will be avenged.”

“I don’t think so, Vlad.  And frankly, you seem to be going on tangents here.  I don’t like tangents.”

“They will kill you.  You are dead.  Everyone you know is dead.”

“We all die Vlad.  You’re not telling me anything new here.  Let’s step back.  Them?  Tell me about them.”

“You are dead,” Vlad said.  He closed his eyes.

For a moment, Marks was afraid Vlad was embracing the other door as a final act of defiance.  Marks reached for the blowtorch.  Vlad opened his eyes and saw the motion.  A decision seemed to click on his face.

“I don’t know,” Vlad said.  “I don’t know who they are.  They work with boss only.”

“Who is the boss?”

No answer.  Marks fired up the blowtorch.

“Vor v zakone,” Vlad said.

Marks knew the term.  Thief in law.  It was a term given to those of the highest rank in the Russian world of organized crime.

“Name?” Marks said.  “I want his name.”

“Rudnitsky.”

“Full name?”

“Pavel Rudnitsky.”

“That’s his real name?”

“Yes, yes.”  More nodding of the head.

“Where is Rudnitsky?”
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THEY got everything he had.  Vlad was a ludi, not even a vor.   Ludi was the lowest soldier in the hierarchy system of the Gol’yanovskaya.  Vlad’s information came with very large gaps, but it was enough.

Lip used the laptop to verify certain things.  He pulled up a site that had aerial footage.  It was like Google Earth, Flash Earth and all those other satellite imagery sites, except the site Lip accessed had much more updated footage.  It was just a few hours old.  Lip zoomed in to the address.

Marks asked Vlad to describe the place with details.  Lip verified with a nod or a shake of his head.  Only once did he shake his head.

“No, no, you misunderstand,” Vlad said.  He explained again, described what he’d tried to describe.  Only he did a better job the next time.

Lip nodded.

“Tell me about security,” Marks said.

Vlad answered.  It was spotty and only gave a partial picture.  Marks asked follow-up questions.  Dogs?  Cameras?  Infrared?  Tell me how many men.  Tell me what happens there.  Tell me how and when it works.  Tell me what role you play...

Marks kept with the questions.  Drilling Vlad.  Relentless.

Vlad answered them, as best he could.  Sometimes crying, sometimes cursing when Marks picked up the blowtorch.  He learned to answer questions quickly.  No delays.

They got everything he had.  It was incomplete, just a sketch, but the details provided were pure evil.  It was uglier and more horrible than Marks could have imagined.  He thought about his rule.  The door thing.  One door leads to a peaceful end.

He considered breaking that rule.  He’d never broken that rule.  Not once.  He was true to his word.  Always.

But this time…?

Lip looked at him.  His face was grave.  He knew Marks was in the abyss, clawing to get out…

“Hey,” Lip said.  “Let’s take a walk.”
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FIVE hundred miles away, another scene was playing out.

A girl in her early teens was practicing with her baton in her lit driveway.  It was late in the evening.  The girl had only a few minutes left before she had to go back inside.  Her mother had told her she could practice for an hour and that hour was almost up.

Her mother was strict.  She was a working mom and rules in her world were meant to be followed.  The daughter looked at her brightly colored watch.  Just enough time for a few more twirls.  She tossed the baton high in the air.

She didn’t see the van.  It pulled up behind her, into the tongue of the driveway.  It stopped abruptly.  Its side door was already open.  A man jumped out and grabbed her before she could catch her falling baton.  As the baton bounced on the ground, he swung her around and shoved her in the van.  She was too surprised to even shout out.

The man went in after her and the van sped away.  The door was rolled shut as the van went down the residential street.  The man that grabbed the girl told her to be quiet.  If she spoke she would be killed.

He then proceeded to tie her up.  When that was done he left her in the back, in the cargo hold.  He went back up to the passenger seat.

The driver nodded.  No words were exchanged.  The two men were old hats at this.  Cigarettes were lit.  Davidoff cigarettes.  Their routine after a successful grab.

They had a long drive ahead of them, several states to cross, one time zone to go through.  They’d drive all night, make it there at dawn.  Maybe a little earlier, if they just did gas breaks.

But they would stop.  They always did.  Usually for coffee.

Sometimes for other things.  They had a girl in the back after all.
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THE air was damp.  Marks could feel the wetness, like the darkness, clinging to him.  In the country it was always that way.  At night.  In fields like this.

They walked from the barn, sticking to the road.  Lip didn’t talk, they just walked back towards the house.  As they got closer and crested the hill, the house peeled in view.

It was lit up.  Homey looking.  A nice domestic scene.  Marion and Snooks and James were in there.

Marks and Lip stopped.  They stood there, staring at the house.  Taking it in.

“Okay?” Lip said.

Marks nodded.

They turned together and walked back towards the barn.

“Don’t worry,” Lip said.  “We’re going to stop them.  I’m with you all the way.  We have what we need.”

“We do, don’t we?”

“Yes, we do.”
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VLAD hadn’t moved.  Based on the condition of the tape, he hadn’t even tried.  That told the measure of the man.  He’d quit.  Something that would never happen with a Marine.  Marks didn’t know the meaning of quit.

Good guys don’t quit.  That’s why they were going to win.  And guys like Vlad were going to lose.  They could dish it, but they couldn’t take it.

 

LIP put the duffel bag back in the car.

“I’ll turn it around,” Lip said.  He got in the car and started it up.  He pulled out slowly, did a three-point maneuver, and eased back into the barn in Reverse.  He stopped a few paces from Vlad.  The trunk clicked.  Lip didn’t get out of the car.

Marks walked over to Vlad and used the knife to cut away the tape binding him to the post.

“What is happening?” Vlad said.

Marks pulled Vlad away from the post.  He took hold of Vlad’s head with both hands.  The man had a muscular neck, but it didn’t matter.  With a violent corkscrew twist Marks snapped Vlad’s neck.

The man slumped.  Marks waited for about thirty seconds and checked for a pulse.  Finding none, he dragged the man’s limp body to the trunk.  He used the knife to remove the tape around the wrists and ankles.  That done he picked him up and dumped him in, along with the wads of tape.  

There was no joy in the act.  It was necessary.  Taking the man to the authorities would accomplish nothing.  The man to them would be named Jiri Dvorak, an American citizen with a clean record.  There would be no evidence to tie him to the shootout at the Starbucks.  No evidence of anything, except as being a victim.  Tortured by Marks and Lip.

He would walk.  A murderer, child molester, rapist, monster.  He’d be back on the streets and that simply was not an option.

 

THERE was more work to do.  Drudgery, but also necessary.  Clean up.

This time Lip helped.  They stopped near the newer barn where the pigs were.  They were in a big pen behind the barn, about forty of them.  All mature, good sized pigs.  The smell was atrocious.

They stripped Vlad.  Everything from him was put in a pile.  Lip and Marks put their own clothes in the car.  Wearing just their skivvies, they put on slop boots that they found in the barn.  With considerable effort they managed to dump Vlad into the middle of the pen.

The pigs went to work.  They were not discriminating.  Veggies or meat, it made no difference.  They’d even eat their own.  They were just like some humans in that respect.  Just like people like Vlad.

The pile of clothes and wads of tape were burned.  More foul smells.  Duct tape smells terrible when burned.  They put away the slop boots and used the hose on themselves.  Then they hosed the trunk.

They were wet.  It was cold, miserable work.  It took time.  They used a Wet Vac from the barn to get the water from the trunk.  They hosed the trunk down and vacuumed up again.  There would still be remnants of DNA if it was ever put under the microscope, but there would be no body.  Marks checked on the pigs’ progress.

Vlad was almost gone.

 

“THIS sucks,” Lip said; understatement of the day.   

They put their clothes back on and went back in the car.

 

TWENTY minutes later, they were on the paved road.

Marks reached back and got Lip’s laptop.  He turned it on and with a few instructions from Lip brought up the aerial footage that Lip had been looking at earlier.

“ETA?” Marks said.

Lip looked at his watch.  “We’ll be there in two hours.”
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THE man entered the room with some hesitation.  Even with good news nothing was assured.

“Yes?” Rudnitsky said.

The man walked forward into the darkness.

“Number twenty-nine has paid.”

Rudnitsky tapped his laptop.  The numbers and changing inventory could run together.  He used the pictures as reminders.  With a few clicks, he brought up twenty-nine.  It was a picture of a young girl.  The redhead.  He’d sent her video off just two days ago.

“The cherry top,” Rudnitsky said.

“Da.  The money was picked up.”

“Seventy-five hundred?”

That was the fee.  $7,500.  Fees varied.  It depended on the means of the family.  In this case, there was no mother.  The father was in the US illegally and was working without papers.

Rule number one.  Always target those that won’t go to the police.

“Da.  It was all there.”

“The father?”

“Taken care of.  Done well.”

“Good, we have a buyer for her.”  He checked the designation.  “Comfort girl.  Tomorrow, first thing, get her ready for shipment.”

The man nodded and left the room.

Rudnitsky took a moment to look at the picture again.  He read the details on the father.  He was originally from Belovo, Russia.  A fellow countryman… and a peasant.  An easy mark.  The man was working as a janitor.  The seventy-five hundred was double what the man had in his bank account.  That was usually the metric.  He liked to make them scrounge for the rest.  Somehow they always managed to find the money.

He was pleased.  A double dip, a quick flip.  Now that was good business.

The cherry top luckily took after the mother.  Was pretty.  Worth more than seventy-five hundred.  In fact, the buyer was quite anxious and had even upped their offer to prevent further bidding.

It was a good way to end the day.  Rudnitsky closed down his laptop.  It was a little before midnight.  Still early.

Perhaps he would pay a visit to the cages.  Give his congratulations to the cherry top.  Let her know she would have a new home soon.  A new daddy.

That would cheer her up.
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“PULL off after the exit,” Marks said.

“What about cops?” Lip said.  “Last thing we need.  Not our car… duffel bags.  Could be hard to explain.”

Lip had a point.  The road they were on wasn’t busy, but it was busy enough.

“Just for a moment,” Marks said.  “I need to verify.”

They passed the exit and Lip slowed the car.  He pulled off onto the shoulder.  He came to a stop about fifty yards past the exit.

Marks hopped out and went up a steep embankment.  In short order, he’d crested it.  He kept low, offering a minimum profile.  It was just as he suspected, it provided a great view, spread out just as he’d imagined.  In the car he’d studied the aerial shots on Lip’s laptop.  He’d pulled up topography info, as well.  This area was part rural, part industrial.  It fed I-270.

I-270 was a trucking corridor, sometimes referred to as the “TechWay” because of the range of businesses that utilized it.  Mostly biotech businesses, manufacturing plants, technology companies, and other businesses located outside the Beltway.  Marks had familiarized himself with everything within a ten mile radius.

The buildings he was looking down upon were more of the industrial variety: low-slung warehouses and two and three story buildings.  There were gravel lots and razor wire on top of the ubiquitous chain-link fences.  Some pole lights.  Most of them dark.  Lighting was poor to bad.

That suited Marks perfectly.  Lots of darks spots and shadows.  Plenty of opportunities for concealment close to the target.

The outer edge of the target was over two hundred yards away, across a feeder road that ran parallel to the highway.  Whole property was about twenty acres.  It was just as Vlad had described, and identical to the aerial shots.  Inside a perimeter fence were two warehouses and a clumping of buildings.  A few lights appeared to be on.  There were several parked vehicles.  The feeder road in front of the compound led to the exit they’d passed.  There was an on- and off-ramp.  One of which curled under a bridge.

Marks looked back towards Lip.  Off in the distance, about a mile down the highway, headlights appeared.  Just two tiny dots.  He didn’t linger, but went back down the embankment and got in the car.

Lip’s eyes were fixed on the rearview mirror.  He didn’t pull out, but waited.  The headlights were getting stronger, closer.  Seconds later a semi flew by.  It shook their car in its wake.

“Get what you need?” Lip said.

Marks nodded.  “That’s the spot.”

“What now?” Lip said.

“Chow.”

Lip pulled back onto the highway.  “Denny’s?”

“Denny’s.”

 

THEY did a double check of their clothes and bodies for unwanted stains before entering the joint.  It had taken most of the ride for their noses to lose the pig stench.  Even though they’d washed off the stink, it seemed to linger.  A phantom smell, looming over their shoulder.

Time to shut that door.  Move on.  New smells.

It was 0215.  Last time they’d eaten was yesterday—Marks before he went to work and Lip with his milk and cookies.  They’d missed dinner completely and needed fuel.  One of the basic rules.  Keep hydrated, keep fed.  You don’t want to hit the wall.  Plenty of night ahead of them.

 

DENNY’S had five customers, including them.  The other three were truckers.  Long haul types, drawn faces and thousand yard stares.

Marks and Lip took a seat in a back booth, away from any ears and near the window where they could see their car.  The lone waitress, an older woman with a smoker’s voice and hunched over posture, took their order.

Marks ordered coffee.  Black.  Two omelets, cheese on each, Swiss, and three orders of toast.  Woman didn’t raise an eyebrow—this was trucker territory.  No doubt she’d heard it all.  Lip ordered sweet tea, five eggs, scrambled, sausage links and two sides of bacon.

“Really?”  Marks said.

Lip shrugged.  “Kind of sick, I know.  But it’s what I’m in the mood for.”

Their coffee and tea came first.  Coffee was adequate; seemed to have been recently brewed.  Lip added two sugar packets to his sweet tea.

They’d spoken some in the car and picked up where they’d left off.  They’d already dissected everything that Vlad had told them.  He hadn’t given them all the pieces, but it had outlined a picture.  The outfit Vlad was with sounded like an abduction operation.  Kidnapping and ransoming of kids.  The filming was unusual—not quite sure what to make of that.

“Leverage, to up their price?  Or maybe it’s something different… a keepsake?  Notch in their belt sort of thing?” Lip said.

“Could be either,” Marks said.

“What about the other outfit?  Doesn’t sound like this stops at Rudnitsky.”

“I agree.  These guys are providing a service.  I’m not sure how Marion comes into this.  Why did they want to grab her?”

“Contract job?  Something to do with Johnny Two-cakes?”

“Could be,” Marks said.  “Maybe separate.  Unrelated.”

“Only one way to find out.”

Marks nodded.  “We work our way up—”

Lip finished it for him, “—till we take out the entire structure.”

Marks nodded.

It was their standard M.O.  Marks’s influence.  He’d gotten the tactics during his recon days.  It was straight from the book.  How to successfully execute a direct action raid.  You hit one target after the other, and use the intelligence gained from one hit to lead to the next.  They’d gotten Vlad.  He’d given them an address.  They take it from there.  See where it led.  With any luck they’d leapfrog the whole equation.  Take down the head in no time.

Visualize.  See it happening.  A positive outlook.  Key to any successful operation.  Improvise, as needed, but never lose sight of the objective.

“These guys are sophisticated,” Lip said.  “Should be some sort of computer hub.  I’m going to need all of it.  Every last hard drive.”

Marks nodded.  “If it takes me a truck to haul it, you’ll get it.”

“And don’t just throw them in, like you usually do.”

“You’re getting picky now.”

Their food arrived.  Talk stopped.  They dug in.

Chow was decent.  Marks’s eyes were bigger than his stomach.  He ate one of the omelets; left half of the second.

Fifteen minutes later, they resumed the talk.  They worked out the rest of the plan.  Marks would observe, then infiltrate when an opportunity presented itself.  Lip would play God.  Doing his usual from a removed spot.  The infrared cameras would go down at the right time.  He’d make them blind.  Once inside, Marks would go to work.

“And do what you do best,” Lip said.  “Fart around, pull your pud, make me do all the work.”

Marks grinned.  “Is there any other way?”

They went through the plan again, working out the kinks.

Marks would have the initiative.  He’d set the timeline.  Once he had eyes on the target, he’d pick the time, place and form of attack.

Fix it.  Strike it.  Exploit it.

There would likely be civilian hostages—the abducted kids.  Vlad had no details in that arena; didn’t know where they were kept, just that he was pretty sure they were somewhere on site.

First priority: Marks would need to locate and secure them.  Once that was done he’d need to address the opposition.  From what Vlad had said, he’d be looking at between twelve and fifteen hostiles.

12 to 1.

15 to 1.

As far as odds went, Marks had had worse.  Lots worse.

Once the opposition was addressed, the site exploitation would be the last part, and the most critical part, aside from saving the kids.  Marks needed to get all the info he could get.

“Smash and grab, baby,” Lip said.

Haul it out.  Then radio in help for the boys and girls.  Easy breezy.

 

LIP ordered a sundae.  Marks finished his fifth cup of Joe.  Got so the waitress just left him the pot.  They left her a 100% tip.  Big spenders.

“Go out with a bang, baby,” Lip said.

Next stop Walmart Supercenter.  Where all the high rollers go.
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THEY had their laundry list.

Bottled water, energy bars, Red bull for Lip, skivvies (Lip said his was dirty).

“Pig or you?” Marks said.

Lip shook his head.  “Amateur hour.”

…cammies from the sporting goods department for Marks, a couple other miscellaneous items…

Lip pulled up directions on his laptop for the closest Walmart Supercenter.  Walmart was the obvious choice as they needed something that would be open at this hour.

“Not good.  Closest 24-hour one is in Severn, Maryland.”

An hour drive.  They had to take I-270 to the end, loop back on the Beltway, and then hook up with 295.

“Not doing that,” Marks said.

He looked across the street.  There was a trucker’s stop, convenience store thing, all lit up.

Improvise.

“New plan,” Marks said.

 

TWO birds with one stone.  At Roady’s Truck Stop they filled the tank with gas.  Got their bottled water, energy bars, and Red Bull.  Next to the souvenir section in the store was a gear section.  Hats, shirts…

Marks perused the fare.  His long sleeve shirt and tan khakis wouldn’t do.  He needed something heavier in weight, darker in color.

Most of the clothing options had ironed-on graphics—the more gaudy and bawdy, the more Lip got distracted—but there was some regular stuff.  Marks pulled some dark brown work pants off a rack.  Found a dark plaid shirt in black and olive that would fit over his shirt.  He tried it on to make sure.  It wasn’t stylish, but it would do.

“Here you go, Gramps.”  Lip tossed him a blue mesh baseball cap with a white foam front.  It said Old School.

Marks tried it on and looked in the mirror.  Not bad, but he passed.

Lip held up a black tee that said I Just Dropped a Load.  “I gotta have this.”

“Your money.”

Not exactly true.  Lip paid.  He did the usual.  Used one of their Visa gift cards.  They each had one.  Only way they ever paid.  Either that or cash.

The Visa gift cards were replenished, as needed.  Lip used their offshore accounts to wire money to the cards.  The gift cards had originally been purchased by a shell company, owned by another shell company, sanitized along the way with just a numbered account, which was accessed by an eleven-digit password.   Whole thing was untraceable.

Habit of theirs.  No record.  They were never here.  Would come in handy in this situation.  With what was going down in the next couple hours, they didn’t want to be within a fifty mile blast radius of this area.
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LIP went past the exit.  He didn’t stop, didn’t ease onto the shoulder.  It was the wrong side of the highway.  Ten miles down the white lines he started to slow.

“There it is,” Marks said, putting on the last of his gear.

It was one of those vehicle cut-throughs that went across the grassy median.  No State Troopers were stationed there.  Lip slowed down some more, turned and executed a U-turn.

Ten miles later, the same exit came up.  Lip cruised to a stop about fifty yards past it, almost the exact same spot as before.  Marks stepped out of the car.

“Shock and awe,” Lip said.

“Roger that.”

Marks watched Lip pull away.  Darkness took over.  No cars.  No trucks.  Marks went up the embankment.
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IN his hand Marks had his M4A1 carbine.

Every Marine is a rifleman.

It was the philosophy of the United States Marine Corps.  Instilled and beaten into every Marine, till it became second-nature.  Marines—to a man—knew how to use their rifles.  They might specialize, become proficient in signal intelligence, logistics; be a radio operator, artilleryman, HUMNIT operative…

Didn’t matter.  To a man, every Marine knew their rifle.  Knew it cold.  They were a deadly force with it in their hands.

Marks was one and the same.  Once a Marine, always a Marine.  He gripped his rifle with the familiarity that only came with years of experience.  It felt natural in his hands, like an extension of his God-given senses: enhancing his sight, enhancing all his other capabilities.

The M4A1 was no ordinary rifle.  It was an exceptional weapon.  Favored by special ops and designed specifically for close quarters combat.  It was similar to the M16, except it had a shorter barrel and came with some modifications and special attachments.  Its barrel was just over fourteen inches long.  It had a telescoping buttstock and a ‘full auto’ option.  The feed system took 30 round box magazines.  Marks had customized his M4A1 with a MASS, which gave it another barrel beneath.  It was a two-pronged beast.  The MASS was an underbarrel shotgun attachment, which had its own trigger.  The whole set-up was essentially two weapons in one.

It was one kick-ass piece of weaponry.

Shock and awe.

Roger that.

Marks was doing the layer thing.  He’d ditched the khakis and was wearing the new trousers.  They were a little stiff, but they had good weight and would hold up much better with what he needed to do.  His body armor was over his long-sleeve shirt.  The armor fully protected his torso.  Over the body armor was the new shirt.  The trousers and shirt certainly weren’t MARPAT, but they were dark colored, and with this moonless night they’d work fine.  On top of the new shirt was his tactical vest.

In his tactical vest Marks had plenty of spare magazines both for the M4A1 and the MASS.  Strapped to his hip was his .45-caliber M1911 pistol.  Two extra mags for that were in the vest, as well.  Also in the vest were several stun grenades—flashbangs—some bolt snips and a moon beam.  Rounding out the package was his KA-BAR, which was strapped to his thigh.  Now that was old school.  It was USMC issue.  Had a carbon steel blade.

Marks checked his comms gear, and tapped his ear mike.

“Babel?”

“Loud and clear.”

Lip was heading to his spot.  Marks was belly down.  No profile at all.  He slithered down the embankment and proceeded to the hide.  He’d seen a good location about twenty yards down, towards the left.  He was in an area of tall grass, dirt and rocks.  About twenty yards away was a fallen tree.  It would provide just the sort of concealment he needed.

Had he been wearing MARPAT and his matching boonie hat, he would have been invisible in the brush.  As it was, he was damn near close to being invisible.  He’d used a paint stick on his face.  There were just his eyes; the rest was black.

Mental note to himself: he needed to drop some extra woodland diggies and maybe some ghillie suits
at Lip’s house.  Lip’s little Bat Cave set-up had just about everything he needed.  Reason being was that Marks’s one-bedroom condo didn’t have quite the same storage capacity as Lip’s pad.

Marks kept half his gear stored at Lip’s house.  Lip didn’t mind.  His partner had several loves; it wasn’t just tech gear—he also happened to be a weapons nut too.  Had almost more toys than Marks did.  Lip, though one wouldn’t think it by looking at him, was a crack shot.  His mobility might be lacking, but he more than made up for it with his other skills.

“ETA?” Marks said, tapping his ear.

“Turning off now.”

Lip was using the other exit.  It was seven miles down.

Plan was for him to circle back.  Use the feeder road.  Find a spot about a quarter mile away.  Go in lights off.

No chance Lip was using the most immediate exit.  Marks could see it now.  Which meant so could they.

They.

He situated himself behind the fallen tree and used his night scope on his rifle.  First two he pegged right away.  They were inside the perimeter fence smoking cancer sticks.






  








 

 

 

 

43

 

 

THROUGH the scope their cigarettes looked like bright white bull’s-eyes.  The men were stationed outside one of the buildings and could view the front gates.  They didn’t appear to be armed.  Least not overtly.  Nothing in their hands.  No Heckler & Koch UMP9s hanging around their necks.

Their jackets were open.  Marks couldn’t see anything that looked like a holster.  Both just had plain blouses underneath.  If they were packing, they weren’t packing heavy.

Marks scanned elsewhere.  The white phosphor technology in his night scope provided a high level of detail.  The scope was the latest generation; one big step up from older cathode plate technology.  Older scopes imbued everything in an eerie green light, but not this one.  It was like looking at a black and white video.

He did a quick pass over the buildings.  There were two warehouses, long and rectangular with big shed roofs.  The buildings next to them were old two and three-story brick structures.  There were plenty of windows, but most had been blackened out.

He scoped the perimeter.  The few pole lights that were situated along the front of the fence registered as huge white lollipops.  There were no pole lights anywhere else on the property.

From a security standpoint the whole set-up was piss poor.  Most of the site was cloaked in darkness.  The perimeter only had the chain-link fence.  There was razor wire on top, running in one continuous coil like a never-ending slinky, but that was it.  From what Vlad had said it wasn’t even electrified.  There were no concrete barriers.  No earthworks to speak of.  Just a fence.

Any vehicle worth its salt could mow that down in seconds.  Be inside before you could blink.  These guys obviously were not anticipating a direct action assault.  At a minimum, they should have barriers to prevent a quick breach.  But they didn’t.  Lack of foresight?  Or something else?

They’d most likely picked this location for a reason.  Its proximity to I-270 was obviously a plus, as it provided easy on/off access.  That would come in handy if they were transporting goods.

Judging by the grouping of trucks by one of the warehouses that scenario looked to be a high probability.  The trucks were medium sized delivery type trucks like those used in the inner city.  They had plain sides with no identifying graphics or logos.  They didn’t appear to be conditioned.  That meant common freight.  Not frozen or perishable goods.

There was no signage on the fence or at the gate.  The gate itself looked to be automated.  It was a little more substantial than the rest of the fence; it looked to be made of welded iron with pointy pickets.  From the look of it, it would roll out of the way, not swing out.

There was an intercom box at the front of the gate.  No guard house or any type of structure.  The entire property was anonymous looking.  Nothing that made it stand out as anything other than a series of old warehouses and buildings.  Perhaps that’s what they were going for here.  Blend in, have nothing that would draw attention.

The property had open fields on either side and towards the rear.  No immediate neighbors.  There was a culvert that went along the fence on the left, and some sort of retention pond.  The closest adjacent structures to the property were over two hundred yards away.  More warehouses by the look of them.  No lights on.  No activity at all.

That wasn’t the case for the target, however.  There were lights on in the buildings.  Not many, but some.  People were home, and not just the two hanging outside smoking their cancer sticks.

Marks keyed in on the other vehicles.  There were four SUVs and two sedans parked by one of the brick buildings.  That building was the largest on the property.  It looked like an old manufacturing plant; the kind with huge paned windows.  It was three stories tall.  The roof was flat and had what looked like an access hatch.  Of all the buildings on the site, it seemed the best candidate for where the abducted kids might be.

Marks looked at his watch.  0427.  The guys inside that building weren’t working normal hours.  Graveyard shift.  Doing what?  Vlad had painted a picture.  Time to fill in the gaps, see what was happening in there.

Marks tapped his ear.  “Location?”

Lip’s voice came through, “I’m set.  Tell me when.”

That was quick—his partner didn’t fool around.  The target from a cursory view looked to have basic security, but that wasn’t entirely the case.  Vlad had clued them in.  Infrared cameras covered the periphery.  They were along the fence, surveying the open fields.  Anything that approached would be spotted and issue a passive alarm alerting those inside.

They probably had a protocol in place.  A response plan.  Vlad had been clueless in that department; didn’t have any details to share.  Probably because it didn’t happen often.  Particularly if this place was manned 24/7.

The other warehouses in the area probably dealt with it now and then.  They made easy targets for industrious thieves.  But not this place.  The cars… the two visible guards.  It was the type of place a thief would pass.  Move on.  Opt for easier pickings.

Marks left his spot and moved down the hill.  He was being overly cautious in his approach.  From where those men were, they’d need X-ray vision to see him.  They were over one hundred and sixty yards away, and Marks was cloaked in complete darkness.  Still, he wasn’t taking chances.  He waited till he reached the heavier brush line down below before he rose from his belly-crawling position.

He rose to a crouch.  He was in a good concealed area.  On his feet now, he moved towards the road.

He tapped his earpiece.  “Dark in five.”

“Copy that.”

Marks eyed the road.  No vehicles either way.  The men he’d seen were out of his line of vision.  The side of one of the warehouses was all he could see now.  He was in their blind spot.  Marks counted down.

Four.

Three.

Two.

One.

Marks moved across the road, keeping low.  In front of him were fields.  Wide open fields.  The asphalt gave way to grass.  He moved stealthily seventy-five yards in.  Then, like a wide receiver executing a deep comeback, he took a right and headed towards the target.

It was just over a football field length away.  Dark structures.  No lights.  He closed that distance.  He was sixty yards from the fence when the terrain dipped.  He slowed.  This was the retention pond area; its outer rim.  There was no water, but the grass felt spongy.  He moved slower.  The fence was right up ahead.  It loomed large.  He covered the remaining yards and headed up the incline.

“At the fence.”

“Copy that.”

Marks took out his snips.  They weren’t quite as good as heavy duty chain cutters, but they did the job… in about sixty seconds.

He could only hope that the noise hadn’t drawn anyone.  He waited, pressed to the ground.  Nothing.  He peeled back the fence, making an opening about two and a half feet wide.

Ten seconds later…

“I’m in.”
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MARKS moved forward quickly.  The nearest structure was one of the warehouses.  From up on the hill it had seemed small.  Closer up it was considerably larger.

It was a pre-World War II looking structure.  One whose time had come and gone.  In the darkness, under the roof eaves, Marks was able to make out clerestory windows, some of which were broken.

As he got closer, he discerned that the side walls of the building were plain stucco.  In spots the stucco had fallen off, exposing concrete block.  It was hard to tell what the building might have been used for at one time.  He crept up to it, till he was right up against it.  There were no doors on this side.  Just a tracking expanse of wall.

He went left, keeping alongside the building, heading the opposite way from the front gates and going deeper into the property.  He caught a whiff of a faint odor, a chemical sort of smell, almost like bleach.  He kept to the building.

Lip’s voice came through his ear mike.  “I’m moving into second position.”

“Copy,” Marks whispered.

Lip was leaving the car.  Plan was for him to find a higher perch where he could sit, observe and help secure.  Marks looked over towards the fence and past it to the open fields.  Towards the left was the road; it was invisible from where he was.  Farther left, past the road, was the brush line, then the hill that Marks had come down.  All of it was just a big blob of blackness.

Marks advanced.  He made it to the building’s corner and edged around it.  Just dark shadows upon black this way.  He almost didn’t see the door till he was right upon it.  He tested the metal handle.  It was locked.  He moved past it to the next corner.

Across a stretch of open field, about forty yards away, was an adjacent structure, running parallel.  It was the second warehouse where the delivery trucks were parked.  He could see the vehicles.  Some were engine front in, others were backed up to the warehouse.  There was a loading area with big roll doors along the warehouse’s side.

He saw a pile of something in the field, in-between the two warehouses.  He used his night scope.  It appeared to be a tarp over what looked like some old tires.

He shifted the scope, taking in the warehouse across the way.  It was of similar construction as the one he was at now, except it looked to be better maintained.  He moved his scope along the line of vehicles.  There were eight trucks in all.  The plates on the vehicles varied.  He could make out some of them.  One of them showed New York plates, another Texas, the next three were Virginia, and the last one he could make out had what looked like ONT on the top.  A Canadian plate... Ontario.

Same looking trucks, but different plates?  That normally wouldn’t be unusual for a trucking outfit that had various hubs throughout the country.  But for this?  This looked small time.

In his crouched position, Marks peered around the corner of the building.  Down a ways he could see another loading dock area with big rubber bumpers around a raised platform.  He just had an oblique angle, but he could make out some roll doors; all of which appeared to be pulled down.  There were no trucks.  All the action seemed to be at the warehouse across from him.

Marks did another pass with the scope.  He did a complete one-eighty.  All clear.  He moved quickly across the field.

The smell of bleach became stronger.  As he reached the building’s corner it assaulted him like a slap in the face.  He spotted a pool of liquid near the warehouse’s base.  It was on the concrete.  There was an uncoiled hose and some large buckets, the fifteen gallon kind that painters used when they bought in bulk.  There were also two industrial sized containers of bleach, which explained the smell.  Their tops were off and they were on their sides.  They appeared to be empty.

Marks went around the wet area and moved towards the trucks.  The first one was parked engine in.  Marks touched its hood.  It was cold.  He checked the driver’s door and it clicked open.  Not wanting to trigger the cabin’s interior light, he didn’t pull the door out.  He looked through the window, trying to see if there was a key in the ignition.  There wasn’t.  There was some paper on the seat and a GPS device on the dash.  No visible key.  He stepped off the running board.

He went around the truck and proceeded forward.  The roll doors of the warehouse were newer construction and were all pulled down.  The loading dock was just above waist high.  He moved past the rubber bumpers, going from truck to truck, keeping low.  He checked each cab, moving in-between trucks.  Bingo.  Fifth one down had keys in the ignition.

He moved on, past the last of the trucks to the one with Ontario plates.  Pay dirt again.  It also had keys in its ignition and its cargo door was open.

He checked it out.  The cargo hold was empty.  Make that almost empty…

He saw something funny in the darkness.  He pulled his moon beam from his vest and shone it towards the funny part.  The thin beam of his flashlight illuminated what appeared to be a ribbed metal sheet that was propped against the wall.  There was also a long dark shadow on the floor of the cargo hold.

Marks stepped up into the hold to get a better view.  He was careful with his moon beam.  He killed the light till he was deeper in.

He flipped it back on and saw what had created the shadow.  On the floor was a hidden compartment.  The ribbed metal sheet that was off to the side was sized about right.  By the look of it, it would fit seamlessly to cover the hidden compartment and would blend in with the cargo hold floor.

The hidden compartment was split into two unequal sections.  A thin board was used as a divider.  The first section was smaller and shallower and had two nozzle connections like you’d see for a gas line.  The adjacent section was bigger and deeper.  Its dimensions were roughly two feet deep, two feet wide, and six feet long.  That part of the compartment was covered in some sort of fabric.  There were two vents towards the end where the smaller section was.  Except for those vents and gas nozzles, the whole thing resembled the interior of a coffin.

Marks put his moon beam back in his vest.  He stepped out of the hold and down to the ground.  He looked under the truck.  The wheels, undercarriage and visible part of the axle gave no indication that there was a hidden compartment.  It was somehow incorporated into the steel frame.  He looked down towards the other trucks.  Same models.  Same undercarriages.

He moved away, heading towards the building’s corner.  As he did so, something to the left caught his eye.  It was tucked to the side of the loading dock.  On the concrete, lying flat, were two stainless steel tanks.  Their tops were painted green.  They looked like CO2 tanks, but as he got closer he corrected that assessment.  They were oxygen tanks.  Their nozzles were outfitted with adapters.  The length and size of the tanks looked to be a perfect fit for the smaller compartment he’d seen in the truck.

Not gas lines then.  Oxygen lines.  Marks put the last two dots together.  These guys were secretly transporting live cargo.

Human cargo.
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THE girl was cowering in the back of the cage like the others, in the shadows, beyond the cast of the cold fluorescent lighting.  The man known as Antonoff looked at her with disgust.  Like an animal, he thought.  Not a girl anymore.  Just an animal.  Only two days in here and she was already filthy.

“Stick your arm out.”

She didn’t seem to hear him.  Antonoff spit on the concrete floor.  “Bljad.   Stick your arm out!”

He fumbled with the keys.  The girl was in a fetal position hugging her arms around her naked body.  Off to the side, on the concrete floor, was a stainless steel feed bowl.  Her food was untouched.

“If you make me come in there, I will beat you dead.”

The girl heard that.  She whimpered like a dog now.  She crawled over to the bars.  “Please,” she said.  “Don’t hurt me.”

Antonoff sneered.  “Arm out.”

Tentatively, her body shaking, she stuck her hand out through the bars.  Her small hand just fit through.  Antonoff grabbed her thin feeble wrist and held it fast.  He looked at her, in her eyes.  There was cold unvarnished fear in them.  She looked away.

“Look at me,” he said.

She looked up.

“Keep your arm there.  If you move it, I come in and cut it off.  Understand?”

The girl trembled.  Her whole body seemed to shake.  Under the cold white light every bit of her nakedness was revealed.  Dirt and bruises were on her pale skin.  Her chestnut colored hair was matted and hung down in clumps, covering her small breasts.  She was sitting on her bare behind with her legs splayed to the left, trying to cover herself with her other hand.

“Do you understand?”  His eyes bore into her.

She nodded.  He took out the syringe and inserted its hypodermic needle into the vial.  He slowly pulled the plunger back to fill the syringe with a milky solution.  Her eyes widened, but she didn’t move her arm.

“Antonoff!”

Antonoff turned around.  It was Gori.  “What?” Antonoff said, irritated, speaking Russian now.

“Let me see that,” Gori said back in Russian.  He strode over and grabbed the vial from Antonoff’s hand.

“Imbecile,” Gori said.  “This is not for her.”

“What do you mean?”

“We’re not killing this one.  She is being shipped alive.”

Antonoff looked over at the ice buckets that were outside the door.  “What about those?”

Gori shook his head.  “You need to listen.  You are lucky I stopped you.  Rudnitsky would not be pleased.”

Antonoff frowned.  Some of the fear he’d seen in the girl rose in his own belly now.

Gori laughed.  “Not to worry.  Our secret.  Da?”

Antonoff nodded.

Gori pointed to the number on top of the cage.  “Twenty-nine.  Use other vial.  Clear liquid.”  He handed the vial he’d taken from Antonoff back to him, and gestured down the row of cages.  “This vial is for twenty-two; the boy.  But make sure to wait.  Shipment is not for a few hours.”

Gori looked at the redhead and grunted.  “Hmmtt.  I hope she cleans up nice.”

Antonoff grunted back.  “Chush’.”  He squirted the contents of the hypodermic needle onto the concrete.  His lip curled into a sly smile.  “Think we have time?”

Gori smirked.  He looked around.  “Sure.  Always time.  Which one you thinking?”
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MARKS heard him before he saw him.  It was a faint sound, a crunching of gravel.  Not like from a car, but from someone walking.  It was coming from a ways off.

From a crouched position, Marks peered around the edge of the warehouse.  About thirty yards from him was a man striding across the yard.  He was alone.  It was one of the men he’d spied from the hill that had been smoking a cigarette.

The man headed towards the building with the cars parked in front.  Marks watched as the man went past the vehicles and up some steps.  He went to the door and disappeared inside.

Marks keyed on the large structure.  Its casement windows were blackened out, but around the edges of some of them, whiteness peeked through, indicating that lights were on in the building.  Near the building’s far corner was an exterior metal fire stair.  It seemed to stop just short of the roof.  There were three landings that had doors; one that accessed each level.

He focused on the windows, going from one to the next.  Top ones were dark; no light spilling through the cracks.  One of them near the top landing was slightly open; its top casement flipped out.

He logged that little detail.

He did a pass on the yard, scanning for guards.  The man hadn’t been followed.  There was no movement.  None at all.  Marks used his scope on the darkest areas, passing over the adjacent structures.  There was no one lurking in the shadows.  The two sedans and four SUVs were dark and empty.

Marks tapped his ear.  “Babel, you have eyes?”

Lip’s voice came through, soft and low.  “Big and round.”

Marks looked up towards the hill.  There was nothing visible up there.  Just blackness.  Score one for Lip.  Knowing him, he was farther off than where Marks had been.  He was probably near the trees, far to the right.

“What’s your coverage?” Marks said.

“Full Monty.  You owe me some pants.”

Marks refrained from using a snappy comeback.  “Any company my way?”

“Only one.  Up near the gates.  Building between you and him.”

That would be the guy he’d seen, the other one who’d been smoking.  Marks fingered his weapon.  “You seeing the party?”

“Yep.  Looks like a regular convention.”

“I’m going to check it out,” Marks said.

“You got an invitation?”

“Just got one, back at the trucks.  They’re rigged to transport live cargo.”

“Understood.  Am I live?”

“Not yet.  I’ll tell you when.”

“Copy that.  I’ve got your six.”

Weapon in hand, Marks moved towards the building.
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HE didn’t go to the front door.  Instead his route took him towards the metal stair in the rear.  Infiltration 101: given an opportunity between two entry points, one being low and the other high, always opt for the high one.  The roof was optimum when available.  Targets, ensconced in their little domiciles, never expected a hit from above.

In this case, roof access wasn’t assured.  Getting on the roof may be problematic, and the access hatch may be secured.  But there was a good fallback option: the open casement window on the third story landing.  Both those breach points fit the bill.  Go in high.

Marks reached the exterior stair.  He went up the metal treads carefully so as not to make noise.  That proved a challenge.  The stair was old and rusted.  The support points that were attached to the brick were loose in spots, which created some wobble.

He hugged the wall, keeping his weight over the inside edge of the treads.  He passed the first door and went up the next run of treads.  The stair was better secured in this part.  No wobble.  No creak.

One more run took him to the second floor landing.  He examined the door.  It was metal.  Had a handle with a cylinder lock beneath.  Next to the door was the window.  Its glass panes were painted black.  He could hear voices, faint, coming from inside.

He went up the next run.  His view of the property increased as he went higher.  He scissored back and reached the next landing.  He was right beneath the top landing now.  His view could take in the fence.  He saw the pole lights up front.  Saw the gate and the road onto the property.  The front building was still in-between him and the guard.  He couldn’t see the guard.

Lip’s voice came through his ear mike.  “Vehicle.  Just turned now.”

Marks looked towards the road.  He had a clear view towards the right.  Nothing that way.  He tapped his ear.  “From the exit ramp?”

“Yep.  Van by the look of it.”

Marks considered going back down the stairs, but nixed that idea.  Movement was a dead giveaway.  Even in darkness, eyes could pick it up.  Better to be still.  He laid himself flat on the metal grating, as tight to the building as he could get.  It afforded him a sliver of a view.  He could just barely see the gate.

He saw the headlights before he saw the vehicle.  Two beats later, the vehicle pulled into view.  It stopped at the gate.  The vehicle was one of those vans that didn’t have windows in the back; there was just the passenger’s window and a big roll door along the side.  The van was dark in color and there weren’t any markings on it.

The driver leaned out and used the intercom.  Moments later, the big metal gates rolled out of the way.  The van drove in.

Marks’s view was cut off by the front building.  The vehicle appeared to be heading towards the warehouses.  Confirmation on that… it briefly came back into view, before it disappeared in-between the two warehouses.  He caught a glimpse of the driver and a man in the passenger seat.  Judging by the glow of the headlights the van was parking by the loading dock.  Seconds later those lights winked off.

“Babel, paint me the picture.”

“Van just pulled in-between two of the trucks, my right, in-between the first and second truck.”

That’d be next to the truck with Ontario plates—the one with the keys.  Marks waited.

Lip again, “One of the men hopped onto the platform...  he’s lifting up the roll gate.”  There was a long pause.  “Guy just rejoined his partner.  Looks like he’s helping his partner get something from the van.”

Another long pause.

“Can’t see what they’re carrying… just their backs.  Wait.  They just set it on the platform.”

Another pause.  A long one.

“Babel?”

“We just went live.”

Marks knew what that meant.

Lip’s voice again, “It’s a girl; she’s tied up.  They’re carrying her into the warehouse.”
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MARKS rose to a crouch and tapped his ear mike.  “Roll gate?”

“Still up.  They’re inside now.”

Marks headed down the stairs.  His target had just changed.  With any luck, those men had just shown him where the kids were being held.  He moved as quickly as he could, which wasn’t fast.  Stepping as he was, one step at a time, felt agonizingly slow.

It took him two full minutes to get back down to the bottom.  He stepped to the ground.  His eyes swept the site.  There was no one visible.  He ran in a crouch over the open field and made it to the warehouse.  Moving quickly, he headed around the corner.

“You’re good,” Lip said.  “They’re still inside.”

Marks peeled around the next corner and moved to the loading platform.  He hopped up, keeping against the building.  Light was spilling from the roll gate’s opening.

He moved to the opening.  His eyes took in the scene inside.  It was a wide open space in there.  He could see several stacked crates.  The men and girl weren’t visible.  Must be on his blind side.

Tough part.  He stepped across the opening.  His eyes immediately took in what was in there.  Open space, a few crates, a forklift in the far corner next to some loaded wooden pallets.

That was it.  No men.  No girl.

Whiskey Tango Foxtrot.
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WHERE the hell were they?

“Babel, did they exit?” Marks whispered.

“Negative.  Still inside.”

Marks stepped through the opening.  He went towards the crates to his left, his eyes sweeping the space.  There were metal trusses overhead.  The lighting still seemed to be firing up—there was a humming sound coming from them, and the lamps were changing from a weak glow to a whiter yellow.  Those lamps illuminated the space.  No place to hide.  The floor was a dull worn concrete.  Marks did a full three sixty.  The men and the girl were not here.

He went towards the crates.  They were stacked against the wall.  No spot to hide there.  The floor had a thin layer of dust.  He looked for footprints.

Saw some.

They were all over.  Some seemed to head towards the forklift.  He moved that way, weapon at the ready.  His eyes keyed to the corner… near the forklift… past the pallets…

Hello.

There was a stairwell opening.
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IT was in the far corner.  An opening leading down to a basement.

Marks went forward.  Eyes on the opening.  There was no railing around it.  Just an opening in the floor with concrete steps heading down.

As he got closer, he could see where the railing had once been.  It had been removed; the posts sawn off.  There was metal imbedded in the concrete, like little metal disks.

Off to the side were wooden pallets with lumber stacked on them.  He wondered if they were there specifically.  Wouldn’t take more than a minute for the forklift to move that pile over the opening.  Would explain why the railing had been removed.  This opening, like the hidden compartment in the truck, could be hidden easily.

Marks looked at the steps.  He listened.  No noises coming from below.  No sound at all.

There was light down there.  Didn’t need the scope.  He took it off and put it in one of his vest’s pockets.  Iron sights from here on in.  He gripped his weapon—in tight, barrel out—and started down the steps.
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HE couldn’t risk using the MASS.  Not with the girl.  The MASS wasn’t a precision weapon.  Its spread was too wide.  Even in close quarters, the shotgun blast would take her out with them.  Down here, Marks realized, the M4A1 would work best.  He had it in semi mode.  Finger on the trigger.  One pull, one shot, repeat.

Make them count.

Down he went.  They weren’t expecting him.  He’d have the jump on them, but not until he was down there.  Until that moment he was a sitting duck.  That made him motivated.  He had no hesitation.  Silently and fast, he went down the steps.  Last three from the bottom he had full vision.

He took it in.  Inventoried everything instantly.  The ceiling was low.  Nothing on the floor ahead of him or to the left.  No movement, no men, no girl.  To his right was the foundation wall.  The concrete steps and the wall looked to be one seamless thing, one pour.

To his left, wide open.  The room was large.  Like a bunker.  With the low ceiling it felt claustrophobic.  There was nothing in the space.  Just bare concrete walls.

There was one door.  A big metal one.  It was to the left; recessed in the wall.  It was open halfway like a friggin’ invitation.

Come on in.

The air was dry and warm.  The closer he moved to the door the warmer it seemed to get.  His nasal passages felt it.  A dryness, like opening a warm oven and breathing in.

Marks was aware that the acoustics in here were not in his favor.  Any sustained weapon discharge in this space would sound like flashbangs going off.  The sonic pressure would be fierce.  Sound bounces off concrete; it’s not absorbed.  The place was one big reflective surface.  Walls, ceiling and floor would all act together and amplify the rounds.  The muzzle blasts and sonic signatures would echo as one.  Normally that sound reached about 160 decibels—which was big time loud—but in here that number would get cranked up.  Major danger territory.  Could blow out his eardrums, and the girl’s, if he wasn’t careful.

He should have brought a suppressor.  Not that it would eliminate the issue.  Vision popped in his head: Lip bitching up a storm as he tended to do with certain movies.  On the TV, there’d be some scene with some guy putting on a silencer.  Screwing it on of course, turning it around several times like he was getting off on it.  Then, when he used the thing, it just went phut!

Laughable.  So freakin’ bogus.  On two fronts.  Suppressors didn’t screw on like that.  They just turned and clicked.  That was it.  And a suppressor didn’t eliminate noise, not even close.  Even with one on it was still major loud.  Not a phut!  But a CRACK!

Marks peered through the open door.  It led down a corridor.  About fifteen feet was a dead end.  It looked to turn left at that point.

Door was unusual.  He realized what it was.  Made him rethink when this structure might have been built.  Not pre-World War II, but maybe a decade later.  Door was a blast door.  Like bomb shelters would have.  It was steel.  Good three inches thick.  The locking mechanism was on the inside, not the outside.  Marks moved in.

He paused.  Tapped his ear.

“Babel?”

No response.  Just as he suspected, the concrete was killing the signal.  He made a decision and pulled the door closed behind him.  It was heavy, but swung easily.  He turned the wheel to engage the bolts.  It turned like it was well greased.  Bolts locked in place.

Three inches of steel.  Concrete all around.  A person could go crazy in here and no one outside would hear.  His backside secure as it was going to be, he moved down the corridor.
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LIP was chapped and getting more so by the minute.

The coldness from the ground was coming right through his boxers.  Didn’t help that his pants were split up his crack.  He could already hear the fat boy comments.  They were burning his ears.

He was situated up on the hill.  He had a good hide.  Low shrubs in front of him, trees behind him.  He was sitting Indian style with his back to one of them; a good-sized cypress.  Lip was all about being comfortable.  With these deals that was the only way to go.  Forget Marks’s methods.  Guy did it all wrong.  Moving on his belly, using only his elbows and knees?  You’ve got to be kidding me.

Way too much effort.  You got dirty.  Elbows and knees got all scraped up.  Bottom line, that way sucked.  Lip had the routine down.  Walk in.  Find a spot.  Sit down.  Usually worked to a tee.  Not this time, though.  He’d ruined his pants.  Not ten paces up the hill and he’d heard them rip.   And it’s not like he could buy replacements off the rack.  That thought brought up an entire other reason to be chapped.

Buying things off the rack.  Few things ticked him off more.  Marks could find pants that fit him in a convenience store.

A CONVENIENCE STORE.

Life was not fair.  One of these days, just once, he’d like to find something that fit him off the rack without having to get the damn thing altered.  Suits?  Pain in the rear.  Made for Ken Dolls, not real people.  And all those t-shirts he’d found over the years?  He couldn’t fit in half of them.  And when he could it was baggy everywhere it shouldn’t be and tight in all the areas he didn’t want them to be.

Third bitch.  Jenny Craig
was a big fat liar.    That shit didn’t work.  Fuckin’ rip-off.  He’d tried it once.  Gained ten pounds.  Fancy meals my ass.  Came in kid portions.  Like dining in France.

Fourth bitch.  Fuckin’ throat hurt.  He was coming down with something.  Dammit, he hated being sick.  He took a tug from his Red Bull.  Tapped his ear mike again. “Meat?”

No response.

Lip looked through his scope.  He’d picked ‘Alice’
for this job.  She did good work.  She was one of his better sniper rifles.  Supersonic rounds, only way to go.  He scanned the opening of the warehouse with thermal imaging turned on.

Nothing.  Wasn’t picking up a damn thing.

“Meat?”

No response.  Not even a click of his mike.  If Marks couldn’t talk—that was the protocol.  One click.

Lip waited.

Nothing.

Shit.

Now he was starting to worry.
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THE corridor led to another.  Like a freakin’ mouse maze, Marks thought.  He passed a warren of darkened rooms that had nothing in them.  On the wall was a painted marking.  It was head height.  An insignia of some sort.  Circle with a triangle inside it.  Two letters, ‘CD’, were inside the triangle.  Color of the circle was blue; triangle was white; letters were red.

Red, white and blue.  Patriotic.  Symbol looked vaguely familiar, but Marks couldn’t place it.  Paint looked as old as the structure.  The corridors were lit with fluorescent tubing; their baffles powder-coated aluminum.  He’d seen the same old fixtures in military installations.  Fixtures were real popular in the 50s.

The lighting cast from them was cold with a bluish tint.  Add the dull gray concrete and you had the perfect recipe for creepiness.  This place had it in spades.

Marks wasn’t hearing anything.  Least nothing human.  There was an air vent on the wall across from him.  Old style thing, inset in the concrete with a fan behind the vents.   Hot air was coming from it; blades emitting a low hum.

That explained the furnace-like heat.  Not three minutes down here and Marks was already sweating.  He felt slick under his Kevlar.  He wiped his hands on his pants and got a better grip on his weapon.

He had his barrel down, weapon low.  He leaned his head out and took a quick look around the corner.  It was one of those rapid motions, where the head moves in and back.  Eyes process what was seen by the time the head is in the back position.  Snapshot: big space, columns, lighting on in only one section, other sections were dark, no men, no girl.

He moved out.  Weapon raised.

The space appeared to be the same proportions of the warehouse overhead; least in width, if not length.  The concrete columns were big and massive and spaced on a grid about every fifteen feet.   He saw some old steel cots stacked haphazardly in the middle of the floor; the type of cots with mattress springs built in.  No mattresses were on them.

Blast door.  Cots.  No doubt about it.  This place had a bomb shelter vibe.  Abandoned, run down, and crank up the creepy.  Marks took in the rest of the space, fighting off the heebie-jeebies.  There were three dark rooms towards the left.  He went towards the first.

It was empty, except for a couch and a wooden chair.  Second room was completely empty.  Third room was another story.

There was no one in there.  Instead, in the center of the room was some sort of table.  It was medieval looking.  It had restraints for hands and feet.  There was a wheel that appeared to move the table to a vertical position.  On the floor was some metal piping.  Big plumbing pipe, about six inches in diameter.  A tripod was in the corner.  No camera on it.

Marks’s eyes caught something else.  It wasn’t in the room, but was deep in the main space, past some columns.  The lights weren’t on in that section.  He moved that way.

As he got closer, he realized the something he was seeing was actually clear plastic sheeting.  It was hanging from the ceiling, in-between two columns.  The plastic seemed to be stuck up with duct tape.  He went around the columns to view what was on the other side of the plastic sheeting.

In the dim light he saw a stainless steel table like you’d find in a morgue.  There was a drain nearby.  The floor was wet.  There were cutting instruments—scalpels, saws, and other sharp items—on a stainless steel rolling cart.  Some small Igloo
coolers were on the floor.

A sound—plopp!  Kishhh!

Noise came from the left.  Marks turned abruptly with his weapon.

No one there.  Just an ice machine.  Fuck a duck.  Scared the bejesus out of him.  Ice machine must have dropped some cubes into its bin.  Heart still halfway in his throat, Marks surveyed the rest of the area.  Saw something else on the floor.  It was a bucket.  There was something in it.

A chill raced up his neck when he realized what it was.  It was a severed human hand.  At that exact moment laughter split the air.  Loud raucous laughter.






  








 

 

 

 

54

 

 

LIP pushed a button on his Ironman Timex to illuminate its dial.

Seven minutes.  Seemed longer.

“Meat?”

Still nothing.  Lip scanned the site.  His thermal imaging pulled up the guard near the front of the property.  The guy hadn’t moved.  Lip swept the grounds.

No one.

Wait…

A door opened at the building with the cars parked in front.  A guy stepped out with another two behind him.  Three guys.  They went down the stairs.  They passed the parked vehicles and started to head to the warehouses.

Not good.

“Meat, you’re getting company.  Three coming to you.  Click if you acknowledge.”

Nothing.

This was not good.  Not good at all.
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ANTONOFF was enjoying the show.  Gori was having his usual fun.  It was too funny to watch.

“Buck me!” Gori said.  “Buck me!”

Vas and Davidoff, who’d arrived a few minutes ago, were cracking up with laughter.  They’d dropped a new piece of jiggly on the floor, a young girl that was still bound.  She was getting an eyeful.

Antonoff smirked.  Welcome to the Pleasure Palace, little girl.

“Buck me!”

Gori was behind a girl they’d pulled from the cages.  Gori was doing his ‘rodeo routine’.  It was too funny.  The girl was terrified.  Wasn’t really playing along.

They rarely did, but didn’t matter.  Gori made it funny with his faces.  He looked over at Antonoff.  Pantomimed a serious expression.  “American cowboy.”

Vas and Davidoff burst out laughing again.

It was a funny scene.  Gori with his hairy belly, still in his red Speedos; he hadn’t taken them off, yet.  Girl was on all fours, like she’d been instructed.  Gori was squatting behind her, like a big ape.  He was holding the girl around her waist, his groin slammed against her tush.

He’d already told the girl what was going to happen; what she needed to do.  Rules were simple for rodeo.  She had to be good girl and take it from behind.  Once Gori came inside her she’d have eight seconds to try and break free from Gori’s grip, crawling on all fours.  If she didn’t break free, it was Antonoff’s turn.  Same deal.  Another pump session.  After Antonoff came, she had eight seconds again.  If she wasn’t successful—“tch, tch, sorry,”—Vas and Davidoff each got a go.

Fun game.

The girl had listened, shaking her head.  Crying.  Probably hadn’t heard a fuckin’ word.

Antonoff was half drooling.  She was a lovely piece of flesh.  Shaved down there, just like he liked.  She looked about sixteen; maybe older.  Already shaving there.  Big turn on for him.

Nice budding breasts, long legs like a Maxim girl.  Skinny everywhere, except for her round ass and hand-sized titties.  Da, she was a fuckin’ prize.  Antonoff felt a surge in his pants.  He was already hard.  “Let me go first.”

Gori looked over.  Smirked.  He slapped the girl’s bottom.  “Giddy up!”

He did another face.  Smug one.  “Proud cowboy,” Gori said.  He let go of her and stood up, cracking a grin.

At that exact moment his head exploded.
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MARKS stepped through the open door—spent round from his M4A1 carbine hanging in the air, like it was suspended, furling away in slow motion.

He’d found the source of the laughter.  Seen what was happening.

Game time.  He was in the bubble.  In the zone.  His senses, his sight, everything was amplified.  That’s how it was for him.  Time stretched like taffy.  Seconds felt like minutes.  Minutes felt like years.

He had a full view inside; could see everything.  He oriented on the next target.  His weapon pivoted.  Totally steady in his hands, one smooth seamless motion.  He fixed the man’s head clean in his iron sights.  Right in the circle.  The trigger was squeezed simultaneously.  The man’s forehead took the round.  The back of his head was blown outwards.  Skull fragments, pulpy brain matter, and pink mist blew back at subsonic speeds.

CRAACK!  Splattt!  Instant Pollock painting on the wall.  The man dropped as the first target—the man in the red Speedos—hit the ground.

Spent round ejected.  First spent round was hitting and spinning on the floor.  Thick carbine stench filled the air.  Like snorting straight gunpowder.  Buzz hit his brain like a freight train.

Sound waves were echoing as the muzzle flashes and sonic signatures went to town in the concrete space.  One thousand, one hundred and twenty-six feet per second; hitting the walls and bouncing every other direction, all at the same time.  The waves augmenting each other; their force reaching his ears like a rolling tsunami.

The last two targets started to react, but they were too late.  Too slow.  Marks already had the third man clean in his sights.  Trigger depressed.  The round hit him directly in the chest.  Dead center, on his sternum.  It smashed through that and stopped his heart cold.  The man slammed backwards into the wall.

The fourth man, to the left, near the cages, was halfway turned.  His eyes looked at Marks.  Fear, surprise, and anger all in one look.  Two black eyes, austere cruel-looking face, high angled cheekbones, lips thin enough to cut glass.  Dead ringer for a young Putin.

The sound of the three discharged rounds were echoing in the space.  They were
loud, just like he knew they would be; his ears were ringing like bells.  The man in front of him looked disoriented.

 “Don’t even think it,” Marks said; his own voice sounded strange.  He keyed the sights directly on the man’s chest and advanced.

“You move and you join your friends,” Marks said.  “Understand?”

His own voice seemed to echo, like he was hearing it underwater.  The man in front of him didn’t say a word.  His hands were at his sides.

“Two seconds to respond,” Marks said.  “Then I pull the trigger.  One…”

“I understand,” the man said.  Heavy accent.

Marks took in the scene.  The man he’d just hit in the chest was on the floor, slumped against the wall.  A crimson stain was spreading across his shirt.  Other two men were missing the backs of their heads.  They’d fallen in grotesque heaps.  Blood, thick and viscous, was pooling on the concrete.

Marks heard sobbing.  It was coming from the girl who was on all fours.  She’d barely moved at all.  She was completely naked.  There were other noises, more crying.  Those sounds were coming from the cages.  From the others.  The kids.  Just teens by the look of them.  All unclothed, curled up or squatting.  Three of them had their hands pressed over their ears.  One was trembling, another two were crying, a fourth had her lips moving as if she were praying.

This was fucked up.

The cages were similar to the kind you’d find at the dog pound—where they housed the big dogs.  They were too small for the kids to stand upright.  The cages lined one wall, and were from floor to ceiling.  Above the large cages were smaller ones, as you’d have for smaller dogs.  All the cages were numbered.  Four of the cages on the lower level were filled.  Each with a kid.

He saw a boy with a drawn face; dark circles around his eyes.  On the floor—in front of that cage—was a girl that was tied up; the one that the two men had presumably just carried from the van.

“Are there other kids?” Marks said.

The cruel-faced man in front of him didn’t answer.

“One…” Marks said.

“What do you mean?” the man said.

“Are there other kids?  In the other buildings?” Marks said.

Man seemed to think for a moment.  Weighing an answer.

“Da,” he said, his black eyes flicking away.

He’d looked to the left.  Facial expression was all wrong.  Man was lying.  No way to know for sure, though, and there just wasn’t time.  Time had already started to collapse, compressing on itself.  Things were racing now, accelerating like his adrenaline.

“Get to the wall,” Marks said, feeling like he needed air.  It was as if the dead men with their last dying breath had sucked up the last of the oxygen in a vindictive final act of vengeance.

“What do you want?” the man said.

“Get to the fucking wall!”

The man stepped forward with fear and coldness in his eyes.  The fear part was easy.  Man knew he was going to die.  The coldness, however, was disconcerting; it was almost as if Death was already touching the man, reaching out with his cold bony hands.

The man took five steps towards the wall and began to falter.  Marks had a clean shot.  Give the Devil the finger for me, you fuckin’ bastard.  He squeezed the trigger.

Muzzle flash.  Spent round ejected.  Simultaneously, the side of the man’s head caved in.  Inverse, disproportionate reaction on the other side.  Like an exploding cantaloupe.  Man dropped sideways, right near the Speedo trash.

The shot echoed terribly.  There was a heavy carbine stench from the expended rounds.  More sobs.  More crying.

Easy part was done.  Now came the hard part.  Marks took his hands from his gun and let the strap hold it up.  He slowly raised his hands.  He knew right now he must make a frightening sight.  His face was painted black.  He’d just killed four people.  Their blood was still pooling on the floor.  His ears were ringing.  He knew the kids were dealing with it too.  Hopefully their eardrums had survived.

“It’s okay,” Marks said.  “I’m here to get you guys out.”
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CATCHING his breath, Lip turned the key in the ignition and started the car.  Sixteen minutes.  An eternity of time.

It had taken him five minutes to scamper down the hill, run the hundred and fifty some odd yards, and reach the car.  He’d hustled.  Double time.  He wasn’t cut out for this.  He sucked in another breath, practically wheezing.

He tapped his ear mike.  “Meat, click if you hear.”

Nothing.  Shit.  Something had happened to him.  Lip just prayed he wasn’t too late.

He pulled the car out, gravel spurting, and turned onto the road.  He had the lights on and windows up.  Took him less than a minute to reach the property.  He slowed, turned and came to a stop at the gate.

This better work.

He rolled the window down.  There was the voice box for the intercom system.  First thing he’d done when he’d hacked into the system that ran the infrared cameras was look for peripherals, other systems.  All they’d had was a wireless intercom system.  Real basic one.  An older unit, not much different than a baby monitor.  All he had to do was tune to the right frequency, something one of his devices had found in seconds.

When the van had arrived and the guy had pushed the button and spoken into the intercom, Lip had heard every word.  The guy had spoken Russian.

Rasskazhí éto komú-nibúd drugómu.

Loosely translated: “tell it to someone who cares”.  Whatever that was supposed to mean?  Had to be a code… a password for admission.  Like “open sesame”.

These guys were running a Mickey Mouse operation.  Didn’t synch at all with the sophistication he’d seen with the federal databases being hacked into and altered.  A wireless intercom system?  No way to secure it.  Anybody within a quarter mile could hear what was being said.  Maybe that was why they were using code.

Here’s hoping it was a code.  Lip reached out and tapped the button.  He spoke in the gruffest voice he could muster, trying to sound like Vlad.

“Rasskazhí éto komú-nibúd drugómu.”

He knew they had to recognize the car.  Vlad’s car.  He also knew that this kind of intercom garbled voices somewhat.  Hopefully it would be enough.

He waited, counting the seconds…

The gate made a sound and started to roll out of the way.  Lip took a deep breath.  One down.  He tapped the button to roll his window back up.  He waited till the gate was fully open and drove onto the property.

He headed towards the building with the guard.  Saw him ahead, thirty yards away.  Lip drove right up to where the man was standing, slowed and came to a stop.  He didn’t roll his window down.

The guard stood there, trying to see through the dark-tinted windows.  With the bad lighting, Lip was all but hidden.  Only thing the man was seeing was his own reflection.

Tough looking fucker.  Cut from the same cloth as Vlad, except this guy had hair.

Lip gripped the pistol in his lap.  A round was already loaded in the chamber.

Here goes nothing.

Lip opened his door.
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LIP stepped out.  The guard’s face went from boredom to surprise.

Lip thrust the pistol forward with his left hand, barrel pointing directly at the guy’s bulldog-looking countenance.  “Zatnís’!” Lip said.

The guard scowled.  He made no movement.  He appraised the weapon with no fear.

“You are very foolish,” the guy said to Lip in Russian.

The guy was almost a foot taller than Lip.  The lats on him were enormous.  Easy money this guy was a powerlifter.  Lip could see the guy gauging the situation; looking Lip over.  The man’s face betrayed his thoughts.

No surprise what the guy was thinking.  Lip wasn’t the intimidating type.  His short stature, cherubic face, and ample girth evoked more a vision of Santa Claus than The Enforcer.  It had always been that way.  For the majority of Lip’s life people had typecast him, written him off in the ‘physical’ department.

Tool.  Geek.  Four eyes.  He’d fit the bill.  During his grade school years, he’d dealt with his share of bullies.  They loved him.  Easy target.  Losing his lunch money every day was just part of his routine.

Back in those days, Lip was a terrible athlete.  Presidential Fitness week used to make him cringe.  Running the fifty yard dash, the six hundred, the shuttle run, how many sit-ups he could do in sixty seconds...  all that stuff was a nightmare.

Most things physical and it seemed he was terrible at it.  He preferred fiddling around with his Commodore 64 in his bedroom, playing Dungeon & Dragons with the chess team, or teaching himself another obscure language to add to his growing list.  That changed some in the seventh grade.

They were doing baseball.  PE class.  Lip usually sat out and took an F for those sorts of things.  He didn’t know what possessed him on that particular day, but for some reason he decided to give it a try.

First time: “Fattie coming to the mound”.  Years later, that morphed into a different chant, “Lip, Lip, Lip!”

He couldn’t round the bases to save his life.  Forget about fielding.  But one thing Lip could do was hit the ball.  Hit it something fierce.

Later, in high school, his batting coach labeled Lip’s talent.  It was called hand speed.  Lip had it.  He could hit ninety mile an hour fastballs from the pitching machine as
a sophomore.  With some weight work in the gym, Lip’s portly frame had turned from flab to almost beefy.  He never got quick with the feet—that was a lost cause—but it didn’t matter.  His batting skills and high SAT scores had gotten him a scholarship to several top-tier student/athlete schools.  That’s how he met Marks.  It was in the athlete dorms.  Marks was in his room doing some funky karate-looking stuff.  Taekwondo.

Not long after that, Lip gave that a go.  He liked that too.  Hand speed thing.  It was just something that came naturally for him.  Kind of like the language thing.

 

THE guard looked at Lip’s pistol, then eyed Lip again.  Fat boy in chunky glasses.

Lip made a subtle move.  He let the pistol drift two inches to the left.  It wasn’t in the guy’s face anymore.  “Koncháy bazaar,” Lip said.  He turned his head slightly like he was looking for others.

Guy took the bait.  His arm shot up and grabbed for Lip’s weapon.  Lip moved in.  His pistol was in his left hand.  One minor detail: Lip was a natural righty, not a lefty.

As his left hand and pistol swung out of the way, his right hand came up with a vicious strike to the guy’s throat.  It was the one spot on the guy not insulated and protected with slabs of muscle.  The result was that it snapped the guy’s trachea instantly.  Eight pounds per square inch of force was all it took, and Lip’s rapid motion was a heck of a lot more than that.

Guy gasped.  The trachea was the windpipe.  His airway was compromised.  Vocal cords were done; they were inside the trachea, just under the cricoid cartilage, and Lip had just snapped them both like a dry turkey bone.

The guy stumbled back.  His hands shot up to his throat.  He couldn’t speak, couldn’t breathe.

It wasn’t fun to look at.  Guy’s face went crimson, then blue.  Fifteen seconds after that, the guy fell.

Lip looked around.  He got no satisfaction, no joy from the act.  He just knew in this situation it was necessary.  Absolutely imperative.  He couldn’t take the risk this guy might alert his compatriots.  His partner’s life was at stake.  So was a girl’s.  And according to Vlad, there were others.  More kids.

He went back in the car and popped the trunk.  He couldn’t leave the guy out here, and there was no place to hide him.  Lip grabbed him by the feet.  Guy was already dead.  He dragged him to the trunk, and then searched the guy.  The guy had a Glock under his shirt, tucked in his pants.  He also had a wallet.  Lip took both.

The weapon was for his collection and the ID was for later—to run down a hunch, see if the man had a purged record, just like Vlad.  Lip had a theory and needed to see if it penciled.

With considerable effort, not to mention risking a double hernia, Lip got the guy inside the trunk and closed the lid.  He didn’t slam it, not wanting the noise.  It clicked and he had to press down for the latch to catch.  He got back in the car and shut the door.  He palmed the gear knob and put the car in Reverse.

He rolled back slowly, about thirty yards, stopped and took a breath.  He palmed the knob again and put the car in Drive.

Let’s do this.

He tapped the gas and the long hood, stygian black, headed towards the warehouses.
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MARKS bent down to check on the girl.  She was no longer on all fours, but was huddled in a ball, arms around herself.  He looked in her eyes and tried to get her to see him.  “Are you okay?”

She didn’t seem to hear him. 

“Are you okay?” he said again.

Her eyes were wet and glistening.  She nodded mutely.

He rose and examined the cages.  They each had padlocks.  Big ones.

He needed some keys.  He went to the last man he shot and found some first go.  Guy had a string of them in his pocket.  Each key was labeled with a number.  Marks found the corresponding keys for the four cages that were occupied.  He moved from cage to cage, until all four doors were unlocked and open.

The girl that was tied up, he helped last.  She was terrified, but seemed to understand that Marks didn’t intend to hurt her.  “I’m just going to get these off.  I’ll be careful.”  He had to use his knife.  They’d used a coarse rope on her and tied her binds tight.  It had left deep red indentations on her wrists and ankles.

As he cut through the rope, the kids from the cages started to come out, one by one.  They were looking at Marks fearfully.

“It’s okay,” Marks said. “I’m not going to hurt you.  I’m here to get you home.”

The scene was heart-wrenching.  Frail and innocent, none of them looked like they’d slept or eaten for days.  There was one boy and five girls.  Two of the girls didn’t look older than twelve or thirteen.  The other four were a little older; fully developed teenagers.  They had cuts and abrasions on their naked bodies.  Some were badly bruised.

He needed to get them clothed.  Outside the door, in the corridor, he’d seen a pile.  Presumably the kids had been made to strip before they were put in the cages.

“Your clothes are just outside the door,” Marks said.

He walked out to show them.  The pile of clothes and shoes were against the wall.  It was a large pile.  The kids mutely walked towards the clothes and began to retrieve shirts, pants, dresses, underwear, shoes…

Marks turned his head.  He held back a wave of rising emotions.  He realized that the pile of clothes and shoes was larger than this group of kids.

“Thank you,” one of the girls said.

 “Gracias senor.”

“Vsë puchkóm.”

Marks nodded, not understanding some of what they said.  “Do all of you speak English?”

One by one, the kids nodded.

“I’m going to get you home,” Marks said.  “But first, this is what we need to do.”

He told them the plan.
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THE kids listened.  Marks needed to secure the area up there.  Make sure he could get them away safely.

“There are others, and they’re armed,” he said.

He would take care of them and then come back.

“I’m not leaving you.  It may take me some time, but I promise I’ll be back.  This place works both ways.  That big door—that looks like a bank vault—is going to keep you safe now.  They can’t get down here.  Wait for me.  And I will make it safe for you up there.”

He thought of what the man had said about there being other kids.  He was probably lying, but if Marks was wrong… if there were others?

“Are there other kids being held elsewhere?”

The kids looked at him vacantly.  They didn’t know.  Marks looked at his watch.  Time was working against him and them.  He’d been down here too long.  Too much could be happening up there.

Marks was thinking of the big door.  With it locked it would keep them safe—keep people out.  But if he wasn’t careful, it could also ensure another future for these kids.  Not a bright future and not a hopeful one.  Instead of rescuing these kids, he’d be securing their tomb.

Not gonna happen.  No way.

“Alright kids, we’re gonna move now.  Keep behind me.”
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LIP saw them ahead, by the trucks.  There were more than three now.  Fuck.

Other men had joined the three he’d initially seen from the hill.  He saw a group clustered together.  Not three men, but six.  Their heads turned as Lip drove towards them.

So much for the odds he’d pictured in his head.  3 to 1 was okay.  6 to 1 sucked.

One of the men was looking right at Lip, like he could see through the black-tinted windshield.  Lip reached for Bertha.  Bertha was next to Alice in the passenger seat.  Bertha was everything Alice wasn’t.  Where Alice was precise, Bertha was messy.

Bertha was a Mossberg.  One big momma shotgun.  Twelve gauge, pump action.  Six rounds in it.  One already in the chamber.

Lip took a deep breath.  Pep talk time.

Rock and roll, Tiger.

Lip tapped the button for the passenger’s window.  He turned slightly to the right.  The six guys were coming up.

Flyby.

C’mon Bertha, make it count.

The men saw the window start to open; saw the barrel come out.  They didn’t try and dive or move.  Instead, to a man, they started raising their weapons; one of which looked just like an AK-47.

Shit.

Then things got loud.  Real loud.
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MARKS heard the shots.  They were faint, but he could hear them through the blast door.  Tiny tinny sounds, as if multiple rounds were being fired.

What was going on out there?

Four of the kids were down the corridor, tucked from sight.  Two of them—the two oldest, both girls—were with him at the door.

“You sure you can do this?” Marks said.

The girl nodded.  “I’m ready.”  The girl’s name was Cassie, short for Cassandra.  Marks had gotten all their names before he’d given them the final instructions; how he’d knock, how not to open unless the sequence of knocks exactly matched.  He reminded them that it might take him some time.  Do not open the door until he returned; it could even be hours.  He was hearing the words he’d already told them.  “I hope not, but plan for that.  Just know I’ll be as quick as I can.” 

Cassie looked at him with determination in her eyes.  It was a good sign.  She’d rebounded and was taking charge; no longer a victim, but a girl that wanted to live.

“You remember what I said?” Marks said to both of them.  “This is going to be quick.  Stay back until I go through the door, then lock it.  Use this.  Turn counter clockwise till you can’t turn anymore.”

The girls nodded.

“You are coming back, aren’t you?” Maria asked.  She bit her lower lip; her eyes were wide and scared.  She was the one who’d spoken Spanish.  She appeared to be of mixed nationality.  He saw Hispanic and what might have been Asian in her.  She was beautiful, just like Cassie.

“You better believe it,” Marks said.  “Now step back.  Cover your ears.  This may be loud.”

The two girls moved away.  The tiny tinny sounds were going strong.  Marks turned the wheel to disengage the bolts.

The door was heavy.  He pulled it back about a foot, let go and yanked the pin on the stun grenade.  In one fluid motion, he tossed the device with a hook shot into the other room and threw his body against the door.  He got it shut, turned the wheel and engaged the bolts.

In the other room the flashbang went off.  Through the three inches of steel it sounded like a low boomy rumble.  Flashbangs were a double-whammy thing.  Light and sound.  Anyone near the thing was done.

The flashbang was just a precaution.  With the rounds being fired out there, it was the safe call.  Big negative was it announced he was coming like a freakin’ gong.

Marks turned the door handle again and disengaged the bolts.  “Okay girls, you know what to do.”

Marks pulled the door open and went through the opening.  Behind him the girls sprang forward, getting to the door.  Marks took in everything in the other room.  Saw two men.

Good call on the flashbang.

One of the men was halfway up the stairs, like he’d just been going up them.  He was crouched down, a weapon dangling from his neck, hands over his ears.  Another man was to Marks’s left.  Also armed.  He was stunned; temporarily blind by the look of it; still standing.

Marks used the MASS on the standing guy.  Blew him against the wall.  The concentrated buckshot almost cut the man clean in half.  He tugged back on the bolt handle and loaded another shell from the magazine.  He swung the barrel towards the other guy.  He moved forward, up the stairs.

Two steps up, he pulled the trigger.  The MASS recoiled and swept the guy away like a broom.  The man fell from the stairs.  Marks humped it, going up like a bat out of hell.
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“STRONZOFUCKINSHIT!” Lip said, as he tried to make like a gopher in the dirt.  He was behind a pile of tires in-between the two warehouses, out in the middle of the field.  Nowhere to run.  Nowhere to go.

The clunky sound of an AK-47 was popping off rounds, Crraack Crraack Crraack Crraack…

The men were unloading on him with everything they had.  The AK-47 was the show stealer, but Lip’s ears were also hearing what sounded like a Tec 9
and
MAC-10 in the mix.  Kraakk kraakk…kruush kruush kruush…

It sounded like a damn ballistics convention out there.  Lip backpedaled with his heels and got himself into a sitting position with his back pressed against the tarp that was covering the tires.  Rounds were shredding the other side of the pile.  Dirt was popping up to his left and right—big ass divots exploding like popcorn.

In his hand, Lip had Bertha.  Alice and his other ladies were about twenty yards away.  In Vlad’s car.  Or what was left of Vlad’s car.

Those guys had torn it to hell.  He couldn’t see it, but the car was done.  His flyby hadn’t exactly been a resounding success.  He’d hit one, maybe two of them, and that was it.

The others were now responding in kind.  They’d taken out his tires.  Not twenty yards past them and the car simply cratered.  Came to a dead stop.  He’d barely gotten out of the car with Bertha, before they just tore up fuckin’ everything.

This sucked.  He was pinned down.

Kraakk kraakk…kruush kruush kruush…crraack crraack crraack…

All they had to do was flank him.  Hit him both sides.  Another ten seconds and these blockheads were going to realize that.

“Babel?”

He was hearing voices now.  It took Lip a moment to realize what that sound was over the hellacious racket.

Lip tapped his ear mike.  “Meat?”

“Need help?”

Sonnofabitch.

“Nah,” Lip said, his ears ringing.  “I’m good.  I got ‘em just where I want ‘em.”
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THE sound of rounds being fired.  Marks had once heard a GySgt compare it to a rock concert.  It had been with some new recruits.  Bunch of fresh blood, raw and untested, baby cheeks every single one of them.  Gunny had laid it on thick.  He was a Mississippi boy with a body chiseled from obsidian.

You little girlies been to a rock concert, ain’t ya?  Ever have front row seats right next to them momma big ass speakers?  How’d you feel afterwards?  In a daze, huh?  Kind of like a fog.  Head ringing from all that noise and that juicy juice you probably swilled, huh?  Well crank that shit up.  You girlies are going to hear the SAW today!

In a nutshell, sustained weapons fire was pretty intense.  There was a phrase, “the fog of war”.  It was used to describe more the whole shebang, the runaway animal that a theatre of war becomes.  The macro picture.  Same thing, though, held true for the micro picture.  When you’re in the soup, just hearing weapons fire…  after a while that’s all it was, it becomes like background noise, white noise, there, but pushed back, like it wasn’t really happening.  You feel in a fog.  A total daze.  Ears just stop working.

Marks wasn’t in that place, luckily.  As he’d raced up the stairs, he still had his hearing faculties—they hadn’t gone to mush.  In fact, he was quite in the opposite camp.  He was squared away.  One jacked up Marine.  Took a lot more than a few potshots to rattle him.

He was in his element, inventorying and processing, all on the move.  Sound is mostly omnidirectional, but there are nuances.  Depending on where you are, if you’re tuned to it, you can tell whether the fire is coming at you, or heading away from you.

Marks had heard the AK-47 crunching and the other weapons cracking.  They were loud as hell.  But those rounds weren’t coming his way.  They were going outwards, towards something else.

Lip?

He’d crested those stairs not even breaking stride.  A big empty warehouse greeted him.  No one inside.  He hightailed it towards the open roll door.  The shooting was coming from outside in the yard.  He made it to the wall and peered around to see through the roll door opening.  He had grandstand seats.  Whole thing laid out like a baseball diamond.

Pass the peanuts.

Three of the guys were in front of the trucks letting all hell loose towards a pile of tires in the middle of the yard.  Not but a short stone’s throw away was Vlad’s car.  All shot up, smoldering, smoke coming from the hood.  Guys weren’t shooting at the car, but at the pile of tires.  No doubt, that was where Lip was, behind those tires.

Marks saw one of the guys jack in another magazine.  Those three were laying it down heavy.  Pin Lip down.  Smart.  Fourth guy was it.  He was to the left—shooting past first base—about to flank Lip.  Almost there too.

“Babel?”

“Meat?”

“Need help?”

Marks switched to ‘full auto’ mode.  There was a break in the trucks, a window just wide enough to give him the full view.  Marks lifted his weapon and tracked the guy.

“Nah, I’m good.  I got ‘em just where I want ‘em.”

Marks smirked.  His iron sights locked on the guy.  He led him by a hair.  Come to poppa.

Marks let fly a burst.  Four rounds hit the guy almost simultaneously.  Guy jerked like a rag doll and toppled forward.

One down.  Marks stepped forward; his barrel swung towards the other three.  They were still cranking the lead out.  …kruush kruush kruush…  They hadn’t seen what had happened, yet.  Marks had a bead on two of them.  Third was now behind a truck.  One of them stopped firing and began to reload.  He paused; saw his compatriot that was down.

Marks let go another burst.  Cut the guy in two.  Without missing a beat, he stepped forward again.  Did a burst while on the move.

Third went down.  Fourth was still out of view.  Man wasn’t firing.  Marks moved to the right, across the loading platform.  He saw the man in-between two trucks turning with his weapon—big AK-47 widow maker.  The man spied him.  It was a race to the finish.  Both weapons being aimed at each other.  Only one got their first.

One burst.  Count it, wrap it, put a friggin’ bow on it.  Marks stopped firing.  He surveyed the grounds and tapped his ear mike.  “Six down.”

Lip came back.  “Six works.  Cover my ass.”

Before Marks could ask why, he saw Lip running from the pile.  Lip headed for Vlad’s car.  The engine was no longer just smoldering.  Flames were coming from the hood.

What the hell was he doing?

Marks did a one-eighty.  Looking for others.  Nothing.  He moved to the right, checking in-between two more trucks.  All clear.  His partner reached the car and pulled open one of the doors.  He started pulling stuff out.  One duffel bag was tossed to the ground.  Another was taken out.

Marks tapped his ear mike.  “Need help?”

“That’d be nice!” Lip yelled, not even bothering to use the mike.

Marks hustled down.  The car was in full flames now.  That didn’t look good.  He covered the twenty-five yards and grabbed one of the duffel bags.  Lip had the other duffel and a rifle.  Marks stole a glance back at the flames.

“That’s gonna…”

“I know,” Lip said.

They ran towards the trucks.  Bag was heavy.  Felt like he was running in snow.  He made it to the first truck and hit the ground near one of its wheels.  Lip plopped down next to him.

“You good?”  Marks said.

Lip opened his mouth to say something just as the car exploded.  The force of the blast rolled in a wave and seemed to almost lift the truck.  It took a moment before the world stopped bouncing.

“You good?”  Marks said again.

“Do you really want to know how I feel?  Pull this.”  Lip held out his finger.

There was the sound of a vehicle crunching on gravel.  Under the row of trucks, Marks caught sight of a sedan.  It was heading towards the front gates.
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“SOMEONE’S bugging it,” Lip said.

Marks rose.  “Not if I can help it.”  He headed across the yard.  Thirty yards into it, he knew it was a lost cause.  Vehicle was already through the gates.  All Marks got was a brief glimpse before it slipped from view, down the feeder road, heading away fast.

Marks stopped running.  He cursed under his breath and went back and joined Lip.  Lip was near one of the KIA, turning the guy over.

“This one look familiar?”

Marks recognized the face.  “Starbucks.”

Lip pointed to another, or at least what was left of him.  “Him too.”

Marks checked out the others.  It was the whole crew, except for the guy he’d taken down with the power hit to the jaw.

“Did you find the kids?” Lip said.

Marks told him, describing it all, down to the cages and blast door.

“How many?”

“Six,” Marks said.

Lip nodded.  He gave a close-lipped smile.  Marks knew what this meant to his partner.  Saving lives.  There was nothing better.  It was a feeling unlike any other.

Like friggin’ Christmas.
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THEY weren’t done.  Not yet.  Buildings needed to be swept.

Fast and smooth.  Secure the area.  Radio this in and get the kids out of here.  The guy that bugged it could always come back with unwanted company.

Sweeping was more a job up Marks’s alley.  Lip stayed to do his business.  He had his print kit out and was taking wallet IDs and putting them in baggies.

“Five bucks these guys are all as clean as Vlad.”

Marks didn’t take that bet.

“Remember, I need anything and everything,” Lip said.  “If it looks like a computer grab it.  That goes for cell phones and anything else we can mine for data.”

“Alright, in my spare time.  Any other requests?”

“If you see any more UMPs, Five SeveNs, anything cool, get those too.”

Marks shook his head and left his partner.  Sometimes Lip jumped ahead of things.  First order of business was to check for hostiles and see if there were any other kids.  Afterwards, they could raid the store.  Not before, though.

One thing at a time.

Marks looped around the warehouse.  He went to the fire stair.  Rule still applied.  Go in high.

He climbed up the exterior stairs like he’d done before.  Had a brief feeling of déjà vu.  He ignored it and went past the second landing.  No voices this time were coming through the door.  He proceeded up the next two runs and made it to the third landing.  He checked the open window.  Had a view inside.  It was a dark empty space.

Marks tested the door handle.  Locked.  Window it was then.

He went in.  His eyes were already adjusted to darkness.  He moved into a small vestibule and went through another opening.  It emptied into a huge space that appeared to go the length of the building.  Windows, blackened out, were on the sides and ends.  There were some walls, but most of the space was wide open.  Big and boomy.  Like some old warehouse, back before electricity changed the game.  Windows at one time would have flooded this place with natural light.

Not now, though.  Whole place was dark and foreboding.  Only light was coming from three flickering overhead lights; one nearby, the other two down towards the end.

He padded softly into the space, towards some rooms.  He checked out the first.  Had to use his moon beam.

His eyes were on high alert for any movement, but there was none.  Only thing in the space were three bare mattresses, some soiled clothing in the corner, and an old Sanyo tube TV, unplugged, that was near the wall.  Dust covered everything.  Place hadn’t been used for some time.

Marks killed the moon beam and left the room.  He moved to the next area.  Some old broken down boxes were on the floor.  He went past those, and some more columns, scanning for any movement.  Up ahead, light was spilling from a door.  He gripped his weapon and advanced.  Finger on the trigger.

He used the columns for cover.  Was able to get a view inside.  Appeared to be some sort of communal bathroom.  He moved forward, cautiously.  There was a bare light bulb in the concrete ceiling dimly illuminating the space.

He moved in.  Saw just sinks, toilets and old-style urinals.  Place was in poor shape.  Mirrors above the sinks were missing or cracked.  The tiles on the walls were falling off.  Place smelled of mold and faintly of urine.  Toilets were stained and growing stuff.

There went his appetite.

He moved out.  Covered the rest of the floor.  Nothing.  Except a few more bare mattresses lying on concrete.  Place at one time looked to have been a regular boarding house.

He tapped his ear mike.  “Nada on the third floor.  Proceeding down.”

“Copy that.  I’m done here,” Lip said.  “I’m going to clear the front buildings.  I’ll cover the yard.”

Marks went down the stairs.  There was one central stair that linked the floors.  It was in the middle of the building.  A big, wide open stair, like you’d find in an old municipal building.  Dust bunnies wiggled and jiggled on the steps.  Place needed housekeeping.  Needed it bad.  Whole place smelled damp and rank.

Second floor was a little more interesting.  Marks clicked his ear mike.  “Hold on.  Got something.”

“Computer cache?”

“Nope,” Marks said.  “Rats.”
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HE’D smelled them before he saw them.  They have a distinctive stench, unlike any other.  They were in seven small cages on the floor, near the base of the stairs.  All in a line.  The cages the kind you’d use to carry cats or small dogs on a plane.  The cages were made of steel, though, not plastic.  Inside them were rats.  Live ones.  One to a cage.  Some were moving, others just stared at him with their black beady eyes; long snouts and sharp teeth.  Their tails were like garter snakes.

Rats.  Fitting choice of pets for these animals, but he doubted that was why they were here.  What were they doing with them?

He tapped his ear mike.  “They got ‘em in cages,” Marks said.  “I’m gonna check the rest of the floor.”

The second floor was well lit.  There were floor lamps and lighting was rigged up on the ceiling.  Nothing like upstairs at all.  First pass, the place appeared empty.  Didn’t mean much—there were plenty of places to hide.  Closed rooms were down towards the end.  Rest of the space was laid out like some industrial open loft conversion you’d find in a big city.  Just a larger footprint with lots more open areas.  Could toss a football around here.

He saw a kitchen island with counters, refrigerator, sink and cabinets—just floating in the middle.  Another island area looked to be a lounge with a big screen TV and comfortable seating—La-Z-Boys and couches.  This floor was decked out.

Gol’yanovskaya 2.0.

A regular bachelor pad.

Marks moved across the floor.  There were Oriental rugs in areas, a pool table, another TV area that had an X-box game console and a bunch of controllers on a sofa.  There was a coffee table with a pile of thumbed-through magazines.  Game cartridges were haphazardly spread on a rug.  Call of Duty, Modern Warfare, Dead Rising… Guys had a thematic going.  Bunch of wannabe bangers.

Should have practiced more, chumps.

Marks spied a dehumidifier on the floor.  It was cranking big time trying to keep the dampness out of the air.  Lost cause.

Marks moved towards the kitchen.  Instead of mustiness and rat stench, the air here smelled of stale cigarettes.  Bunch of stubbed butts in ashtrays everywhere.   Crumpled packs of Marlboros and Davidoff Classics on the counter and in the trash.  Sink was overflowing with dirty dishes.  He passed some columns.  The doors were ahead, three of ‘em.  All three were closed.

Come on down and place your bets, gents.

What’s behind door number one?  Two?  Three?  Is it a trip to Maui?  Or is it a cracker with a widow maker?

Only one way to find out.  He went to the door on the far left and examined it from the outside, looking for anything funny.  Like a bomb.

Not that he’d be able to tell, if it was done well.  Sometimes though, you gotta just take the chance.  He reached for the handle.

“I got something,” Lip said.

Marks stopped.  Tapped back.  “Give it to me.”
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LIP was very particular with his weapons.  There was no such thing as ‘one size fits all’ when it came to the appropriate piece for a job.  A close quarter’s sweep like this wasn’t a job for Bertha.  Instead he was going with Cheryl.

Cheryl was a SIG Sauer P226
semi-automatic pistol.  The type that was favored by SEALS and specialist units like the 22 SAS.  In fact, the piece Lip had in his hand now had been given to him by a member of the 22 SAS.  That’d be British Army, Special Forces.  Good chaps, even better accents.

Subconsciously, Lip had a habit when it came to bestowing names to his weapons.  He never realized his penchant for doing so till later.  Cheryl probably came from Cheryl Boggs.  She was a blast from the past for him.  He remembered her fondly.  She’d been a senior when he was in tenth grade.

She used to wear rainbow eye shadow and had peroxide blonde hair that was teased back in a big bouffant style.  Ridiculous today, but back then that was hot, the
bomb, foxy and sweetness put together.  She wore these great tight acid-washed jeans with fuzzy purple leg warmers.  She’d had great legs and a fantastic heart-shaped ass.

At the time he’d had a humongous crush on her.  She used to come to all his baseball games.  Granted, she was a cheerleader, so it wasn’t just him she was coming to see.  But fate shined on him.  The moon and sun aligned.  It was against the Crossville Titans.  He hit three homers that game and ended up catching her eye.  Not long afterwards, Hanukkah came early for him when they started dating.  Two weeks later, in the backseat of her car, he lost his virginity to her.

Mazel fuckin’ Tov
and Shalom
wrapped in a Tootsie Roll.  It didn’t matter that she wasn’t Jewish (not that he cared about that—he didn’t do the kosher thing either) or that she’d slept with half the baseball team by the time they started dating (he found that out afterwards).  Both those details were irrelevant.

Puppy love makes you blind.  She was his first real girlfriend, and like jelly donuts and Baby Ruths, Cheryl would always have a special place in his heart.

I’m sorry you have to see this, Cheryl.

Lip panned his flashlight over the extent of the space, and tapped his mike.  “I’ve got several buckets of chicken here, but they’re not chicken.”

It was not a pretty sight.  In fact, Lip felt physically ill.

He was in a furnace room.  It was hot.  He was sweating.   On the concrete floor were seven buckets.  Big ole ones, like painters used when buying in bulk.  Five of those buckets were full of body parts.
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MARKS paused.  He moved away from the door he’d been about to open.

“What are we talking?” Marks said.

“Five buckets.  It’s hard to tell, but looks like just one body.  There’s a head.”

“A kid?”

“Hard to say.  Don’t think so.  Looks older, maybe twenties.  Asian… possibly Chinese.  Male.”

“Where are you?”

“It’s some sort of furnace room.  I’m in the building that was where the guards were stationed.  Front one.  I picked the lock to get in.  Not much here.  Furnace in a space like this doesn’t make much sense.  Furnace is way too big.  Wait.  Place has a trap door.  I’m going to check it out.”

Marks frowned.  Another trap door?  What was with this place?  Like a friggin’ rabbit warren.

“Keep in contact.”

“Will do.”

Marks decided to check out the other two doors.  Do the visual on all of them first.  See if he could see anything that was out of sorts.

Doors to the left and middle were close together.  The door to the far right was down a ways.  Probably for a larger room.  There was the hint of light around the cracks, barely perceptible.  Nothing else; didn’t look rigged.  Alright.  Time to see what he had here.

He crouched and touched the handle, keeping his body away from the door.  He opened the handle and pulled the door.  Let it swing open by itself.

Voices, faint.  Adrenaline spiked, until he realized it was a TV.  He gripped his weapon and went inside.  Room was dark, but not completely.  The faint glow of a TV emanated from the back.

Looked to be some sort of office.
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LIP raised the trap door, using the rope handle.  It was just a piece of plywood with hinges on it.  There were metal rungs that went down.

Just fuckin’ wonderful.  They appeared to lead to some sort of tunnel.  This definitely was not his deal.  Lip hated tight enclosed spaces.  Granted, he hated lots of things.  Bad breath, typos in newspapers, pubes in his food.  Being told “don’t worry, that’s just a regular hair” by the waiter.  True story.  All of those he had a beef with, but tight spaces took the cake.  If he had to list his phobias, he’d put claustrophobia at top three.  Easy.  He hated flying for that very reason.  That and the fact his ass never seemed to fit in the seats.

Shit.

Least he had Cheryl.

“Trap door leads to a tunnel.  I’m going down.  May lose contact.”

No response.  Just three clicks.  Marks had heard him, but wanted to stay silent.

Lip started down the rungs.  He went down gingerly.  Last thing he needed was to bust his ass.  Rungs looked old, might not be secure.  But they held his weight.  Lip got down to the bottom.  He swung his flashlight around.  Tunnel went only one direction.  Big pipes were overhead.  Looked like steam pipes.

Man, this had horror flick all over it.  He realized if a fugly something jumped out and yelled “Boo” there was an eighty percent chance he’d shit himself.

Why do I sign up for these jobs?

Lip headed down the tunnel.
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MARKS took his hand from his ear and entered the office.  There was furniture arranged in the space and a big massive desk at the end, near which was a TV mounted on the wall.

Boss man’s office.  Rudnitsky’s.

Marks’s eyes passed over the artwork on the walls.  What the…?  It took him a second to realize what the pictures were showing.  They were close-ups, photos.  Man had a real sick sense of what constituted as art.  Faces writhing in pain; others were clearly of people that were already dead, some with grotesque wounds.  This guy is one sick bitch.  His eyes raked the bookcases behind the desk, settling on the desk itself.

There we go.  Computer monitor.  On the desk.  He walked over.  Desk had some metal figurines on it, strangely disturbing ones.  Guy was keeping with the sicko program.

There was a dock station, but no laptop.  Shit.  He walked around and checked under the desk.  Nothing, except for a power strip and some wires.  Sorry, Lip, no banana here.  But there was a printer, and it had something on it.  He picked up the piece of paper.  Used his moon beam.

It was a recipe for Fried Chicken Livers?
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THEY finished sweeping the buildings.  Good news was they didn’t find any more kids.  Bad news was they didn’t find what they were hoping to find.  Marks and Lip reconvened by the warehouse and compared notes.

Didn’t take long.  Kids were waiting and they needed to skate this joint.  Lip wrapped it, broke it down.

“Pretty measly, but I’ve got some stuff to work with.”  Lip’s haul was laid at his feet.  He’d taken it off the men.  It made a small pile, most of which Lip had already put in baggies.  “The phones are the most promising.  They weren’t using disposable ones.  There’s some plastic in the wallets.  I got the GPS devices from the trucks.  I’ll run it all down once we get back—we may get something.”

There were three hefty stacks of cash.  Lip had bound the stacks with rubber bands.  “Four of the guys were loaded,” Lip said.  “Mostly Benjamins.  There’s a little over twenty-two thousand there.  I found this down in the tunnel.”  He handed Marks a pamphlet.  The paper was cardboard stock.  It was water stained and looked old.  Had the same ‘CD’ insignia that Marks had seen down in the concrete dungeon.  “You recognize it?” Lip said.

“I saw the same thing.  What is it?”

“Civil Defense,” Lip said.  “This place was some sort of Fallout Shelter.  Might have been used on the federal level.  Who knows?”

Marks nodded.  Explained the blast door and the rest of it.  Lip described the tunnel network he’d checked out.  There were a bunch of steam tunnels that connected some of the buildings.  Marks realized they’d gotten lucky.  These guys could have hidden easily, if they’d had the opportunity.  Could have used the tunnels, come up anywhere.

“What do you think happened?” Marks said.

Lip shrugged.  “Best I can figure, those three I saw from the hill must have noticed that the blast door was locked when they checked out the warehouse.  They went and got the rest of the crew.  Probably figured something was going on with the kids.  Maybe they had a deal where that door was always supposed to remain open.  Whatever it was—I don’t think they figured breach.  These guys weren’t exactly swift in the security department.  Frankly, I’m still not getting it.”

“Getting what?” Marks said.

Lip shook his head.  “One laptop?  If that’s all they had, it just doesn’t add up.  And look at their security?  Aside from the infrared sensors… they’ve got no cameras on site?  One guard?  No monitors?  They’re using cell phones—not disposable ones?  It’s like they had nothing to fear.  Or were just too stupid to know better.  Taking those cameras offline at Starbucks and altering those federal databases?  That’s not these guys.  These guys were the muscle, not the brains.”

“So where does that put us?” Marks said.

“Shit out of luck.  So much for taking down the whole structure.  We didn’t get a Google squad of techies, we got a goon squad.”

Marks grimaced.  A sour taste crept in his mouth.  He knew what this meant.  Without the brains, they hadn’t shut this thing down.  These guys had been doing something bad here, and until they took down the head it wasn’t going to stop.

There was a mess here: the body parts in the buckets, the severed hand next to the operating table, the rigged trucks to transport live cargo, the kids, the cages, the medieval looking contraption down in the dungeon, the tripod for the camera, the rats…

They weren’t getting the full picture.  Couldn’t connect all the dots.  Marks had several theories, but he wanted concrete answers.

Lip brought things into perspective.  “Good news is the kids.  That’s what matters.  You ready to radio this in?”

Marks nodded and handed Lip the keys to the vehicles.  He’d found them on the second floor, on the kitchen counter.  “My vote’s for the Suburban.  But it’s your call, you’re driving.”

They carried the duffels to the vehicles.  They were heavier this time, and in addition to the duffels, Lip had filled up two large trash bags.  Lip’s haul wasn’t just small stuff.  He’d thrown in weapons he’d exploited from the site.  Partner was a regular klepto.  Either that, or he was working on becoming an arms dealer as a second career.

Lip opened the Suburban’s tailgate and they loaded it up.  That done, Lip hopped in the driver seat.  “Just tell me when.”

“Ten four.”  Marks walked away.

They both knew it was best that Lip stay out of sight.  With Marks’s blackened face, his identity was safe.  At least as safe as it was going to be.  It was better that the kids just had one guy to describe to the PD.  Not two.  Particularly not two with Lip’s and Marks’s descriptions.

As Marks walked back to the warehouse, he grimaced again.  He could feel the years catching up to him.  His knees were stiff and his body was worn out.  It felt like he’d gone ten rounds, but he hadn’t even taken a punch.

Times had changed.  This little exercise, back in the day, wouldn’t have made him break a sweat.  Wasn’t the case anymore.  Adrenaline might equalize things out for a while—keep him jacked up and feeling invincible—but once that buzz wore off, the ‘S’ on his chest stood for Sorry-ass.  He was one Sad Sack.  Superman was up and gone like he’d never even existed.

He needed some Advil and ice, and some plain R&R.  But that still was a ways off.  They weren’t done.  They were no closer to figuring out what Johnny Two-cakes had stumbled on, than they were at the Starbucks.  They were going to have to approach this thing from a different angle.  Needed to do what they should have done at the beginning.

That’d be the next order of business.  Right now, however, Marks had some kids to liberate.  That thought almost shooed away the hurt.  The good stuff.  The cherry on top.  What made all this ugliness worth the effort.

Ooh-rah!

Good guys do win. 

 

MARKS entered the warehouse and hobbled down the stairs.  Blast door was still locked.  Had to have been hell for them.  Everything… all of the nightmarish horrors they endured.  Time to set things right.  Give them a better life.

He rapped on the door with the butt of his rifle.  One time.  Metal clunking on metal.  He waited a two-beat pause and then did three more quick raps.  The same pattern he’d told them to expect when he came back.

Moments later, he heard the sound of bolts disengaging.  The door swung out.  Marks was greeted with the barrel end of a pistol.
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IT wasn’t really a surprise.  Not that he was a Head Doc, but Marks would argue it was a good sign.  Kid was a fighter not a victim.

“Easy,” Marks said.

It was the boy, Owen.  He was holding the pistol in both hands.  He’d gotten it off one of the dead, obviously.  Behind him were the other kids.

 “You came back,” Maria said.

“Told you I would.  Think you can lower that, son?”

The boy hesitated.  There was fear and indecision on his face.  His hands, Marks could see, were already struggling with the pistol’s weight.  Those things were heavier than they looked, particularly when the wrists and hands holding it were no bigger than a child’s.

“Owen, those things can be dangerous.  I wouldn’t want anyone to get hurt.  Just lower and hand it over.  Nice and easy, son.  We’re going to get you home now.”

The boy was struggling with it.  For him it wasn’t a simple decision.  Releasing the pistol would mean becoming vulnerable again.  At another man’s mercy.  Boy had already been there and had seen what that had gotten him.

On the flip side, Marks knew what it would have taken for the kid to retrieve that pistol.  To do so, he would have had to go back into that room with the cages.  Where the bodies of his jailers were.  That couldn’t have been easy.  Would have taken courage.  The boy had confronted his fears.  That was a big step forward.  Next step was just as big.

Marks waited him out.  Didn’t want to rush it.  Wanted the kid to do this on his own time.  Owen’s arms wilted, his shoulders sagged.  He handed the pistol over.

“I’m proud of you Owen,” Marks said, taking it.  “You did good.”

The boy returned a minced smile.  Marks looked at the scene.  Picture was a keeper.  All six of them were looking at him, wide eyed and hopeful.  Didn’t get much better than this.

“Are we going home now?” said Ivana.  It was the girl with red hair.  She had what sounded like a Russian accent.  Real cutey pie.

“Absolutely, Ivana.  That’s the plan.  First order of business, though, is I’m going to call the Police and Fire Department.  They’ll get you guys checked out, make sure you’re okay, and then they’ll get you home.  I wish I could be with you.  But its best I let those guys do the honors.”

The hope on the kids’ faces just went up and vanished.  Like light bulbs winking out.  Not the reaction he expected.  What was going on here?

“What is it?” Marks said.






  







 

 

 

 

 

74

 

KIDS were afraid.  That’s what he was seeing.  For a brief moment Marks almost thought the Grim Reaper was standing over his shoulder.

“Please don’t call the cops,” Cassie said.

The others started to speak, as well.  Marks listened.  Situation just became more complicated.  As for the plan?  That just went out the window.

He couldn’t radio this in.   Kids didn’t want the cops or firemen.  They were illegals.  Their parents had overstayed their Visas, didn’t have Green Cards, had hopped the fence—it was all the same story.  To bring the authorities, meant to bring the INS.  That sort of heat meant deportation.  Looking at them, you’d almost think that fate was as bad as the cages.  To further complicate matters, between the six of them they lived in four different states.  Couldn’t just drive them home, either.

What we have here is a convoluted situation.  Phrase was a favorite of his old CO.  It fit like shit in a diaper.  He ushered them upstairs.

Heat and dryness of the dungeon was making it hard to think.  Better cogitating was promised when he saw the lightening sky.  Sun was about to come up.  Sky was pink.  Pretty as a portrait.  Air felt crisp too.  Tasted good.

Maybe Lip could figure out this pickle.  On the loading dock, Marks tapped his ear mike. “Lip, we have a problem.”  He explained the situation briefly.  A minute later, Lip walked over.  So much for their fancy plans to keep themselves from being identified.

Marks did the introductions.  Kept it simple.  No name.  Just, this is my buddy.

“Hey guys,” Lip said.

The kids looked at Lip with a mix of curiosity and caution.  Lip knew the best way to break the ice; he copped a page straight from the G.I. playbook.  He’d come with provisions.

“You look thirsty.”  Lip passed out bottled water and energy bars.  He asked their names.  Kids shyly told him.  Maria, Owen, Alyson, Cassie, Kim, and Ivana.

“You guys like jokes?” Lip said.

Here we go.  Marks should have known.  Lip had a captive audience—no way was he passing up on that opportunity.  The kids were quaffing their water greedily and chewing their energy bars.  Lip kept it G rated.  He rattled off a few zingers.  Each of which fell flat as a pancake.

Tough crew.  Marks smirked.  Lip didn’t give up.  Had to give him credit.  The kids were appraising him now with conflicted expressions.  Expressions Marks had seen before on young teens.  Is this guy for real?

Most of Lip’s jokes were terrible.  But he plowed on, didn’t resort to any pull my finger ones.  Lip, surprisingly, could keep it clean every now and then.  In this case, just so long as you overlooked the fact that his polka dot boxers were showing.

The kids seemed to be thawing.  A smile broke.  A giggle was elicited.

“What’s the Disney Virus?” Lip said, rattling off another one.

The kids shrugged.

“It’s when your computer goes goofy.  What’s the Mike Tyson virus?  Don’t know, huh?  Quits after one byte.  Byte spelled B, Y, T, E.  Get it?  No?  Yeah, I had to explain it.  Okay, I promise, this is a good one.  What’s brown and sticky?”

“Poopie,” said Alyson.  She was the youngest one.  It was the first time she’d spoken, aside from saying her name.

“No silly,” Lip said.  “A stick…  Okay, here’s another one.  Why does Tigger always smell bad?”

Maria smiled.  “Because he hangs out with pooh?”

Lip made a face.  “That’s disgusting.”

Marks waited till he was done.  He didn’t want to stop his partner when he was on a roll.  It was surreal to see—after what these kids had probably gone through—to see them smile and actually giggle.

Pretty damn cool.

 

A few minutes later, Lip excused himself, “I’m coming back now.  I’m not done.  But I need to talk with this guy.”  He lowered his voice and put his hand up to shield his mouth.  “I don’t think he knows he hasn’t washed his face.”

The kids giggled.  Lip walked over wearing a sheepish grin.  Man was on a high.  Couldn’t blame him.  Marks felt it too.  But play time had to be put on hold.  It was time for the talk.

“Why can’t we drive them home?” Lip said, after Marks said his piece.  “We’ll put ‘em in the Suburban.  Bus ‘em home.  It’ll be fun.”

Marks looked at the kids.  They were looking at them expectantly.  Tore his friggin’ heart strings.

“Are you kidding?  We can’t do that,” Marks said.

“Why not?”

“I can think of thirteen good reasons,” Marks said.  “But I’ll give you three.  One, those thirteen we just iced.  Two, we got weapons in the vehicle that tie us to this deal.  Three, what’s to stop these kids’s parents from having the authorities run us down once we drop them off?  We’ll be driving on the highway in a freakin’ bus.  Not exactly incognito.  And what happens if we get pulled over for something else?  We’re talking fourteen hours on the highways, at least.  Not to mention bathroom stops, having to get food.  Too many things could happen.  Two guys like us with six kids?  C’mon.  At every pit stop, we’ll be drawing looks.”

“That was five reasons, but who’s counting?  They don’t want the cops,” Lip said.  “And there are things called drive thrus, in case you forgot.”  He lowered his voice.  “Is this about something else?”

“Like what?”

Lip’s brow knit.  “Like the fact they’re illegals?”

Marks frowned.  “Why would you say that?”

“I’m just thinking of a phrase you once said: Just put up a damn wall and be done with it.”

“Who said that?” Marks said.

“You did.”

“Did not.”

“Did to.”

“Even if I did… that was different,” Marks said.

“How?”

“Just was.”

Lip shook his head and gave him a look.  Marks got annoyed.  He’d seen that look before.  It was Lip’s smug look when he was convinced he’d just won an argument.  Lip mouthed the word “O b a m a.”

“Not fuckin’ funny, Mr. Polka Dot.”

Lip smirked.  “You’re just sore.  You know I’m right.”  His face got serious.  “Alright, I’ll concede to you on the bus thing.”

Lip took off his glasses and strap and pinched the bridge of his nose.  He seemed to think for a moment.  “There may be another solution to this.”
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COUNT on Lip to think out of the box.  It wasn’t a great plan, but it was a plan.  Better than their other two options, Lousy and Lousier.

Marks wiped the paint from his face, while Lip and the kids saddled up.  Suburban was almost like a bus.  They had elbow room to spare.  Marks, last one in, took the passenger seat.

En route, Lip and he debriefed the kids.  They had an hour plus drive to do it.  Rush hour started early in the Baltimore-Washington Metropolitan Area, and they were heading into the thick of it.  Georgetown.

Surprisingly, the kids were onboard.  No vetoes.  Nods and yeses from all of them.  They were apprehensive, but that was to be expected.

They didn’t speak much at first, but towards the end of the ride they opened up some.  Marks and Lip didn’t want to pry, but they needed all the info they could get.  Seems these kids’ parents—in some cases there was just a dad or a mom—were asked to pay ransoms.  The girl that spoke Russian, Ivana, had overheard the men speaking.  She had the most to share.

Didn’t take much to glean the picture beneath the picture.  None of these kids came from money—not from these kids’ comments.  They all seemed concerned, worried about their parents.  Money was tight.  They couldn’t pay what was asked.  But according to Ivana, some of their parents had found a way.  The men had laughed.  Ransom was paid, but it seemed there were other plans for the kids.  Men had no intention of returning them to their parents.  Ivana mentioned the needles.  “There were two vials.  I don’t know what they were for.  One of them was poison.”  She began to get choked up.

“It’s okay,” Lip said.

Partner was all heart, and of course he wanted to set every wrong right.  “Pass that out, will ya?” Lip said to Marks.  It was the three stacks.  Twenty-two thousand.

Marks split them into six piles, trying to make them equal.  He didn’t care about the fact they were doling it out and not keeping it for themselves.  Easy come, easy go.  He just didn’t want these kids to get the wrong idea.  Money couldn’t make up for what happened to them.  Nothing would ever make up for that.  Only time would help.

But Lip had a point.  You fix what you can.  This was an easy one.  Lip found a pen and asked the kids to write down their full names and addresses.  He handed Maria a disposable cell phone, which he’d pulled beforehand from his duffel.  He’d already programmed a number into it.

“Call this and type in 71.  I’ll call you right back.  Any problem at all.  Call it.”

The ride was almost over.  They drove over the Key Bridge.  Mist was coming off the Potomac below.  Marks saw a rowing shell gracefully skimming over the water.

“I’m serious now,” Lip said.  “Just call on that phone, if you need to.  I’ll be happy to call back and talk to her.  She loves my jokes.  Honest.”

Her.  Britney Landers Childress.  She was a woman with many hats; an insider in the insular world that was the inner beltway.  Heir to a billion dollar family fortune.  Washingtonian Socialite.  Wife of the former Ambassador to Great Britain.  She was on a first name basis with two former Presidents, numerous senators and congressman, past and current.  As an influence darling, she had few peers.  Brains and looks to boot.

And that was just the abbreviated list.  Wouldn’t be complete without one more notable mention.  Britney Landers Childress.  A woman who at one time had been betrothed to Thomas Lipkin.
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BRITNEY Landers Childress awoke at her normal hour.  Seven o’clock, every morning, on the dot.  If anything, she was punctual.

She removed her aromatherapy sleep mask from her eyes and put it on her bedside table.  Harold was traveling this week, so she woke up alone.  She hated to admit it, but she secretly preferred sleeping by herself.  Harold snored.  Had terrible sleep apnea.  She always seemed to awaken in the middle of the night when he was sleeping next to her.  When he was traveling, however, she slept like a baby; woke refreshed, energized, and ready to tackle the day.

She went to the bathroom and did her daily ablutions.  She was meticulous about it, and it took a while.  Brushing her teeth, face wash, ointments… a whole routine.

The bathroom was the size of some studio lofts you’d find in Georgetown.  She considered it her sanctuary.  The Parisian marble tile with its intricate inlay was modeled after a flat in Neuilly-sur-Seine.  She’d had it shipped over from the same exact quarry as the flat’s.  That had taken some doing, as the flat was over three hundred years old, and the quarry had long ago been decommissioned.  But what Britney wanted, Britney usually figured a way to get.

The tile always made her feel like she was barefoot in Paris.  It was radiant heated, of course, so that detail was slightly different than those memories of hers, studying abroad, living there in that gorgeous flat.

In the spacious sea of tile was a clawfoot tub that she used every Sunday.  Punctual and
a creature of habit.  That was her.  To a tee.

She patted her face down with an Egyptian cotton towel, and looked at herself in the mirror.  Her age was showing.  It was not the same twenty-year-old face that used to look back at her in Gay Paree.  The one with the shining eyes, pixyish grin and baby-soft cheeks.  Twenty years can do that.  Lines were now showing in spots she could do nothing about.  ‘Laugh lines’ is what her dermatologist called them.  Smiling too much.  What next, she wondered?  Even smiling was now bad for her.

She pulled her wavy auburn hair back and used a clip.  It was still lustrous; her hair was one of her better features.  She found her robe and slipped into it.  She was slender and thin boned.  Too skinny everyone said.  She agreed.  Some of those girlie curves she used to have were no longer so curvy.  She needed to eat; put some meat on her bones.  She could do that…

Two pieces of unbuttered toast and one egg, sunny side up.  Another ritual of hers.  Hopefully, Yolanda already had it prepared.

She put her slippers on.  Clasped her diamond-studded timepiece.  Far off, she heard the sound of the bell.  It was the bell for the front door.

She glanced at her watch.  7:37.  Now who could be visiting at this hour?
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THEY waited down the street and made sure that the kids were invited inside.  They had a good view with their side-view mirrors.

“Looks good,” Marks said.

Lip put his Blackberry and laptop away; he’d taken care of every security camera that would have captured the drop off.  He put their vehicle in Drive and pulled away from the curb.  A moment later, they turned onto Kalorama Road and drove past the French Embassy.  Britney Landers Childress lived in a very exclusive area of Washington.  A stone’s throw from Adams Morgan and right next to G-town.  The residents of these brownstones and freestanding stately homes were some of the most powerful and influential people you’d find in the entire Capital City; some would argue in the entire country.

“How long you give it?” Lip said.

“Seven minutes.”

“I give eleven.”

Marks was off.  Lip was right on the money.  Ten minutes and forty-two seconds later, while stuck in traffic, the phone beeped.  ‘71’ popped up on the digital screen.  Lip picked up the other disposable phone he had and hit speed dial.  It routed through another line and waited for Lip to input the destination number.  It was an old habit; use two relays.  He put it on speaker.

“Hello?”

“Tomás… is that you?”  The voice was female and familiar.  That was what she called him: Tomás.  Lip and Britney had met in Spain.  For some reason she always preferred calling him by that affected name.

“Hey Brit.”

“Is this some sort of sick joke?” she said.

Lip turned onto Massachusetts and proceeded forward at a crawl.  “Did they tell you everything?”

“Yes.”  Her voice faltered.

“Can you help them?” Lip said.  “If they explained it, you know why I can’t be involved.”

“So it’s true?” Britney’s voice wavered.  “It’s horrible.”

“I know.  They need you, Brit.  They’re good kids.  I know you’ll do the right thing.”

A minute later, after a few more words, they clicked off.  Lip tossed the phone in the back.  He’d dispose of it shortly.

“Kids are good,” Lip said.

Marks smiled.  “Nice work, but you do realize you just fully incriminated yourself, if this ever goes south.”

“Won’t.  She’ll get them home, probably in limos, or in a private plane, who knows.  Besides, what did I really say?  I didn’t admit to anything.  I don’t know what the kids told her.”

Lip turned onto K street.  “Plausible deniability, partner.  Plausible deniability.”

 

BRITNEY Landers Childress.  Lip knew all the details, past and current.

He’d stayed abreast of her life.  He knew—in addition to all the other causes she supported—that she was heavily involved with The Innocence Lost National Initiative.  She was one of their principal private donors.

The ILNI.  Not even a byline in the papers and rarely profiled.  But Lip knew the particulars.  ILNI was a joint FBI and Justice Department operation that received funding from various undisclosed sources.  The operation specialized in finding runaways and cracking down on child prostitution.  They went after the pimps and lowlifes that preyed on children.  It was a great cause.  Just a few minutes ago, Lip had pulled up the most current info.  Since 2003, ILNI had saved 1,480 kids.

Make that 1,486.  Britney’s association with the cause allowed six more to be chalked in the win column.  Unofficially, of course.

Britney, Lip knew, had a soft spot for kids.  It was one of the dozens of reasons he’d fallen for her.  Man, it had been nice to hear her voice.

Marks looked over.  “Thinking of what ifs?”

Lip shrugged.  “Never would have worked.  Me?  Come on.  Beauty and the Beast, brother.  I was out of my league from day one.”

Marks looked at him.  “Hell you were, buddy.”

They drove in silence.  Next stop was what they should have done first.  Pay a visit to Johnny Two-cakes’s house.  Not that either of them were complaining about the order in the queue.  Sometimes getting from A to B means you take a number.

1,486.

‘Nuff said.
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WOULD have been nice to drop off their gear and hit the showers, but logistics made hitting Johnny Two-cakes’s house the better call.  It was close.  Address was North Arlington.  Just a stone’s throw from where they were.  Back over Key Bridge, short hop on Route 66, and take an exit.

“You remember the address?” Marks said.

Lip tapped his head.  “Like a vault, baby.”

Marks pictured the Fed Ex envelope Marion had given them back in the beginning.  Basic rule: don’t leave a stone unturned.  They needed to exploit what they could.  JTC’s crib might have the goods.

Couldn’t get worse.  Right now all they had was a bunch of random pieces.  They needed something to glue them together.

Those Russian goons had some sick operation going.  Ransoming kids, filming them, then doing something else with them?  Selling them?  Who the hell to?  What the hell for?  And what was with the operating table, the coolers, the ice?  Looked like another operation altogether—like some organ harvesting deal?  The body parts in the buckets, which no doubt were intended to be chucked in the furnace?  Kind of explained those other buckets he’d seen that had been cleaned out with bleach.

Child prostitution.  Organ harvesting.  Half-assed theories, overshadowed with more questions: What was with the rats, that medieval-looking table?  How did Marion fit into this?  Something to do with Costa Rica and Johnny Two-cakes?  What had he been doing down there?

Costa Rica might be next on their list after this bus stop.

Lip did a flyby.  Had his Blackberry out.  They passed Johnny Two-cakes’s house, but didn’t slow down.

It was a nice house.  Neighborhood was upscale.  Nothing like Britney’s zip code, but still impressive.  Homes were in the one to two million dollar range.  Course, in regards to real estate valuations, everything was relative.  What one and two million got you in the Baltimore-Washington Metropolitan Area wasn’t exactly the same as what it got in other regions of the country.

Johnny Two-cakes’s house was nice, but it wasn’t the Taj Mahal.  It was in a Seventies style.  A big timbered A-frame with rusticated stone on half of it and glass on the rest.  A smaller wing was on one side, and an enclosed two-car garage was on the other.  Site was generous; probably about three-quarters of an acre.  Lawn was manicured; had mature oaks and maples whose leaves were just turning color.  There was a decent length asphalt driveway.  At its front were two stone piers that formed the entrance.  Landscaping looked well kept.

Not a place that looked owned by an absentee owner.

Place said money around here.  Not crazy obscene money, but the kind that senior partners in law firms, well-to-do lobbyists, and the other white collar elite might make.  Plot of land like this—this close to DC?  Ka ching, ka ching.

And Johnny Two-cakes owned it.  Man who’d been on a government salary for a good chunk of his life?  That didn’t fit.

Before they put boots on the ground, Lip wanted to dig.  Flyby got him what he needed.  They cruised on.  Drove to a Dunkin’ Donuts that was about ten minutes away.  They parked.  Got some Joe.  Lip did his donut fix; ate two from the bag before they got back in the Suburban.  Lip flipped open his laptop and got down to business.

Marks was odd man out.  After a few sips of his coffee he put it in the drink holder, reclined his seat and took a nap.  Wanted to beat the caffeine to the punch.  Snag some Zs.  Marine thing.  Hit the rack when you can.  Never know when you’ll get a chance to do so next.

A nudge in the ribs and Z time was over.  Too short as usual.  Lip brought him up to speed.

“I needed to see what type of security we might be dealing with.”

Marks rubbed his eyes.  “And?”

“Funny,” Lip said.  “He doesn’t own the house.  It’s owned by an offshore trust.  Just a P.O. Box for an address.  I ran some things down.  That trust is owned by another shell company.  I lost the trail after that.  The house is practically invisible.  There’s nothing that ties it to Johnny Two-cakes.”

“Not surprised.  That’d be him,” Marks said.

“I agree,” Lip said.  “Still, think about it.  Johnny Two-cakes was worried about Marion.  Wanted her out of there ASAP.  Obviously he was worried.  Didn’t think his attempts to sanitize would withstand scrutiny.  Maybe with more time I might be able to get past the dead end I hit, but I doubt it.  Johnny Two-cakes did it like I would have done.  It’s almost textbook.  And I had the address to work with—a big advantage.  They don’t.  So why did Johnny Two-cakes want Marion out of there?”

“I don’t know, could be several reasons.  Maybe it’s listed elsewhere.  As collateral for a loan?  He had his business down in Costa Rica.”

“I dug into that too,” Lip said.  “Nope, not that I can see.  His business was off any books.  No loans.  All I found was the name of it.  It wasn’t in his name, either.  It was owned by another offshore trust.”

“Hell, I wasn’t out that long.”

“Yeah you were.  And you snore.”

“Hell I do.”

Lip tapped two keys on his computer.  A noise like a hippo chuffing filled the Suburban.

It was disturbing.  “What the hell is that?” Marks said.

“You.”

“No way.”
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THEY rolled right on in like they owned the joint.  Pulled up to the two-car garage.  Sometimes the out in the open approach was the best approach.

It was just a few minutes after ten.  This was a working neighborhood.  The working rich, but still the working class.  Most folks, Marks realized, would be at their offices.  Prying eyes should be limited to the few moms that weren’t running errands.  And Johnny Two-cakes, if what Marion said was right about them recently moving in, probably hadn’t even met his neighbors.

A Suburban was on par for this place.  Not too lowbrow or too flashy, and definitely not the sort of ride that would raise any red flags.  People were hampered by stereotypes.  Last thing they expected was someone driving a forty thousand dollar family vehicle to be B&E candidates.

Security was good, but nothing crazy.  Lip wasn’t impressed.

“Johnny Two-cakes is getting sloppy,” Lip said, as he turned off the security system from the car.  “Store bought.  Not even customized.”

They put on disposable gloves, exited and walked up to the front door.  Thirty seconds for Lip to use his nimble fingers and they were in.

No joke; gloves on too.  Man had scary skills.  

“Let’s see what we got here,” Lip said.  “Poppa’s curious.”
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HALFWAY around the world a honey pot was triggered.  It happened the second the security system went down on John Claiborne’s residence.  The man in the white mask was notified almost immediately.  In 3.21 seconds to be exact.

He had already determined several things about John Claiborne’s “store bought” system.  It had been purchased five and a half years ago with a credit card that was in John Claiborne’s name.

Everyone gets careless.  Including sorry old hawks from the National Security Agency.  Claiborne, who’d reached a GS Pay Grade 14 by the time he’d retired, was quite adept at keeping off the radar.  He wasn’t the careless sort.

Ever since vulnerabilities were discovered in ARPANET and MILNET back in the early 80s—almost since the beginning, it appeared—he’d adopted a minimum profile approach.  He hadn’t taken it to an extreme (like some ghosts who changed names every week), but he did abide by a set of cardinal rules.  His personal residence was always listed as a P.O. Box.  His billing address for his credit cards, likewise, was a P.O. Box.  That P.O. Box was linked to an incorporated entity, not to him individually.  He was very disciplined at parsing information about himself.  The NSA had obviously instilled in him a deep respect for the capabilities of those on the other side.

The other side being the enemy.  Never underestimate them appeared to be his motto.  Quite the paranoid individual, he was.  Also a realist.  He had anticipated that chinks in his armor would be found.  He’d seen his own vulnerabilities.  For one, he paid his taxes.  Being a government employee that duty was kind of required.  So obtuse of Americans.  They might as well put bull’s eyes on their brave defenders.  Secondly, and perhaps even more emasculating, certain “other” information was out there.  Claiborne did not know the exact means that an enemy would try to exploit, but he was aware that it might happen.

Good show in both regards, Mr. Claiborne.  A man that admits his deficiencies is a rare breed indeed.

The exploit, as they always were, was perfunctory, an inevitability, like the rising tide.  Claiborne had used his credit card to purchase the security system.  The credit card was in his name.  Name: one piece of useful info.  When the cashier rang up that purchase at the time, the point of sale software had captured and married several bits of metadata.  The optical scanner had swiped the barcode and the integrated credit card processing system had captured the card’s number.

The product purchased happened to be a GE product.  GE’s tracking capabilities for its inventory were state of the art, even five years ago.  When the barcode was swiped, from that point forward, GE could pinpoint which retailer had sold its product.  Date, time, cash or credit.

Credit.  Ah… such a lovely thing.  Particularly from the retailer’s perspective.  Companies loved when customers used their plastic.  It enabled their sophisticated analytics to earn its keep.  All sorts of additional data was captured instantly.

With one simple swipe of that credit card, the retailer (and their sales partner, GE) suddenly knew quite a lot on who had purchased their product.  Age, name, buying preferences.  Those were just the basics.

In John Claiborne’s case the available information was less than most.  He was a ghost, after all.  But nevertheless, even with the man’s diligent precautions, it was still additional information that could create the beginnings of a virtual profile.

John Wellesley Claiborne.  53 years old.  Born February 15th.  An Aquarius.  An ascetic palate.  Not very adventurous with what he ate.  Bought the same thing each time.  Liked to use coupons at the grocery store.  Had an inquiring mind.  Liked books.  Bought them prolifically.  Quite a range of subjects too: history, technology, psychology; preferred nonfiction for the most part.  Once had a cat, then a canary.  Did the cat eat your canary, Mr. Claiborne?

The man in the white mask could go on, quite ad nauseam.  Claiborne’s buying habits revealed much about the man’s personality.  A boring sod; not so for his wife, however.  Sex toys… you naughty boy.  What was she teaching you?  No longer using coupons, either.  Whom did you think you were fooling, Johnny boy?  But enough on Mr. Claiborne.  The exploit.  Yes, the exploit.  Was droll work.  No challenge at all.  Mr. Claiborne’s Achilles’ heel had come into existence five and a half years ago.

The GE security system.  GE being a Six Sigma company prided themselves on their “best of class” systems and processes.  Everything for them was cross-linked.  A barcode was all it took to bring up information on any of their products.  In this case, for the security system Claiborne purchased, this included the sixteen digit verification number for the software that ran that particular system.

When Claiborne set up that system for wireless access he’d inputted that number into one of GE’s highly secure websites.  He had also inputted some other personal information about himself, which included his name, address, and email contact info.  For almost all of those items, Claiborne had been careful.  The name he’d inputted was a shell entity, not his own name.  The email info he’d typed in was also one that couldn’t be traced to his name.  But for the address, in order for the GPS marker of the security system to be effective, he’d plugged in his actual address.

You can run, but you can’t hide.  Actual address.  Second piece of info.

Now there were two pieces of info that were linked.  When he’d plugged in that address—there was a trail, albeit tenuous, that could be linked back to that credit card that was in his name.  Name.  Address.  It just takes one time.  Any and all previous sanitation attempts on Mr. Claiborne’s part were suddenly negated.

Granted, the link between those pieces of useful information was only known by GE, and that trail was protected by a triple-tiered firewall.  GE
had a very secure site.  It was better than most.  In fact, it was one of the best.

In this case, it wasn’t good enough.  It had been hacked.  By little ole me.

The man in the white mask clicked to review the
mirror site he’d already set up.  It enabled him to bring up the video capture that had occurred seconds previous, before the system went down.

The footage was clear and in color.  It showed a Suburban pulling into the driveway.  Ah there you are, you naughty boys.  You’re not easy to find are you?

Two clicks and he sent an email.  Concluded.  The man in the white mask could almost see its path.  He knew exactly where it was going.  His little white dove carrying his simple message.  One, two, three, shall I recount your flight?

First the little white dove traveled at the speed of light over the Pacific Ocean’s floor—from Shantou to a sandy beach at California’s Montana De Oro State Park in almost an instant.  Less than an eye blink later, it zipped to a landing station in San Luis Obispo, and traveled from there another 242 miles to a main convergence point at AT&T’s central hub in downtown San Francisco.  From there it went through a dizzying array of switches and splitters before crossing the country an eye blink later.  Total travel time from sender (that would be me) to recipient’s Inbox was approximately three seconds.

Sender was TGallard72487@msn.com

The white dove (email is such a blah description) contained a recipe for “Kidney Bean Pie”.  Embedded in that file—the white dove’s pretty little beak—was a brief message.  Its sole contents: John Claiborne’s address in North Arlington.  That address was now being read and passed on.  The man in the white mask had kept this information to himself long enough.  He’d known Mr. Claiborne’s address for over 18 hours, but it was time that information was passed on.  The two visitors required it.  They had been a little too busy, a little too naughty, and that just wouldn’t do.

The man in the white mask knew what would happen now, was probably already happening at this very moment.  Monster was adjusting his sunglasses and pulling out into the street.

Hmmm…  The man in the white mask missed times like this, being hands on.  This was so much more fun than delegating to his minions.

Now, now, what do I see in my crystal ball?  The man in the white mask brought up some DMV cameras.  Ah, there he is…

Monster, you lovely boy, Godspeed.  I shall enjoy seeing your next masterpiece.
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MARKS and Lip walked into the foyer.  They were packing; Lip’s was in his holster, Marks’s was shoved in his pants.  Plan was to handle this like a normal job.  No shortcuts.  Full sweep.  In and out like they were never here.

Their Suburban out front might pass muster from watchful neighbors, but any flyby from the bad guys and that was another story.  No need to press their luck.  This was going to be a quick job.

“Right?” Marks said.

“Got it,” Lip said.

The foyer had a privacy screen.  There was an opening and three floating steps that spilled into a big main space.  The A-frame structure soared over it.  Whole plan was open.

Felt like they were in a time warp.  Everything seemed straight from the Seventies.  Abstract artwork on the paneled walls, funky furniture, orange drapes that went down to a shag carpet.  The furniture had avocado-colored cushions with a circle motif pattern.  In another area, the carpet was a thick pile of brown and orange mixed together in a psychedelic mish-mash; looked like something the dog ate and threw up.

“Groovy,” Lip said.  He walked over and examined the books.  There were hundreds of them on the built-in bookshelves that flanked the stone fireplace.  The stone went all the way to the ceiling, as did the bookshelves.

Lip let out a hoot.  “Check it out.”

“Man likes to read,” Marks said.

“Dewey Decimal system,” Lip said.

“You’re kidding?” Marks said.  But Lip was right; he could see it from here.  There were tiny labels on each book.

“300 for Social Sciences.  600 for Technology and Applied Sciences,” Lip said.  “He’s got it all down.  Printed the labels.”  Lip started to giggle.

Marks smirked.  “Either that or we just found the infamous library thief.”

Lip looked at Marks.  “That was good.”

“Thank you.”

They checked out the kitchen.  Not the first place they’d normally hit, but Lip was off his game.

“No way,” Lip said.

Kitchen had to be original to the place.  Lip started opening cabinets.  Left them open.  “He’s a fuckin’ freak,” Lip said.

Marks saw it right away.  The way things were organized.  Pasta fusilli in-between boxes of cereal.  No apparent order, except
if you looked at the colors.  He had the white boxes with the white boxes… green boxes with the green boxes….

Lip couldn’t stop himself.  He was giggling so much he tooted.

“Sorry,” Lip said.

It was a peeper, not a stinker.

Marks closed the cabinets.  “C’mon, focus.”

Lip pulled it together.

They hit the two rooms that were next to the kitchen.  There was a short corridor that led to the garage with two doors that were off it.  They were looking for anything that might be helpful.  That meant files with financial information, computers, ticket stubs, itinerary books… anything that could help flesh out a picture.  Lip kept getting distracted.

“He reuses his plastic baggies,” Lip said, barely able to contain himself.  He was checking out the laundry room.

Marks peeked in and saw some ski gear: skis, poles and ski boots that were on the floor in the corner, next to the dryer.  He saw what Lip was talking about.  Certainly looked suspect.  On a counter was one of those wooden coffee-cup trees; the kind with wooden pegs you use to hang your mugs.  It was right next to the utility sink.  Johnny Two-cakes seemed to be using it for another purpose.  Several plastic sandwich bags were hanging on it.

“He washed and dried them,” Lip said, giggling as he held one of them up.  “What does this thing cost?  Three cents?”

Marks recalled working with the guy.  The guy was frugal.  Always brown bagged it when they were in the office.  Used those same plastic baggies for his tuna fish sandwiches.  Kind of explained why some of those baggies always looked so crinkled.

Speaking of tuna… Marks opened a cupboard in the pantry that was across from the laundry room.  There were at least fifty cans of StarKist stacked on the shelves.  He closed it before Lip could see.  His partner was a mess.  Sight of this would send him into convulsions.

They checked out the garage next, doing it together.  It was just as Marks imagined it when he’d read Johnny Two-cakes’s letter.  Utility shelves lined the garage walls.  One thing was for sure, man was predictable.  On the shelves were boxes with color coded printed labels.  Just like Marks had called it.  Swish.  Nothing but net.

The labels were almost as bad as the fact he kept his old newspapers.  Hundreds of them.  Some of the papers were over three years old.  No sense to it.  Man hadn’t even lived here when these papers would have been delivered.

“What did he do—back order these?” Lip said.

“Got me.  Definitely hasn’t heard of recycling.”

There was a Beemer parked in one of the bays.  A blue one.  Newer 5 series.  Had to be Marion’s car.  Johnny Two-cakes was a Subaru man.  Drove them till the wheels came off.  Also, this car had a female touch.  Marks saw some hand cream and anti-bacterial hand gel inside and a bright frou-frou umbrella lying behind the seat.

Not for the first time he pondered on the dynamic between Marion and Johnny Two-cakes.  It was a rueful thought.  His gut was telling him this was a dead man’s house.  That took any fun out of this.

Lip was more optimistic.  He hadn’t quite come to terms with that fact.  “He’s not dead till we see his body,” Lip said.  “I can’t wait to bust his balls when we see him.”

They finished up with the garage, no wiser.  It was time to hit the other wing of the house.  Logic dictated it would have better pickings.  There’d be the master.  The office.  Hopefully some stuff that would shed some light on what happened to Johnny Two-cakes.

First room they hit was a guestroom.  Didn’t yield much.  But the guest bath certainly did for Lip.  He found the setup hilarious.  Something to do with how the toilet paper was stacked, and how the soaps, ointments and hand lotions were all organized by their brand names.

Marks moved down the corridor.  Tried the handle for the next room.  “Locked door,” he barked.

Had to be the office.  Had its own deadbolt.  Lip came out and did his deal with the picks.  They entered the room.

Curtains were drawn and the space was dark.  Lip flipped the light switch.

Whoa.

No giggling this time.

Johnny Two-cakes’s office was large.  Probably a former bedroom that had been converted.  It took things to a whole other level.  Marks had never seen anything like it.
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“WHACKED,” Lip said.

Marks didn’t disagree.  It was out there.

The walls were completely covered with hundreds of photos, newspaper and magazine clippings.  Markers had been used to circle items and make notations.

“I love the guy,” Lip said, “but this is not normal.”

No comment there, either.

Marks touched one of the few bare spots on the walls.  It was smooth like plastic.  It appeared to have been painted with some sort of whiteboard dry-erase paint for the markers.  On the floor were labeled boxes.  They were stacked everywhere.  The desk was covered with In/Out bins like you’d find on an administrator’s desk.  Those bins were labeled, as well.

There weren’t many places to stand.  The room was large, but it felt claustrophobic.  “Pathological,” Lip mouthed.

Place almost looked like a hoarder’s.  But that wasn’t it.  Marks knew what he was looking at.  “Conspiracy theory.”

Johnny Two-cakes would have another term for it.  Some term that wasn’t pejorative.  Pejorative, that’d be a Johnny Two-cakes word.  Like obfuscate and dissemble.  Man always talked big when small words would do.

“Can I say loony?” Lip said. “How ‘bout craaazzzzy?”

Johnny Two-cakes was always searching for patterns.  Chasing common denominators.  Going after the black wolves… the anomalies within the anomalies.

Back when they worked together, when they weren’t on a particular job, man was obsessed with making sense of the “soup”.  The streaming petabytes of data that the NSA took in and analyzed daily.

Johnny Two-cakes was convinced that too much actionable intel was slipping past the filters, bypassing all the sophisticated algorithms and keyword-spotting technology.  The exploitation systems like Novel Intelligence from Massive Data (NIMD) and “Glass Box” weren’t good enough for him.  Johnny Two-cakes had developed his own pet systems; models and formulas to take another look at the fire hose of chatter.

The man was chasing something.  Some elusive shadow.  Lip used to tease him relentlessly, asking him if he’d found the back room where the guys with cigars were.  “The smoky room where they’re pulling all the strings,” Lip would say then laugh diabolically.

“Look, it’s the weapon Capone used,” Lip said as he lifted a golf club out of a box.  It was wrapped in plastic, like it was evidence for a jury.

“That was a bat, dummy.”  Marks eyed the walls.  No, the man wasn’t crazy.  Even though, at times, it certainly looked that way.  “Look at the tats.”

Lip’s bemused expression changed.  It took him a moment to see what Marks had already seen.   When he did, his face went serious.  The tats were on one swath of wall.  It was just a handful of them.  They were close-ups.  Judging by the graininess of the photos, they might have been still shots of videos that had been enlarged and cropped.

Lip stepped over and examined them.   Some showed some pretty extreme body art.  Entire torsos and backs were covered.  Lip touched a close-up that showed a tat on an arm.  It was a ringlet of thorns.

“Vlad.”

Lip touched another photo.  It showed an iron cross speared through a bleeding heart.  “This guy too.  I recognize it from one of those guys we took out.”

“Yep.  And the star on the neck.  That was on the guy with the AK-47.”

Next to those photos were two articles.  A NASA engineer that was killed in a freak traffic accident and some CEO’s wife that was still missing.  They were separate events.  Recent articles.  Marks hadn’t heard of either of the two people—the articles were short and didn’t have much in the way of details.

“What do you think is with this number at the bottom?” Lip pointed to the ‘487’ that was scrawled in red marker.  “And all these other numbers?”

Those “other numbers” were under other groups of photos and clippings.

“Don’t know, but they correspond with the bins on the desk,” Marks said.

Lip looked at the desk.  The bins were labeled with the same numbers: 97, 487, 499, 511, 73, 109, 31, 137, 1097, 383, 419, 2003, and 2557.  They weren’t in any numerical order.

Marks walked to the desk and looked inside bin 487.  There were several pieces of paper in it.  The one of top had been torn from a yellow notebook pad.  It had some of Johnny Two-cakes’s handwriting.

DLorenzo487@earthlink.net

VVaughn12487@yahoo.com

BGarbonzi21487@yahoo.com

RVance5487@msn.com

“Bunch of email addresses,” Marks said.  He handed the paper to Lip.  “See the last digits?”

“Hmmm…” Lip scanned the addresses.  “487.”

Marks looked at the other paper in the bin.  They were printouts of emails.  They were all addressed to JT_groska7@hotmail.com.  The senders were the same four as Johnny Two-cakes had written down.  The emails were all blank.  There was no subject line, but they each had an attachment, which was stapled to the email.

Marks flipped to one and checked it out.  His mind paused, absorbing it.  It was a recipe.  He handed it to Lip.

“Fried dumplings,” Marks said.

“Hate ‘em.”  Lip’s face lit.  “Wait.”

Marks nodded.  “Yeah.”  The recipe he’d found on Rudnitsky’s printer.

Marks went through the other three in the bin.  “More recipes.”

“He must have hacked into Rudnitsky’s account,” Lip said.  “That’s probably him.”  He pointed to the address: JT_groska7@hotmail.com.

“Yeah, we need to check that out.”

“What do you mean we, Kemosabe?” Lip said.

Marks checked out some of the other bins.  It was more of the same.  The only difference was the last digits of the email addresses.  Bin 511 had email addresses that ended in ‘511’.  Likewise for the others.  All were blank emails with recipes attached.

“This is getting weird,” Lip said, flipping through some of the others.  “Do you think these are code?”

“Could be.  Don’t know.  Not our speed, though.  We’re going to need to call in some favors to get them run.”

Lip nodded.  “That shouldn’t be a problem.  We’ll use our go-to boy.”

“Lawrence?”

“He owes us.”

Lawrence Simpson.  He still worked at the NSA.  Man was a lifer.  And he owed them big.

“They’ve got the Black Widow now,” Lip said.  “I’d love to work with that baby.”

The Black Widow.  The NSA’s colossal Cray supercomputer.  Thing could scan through millions of emails, phone calls, you name it, in seconds.  It could find patterns, search for key words, and do it on a scale that was unfathomable.

“Keep dreaming,” Marks said.

Lip could get carried away.  Like the NSA was going to let ‘em use that.  Thing was needed for its job.  Like spying on the world.

First time on the job Marks was pretty blown away.  Didn’t faze him in the least now, knowing that the NSA captured every bit of correspondence every day and every second from around the world.  Phone calls, cell or land lines.  Domestic and international.  Emails.  Text messages.  Fuckin’ everything.

It was all captured, scanned and stored.  And Lip and he had a hand in helping with that.  Still were helping.  Information in motion.  There were always new pipes that needed to be tapped, more splitters to put in place somewhere around the world.  Dubai, Chóngqing, Bangalore…  Marks and Lip, just two of your friendly cable box installers.  No job too small or too far away.

Marks eyed the walls again.  In a micro sense this was almost like a snapshot of the soup.  Random and nonsensical.  Just a bunch of non-related groups lumped together.

He examined some of the newspaper clippings.  It was weird to see the paper content.  Johnny Two-cakes was usually a digital man.  These papers were old school.

Man was working it like a private dick.  In one section the theme seemed to be Wall Street.  Some of the headlines he recognized and others he didn’t.  “Dow drops 1,000 points!”, “Computer Trading Triggers Market Panic”, “Market Implodes with Unusual Trading”, and “Dow Swings 600 Points in 7 Minutes!”

Underneath those clippings was the number 2003.  It wasn’t for the year, as the clippings were all from May and June of 2010.

Marks put his finger on one of the articles. “Remember this?”

Lip nodded.  “Thousand point drop.  Talk about red meat.  May 6th, 2010.  Now that was fucked up.  A trillion dollars of market value lost.  It went down the tubes in about seven minutes.  It was never explained.  Media tossed out some half-assed theories, before they tagged it on some trader in Chicago that accidentally sent in an order with a few too many zeroes.  Exploited some trigger effect with computer algorithms is what they said.  A computer glitch.  Believe that?  You and I know that’s bullshit.”

“Alright showoff.”

“What?  You asked?” Lip said.

“It was a yes/no answer.  Didn’t ask you to tell me what you read in your sissy paper.”

Lip smirked.  “My bad.  I forgot that FOX doesn’t give you the details.”

Marks flashed the bird and checked out other stuff on the walls.  There were some articles on voting machines.  Some company named Diebold buying another.  In another section it was a political scandal.  The one about Senator Reed.  He was chair of the Homeland Security committee at the time, Marks remembered.

Lip piped in again.  “Remember that guy?  Holier than thou Reed.  Took a bunch of kickbacks.  What a hypocrite that guy was.  Denied it to the end.”

They skimmed the others.  Lip kept with the quips.  Man read too much.

There were three articles on the crime wave in Mexico.  A couple photos of drug lords.  Some clipped out articles on a smalltime drug smuggling operation in Tulsa.  Other random newspaper clippings:  “Chinese Triad has Stranglehold on Shipping!”; “Thai Crime Wave Unleashed”…

To Marks, there didn’t seem to be any logic.  It was all over the map.  There was stuff that happened in South Korea, Europe, the Middle East.  Most of them were crime or political grist, but some of them were man-made disasters.  One section showed photos of a hydroelectric dam and there was an article clipped: “Ruptured Dam Takes out Pipeline!”

Everywhere were numbers tagging the different groups.  Lines and circles had been drawn in certain spots.  Like some sort of bizarre matrix.

“Classic Johnny Two-cakes,” Lip said.  “But this time he’s finally lost it.”

Looked that way.  It was hard to see how any of this stuff could be related.  Admittedly, they’d seen some peculiar connections in their day.  But this…?  Somehow tied together?  No friggin’ way.  Didn’t seem possible.  But Johnny Two-cakes did have that habit of pulling rabbits out of a hat.  Wouldn’t be the first time he’d found some bizarre connection.

Lip’s forehead knit.  “Hmmm… I just noticed something about the numbers.”

“You seeing a pattern?”

“Yeah.”  Lip went over to the boxes.

He opened one and began to check out the contents.

“Well are you going to tell me, or are you going to make me stand here and feel stupid?”

“I’m going to make you stand there and feel stupid.”  Lip started to leaf through the contents in the box.  “These are all emails, but they’re not blank.  Got some email trails here.  LOL.  I miss you, Francis.  You always know the right thing to say…What the fuck?  He’s snooping on teenagers.  Here, you gotta listen to this.”  Lip glanced over and noticed the clouded expression on Marks’s face.

“Okay, sore ass,” Lip said.  “They’re all prime.”

“What do you mean?”

“They’re prime numbers.”

Marks examined the numbers again.  What do you know?  They were prime.  Not that that meant a damn thing.  Still didn’t explain what the emails and recipes meant.

“By the way, you can go fuck yourself,” Marks said.

Lip smirked.  “You’re like a big gorilla sometimes.  Too sensitive.”  He shook his head.  “Wait… hold on …I got something else for you.”

“Another pattern?”

“No better.”  Lip lifted his leg.  Bluppppttt!

It was a peeper and a stinker.  Sausage.

“You suck.”

“Where are you going?” Lip said. “Wait hold on you big gorilla, I got another one for you.”  Lip lifted his leg again.

It sounded like a lawnmower.

Lip frowned.  “That wasn’t me.”

It had come from outside.  They both walked out of the office and glanced through one of the front windows.  A landscaping truck was parked along the street.  Two men were working on Johnny Two-cakes’s lawn.  One of them had a mower and the other had a leaf blower.

“Landscapers,” Marks said, stating the obvious.  He realized they’d been wasting precious time.  It was time to get serious.

“Let’s wrap this.  Since you crapped in this room, you finish it.  I’ll hit the last rooms.  I want us out of here by the time those landscapers are done.”

Lip frowned.  “You’ve got to be joking.  How am I supposed to go through this that quickly?  They’re a million boxes here.”

“Figure it out.  Take pictures.  That’s what your camera is for.”  Marks left the room.

He adjusted the M1911 pistol he had tucked under his shirt, and moved the extra mag he had in his pocket so that it wasn’t so uncomfortable.  He would have preferred his shoulder holster rig, but he’d forgotten to grab it when they first packed.  

He checked out the last two rooms.  One was another guest bedroom and the last was the master.  He made short work of it.  Five minutes and done.  Nothing of import, except Johnny Two-cakes’s sock drawer was a little scary.  His socks were in plastic baggies.

Marks walked past Lip, down the corridor again, and into the big room with the soaring A-frame ceiling.  The rear windows gave a good view of the grounds.  Backyard had a covered pool and what looked like a cabana and built-in grill.

Johnny Two-cakes had a pretty sweet setup here.

Marks’s thoughts drifted back to the letter Johnny Two-cakes had written; the instructions for Marion.  He was trying to see if he’d missed anything.  Anything else he needed to put eyes on.

As he passed the foyer, he caught a glimpse through the front door’s sidelight of the leaf guy outside.  Not many leaves to blow.  Wondered why the guy was even bothering?

That thought wedged.  Stuck in his head.  Fuck!

 “Lip!  Weapon up, we’re getting company!”

Craasshh!  Craasshh!  Craasshh!

The sound of breaking glass erupted like fireworks.
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PROJECTILES sailed into the room.  Marks dove behind the kitchen counter.  His peripheral vision caught a glimpse of one of the projectiles before he hit the floor.  He immediately covered his ears and closed his eyes.  He knew what it was.

Two in one day.  What are the odds?

BOOOOMMMMM!

The explosion obliterated the air with a concussive sound and a blinding super-white flash.  It seemed someone was turning the tables on him.  Flashbang.  Those things are a bitch.

He knew all too well, and all too recently, that a person had no hope of withstanding one.  You could cover your eyes, but the light would sear right through your eyelids.  Covering your ears didn’t help either.  That concussive blast was about 180 decibels.  Louder than sustained rounds.  Louder than a jet plane.  That level of sound could jelly up your brain in an instant.

Only thing that helped was distance from the thing.  Flashbangs were meant for tight enclosed spaces, where they detonated right next to the target.  They were ideal for close-combat situations when you were breaching a room and wanted to level your opposition without killing them.  As he could certainly attest to, flashbangs were just about perfect for that.

In this case, Marks had about thirty feet from him to the searing white flash and powerful explosion.  It had sailed into the room and landed dead center in that vomit posing as a rug.  Normally, he should be done.  Because even from that distance a person would be majorly affected.  Not totally out, but pretty close to it.

What saved Marks was the kitchen counter.  It took the brunt of the boom and the flash.  Sound and light work on linear principles.  They travel in straight lines.  They don’t bend around obstacles, because they can’t; that would go against the laws of physics.  Instead, those forces deflect and ricochet.  Bounce off surfaces.  Those deflections hit Marks hard.  But they were only deflections.  Not the full charge.  He was stunned, but not out.

That was the good news.  He groggily rose from the floor.  Jesus.  He swayed and almost fell down.  What…?   What was that?

That was the bad news.  It was in the center of the room, expanding, spilling out…  dense, gray, and moving fast.   Oh man.

Tear gas.
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YOU will have vengeance.

As Monster counted down, those words were with him.

“…three…Mark!”

All four men from his team hit the house with their rifle launchers again.  The projectiles blew through the glass.  Monster shrugged off the backpack for the leaf blower and dropped it at his feet.  Underneath the backpack was his weapon, strapped to his back in its vinyl sheath.  He reached for it.

One more count.  This time in his head.

One…

You will have vengeance.

Two…

Monster was channeling the energy those words had given him.  He was a product of the best of the FSB.  Patience was not foreign to him.

Three...

He knew by now the stun grenades
and tear gas should have done their work.  Made them disoriented.  Now the hand closes into a fist.

He signaled to Pyzik and Dolinski.  They were both tough hardened men.  Each had already put on their gas masks and eye protective gear.  The two of them advanced.  They moved seamlessly.  They were like military in that respect, revealing their Spetsnaz roots.  He knew without seeing that the other two from his team were completing the fist.  Like five fingers closing.

Each on his team was reliable.  All were hungry.  They had reason to be.  The two Americans inside had killed their brethren.  They had not been there when it happened, but they’d heard it all from the boss.  Vor v zakone had relayed everything.  He’d given details regarding these men.  They were dangerous and not to be underestimated.

There was little chance of that—Monster had a grudging respect already.  So many men killed by these two?  He wouldn’t have thought it possible.

“We will grieve, but not yet,” Vor v zakone had said.  This would not be a straight kill.  Vor v zakone had given specific instructions.  “I want them alive.”

Monster had no problems with that directive.  Snatch and grab, for now.  Later, something else.  Something much more fulfilling.  Vor v zakone had promised Monster.  “Do not worry, you will have vengeance.”

Monster was already there to that special place in his head.  He was visualizing.  Seeing this through.  He had his own special techniques and they were unique.  Those techniques long ago had earned him his name.  A name that evoked fear and uvazhenie.  Both excellent things to have in his line of business.

Monster had had special training when he’d been with the FSB.  Specifically in interrogation techniques.  His training was not unlike a surgeon’s, in some respects.  The only difference was that he’d learned everything on the job.  Not from a University.  And not from books or messing with cadavers.  No, his skills were learned the only way.  “The Russian way”, as they jokingly said.  Using live subjects.

Of course, he didn’t reflect on any of that now, or how ironic life was.  How some things come full circle.  He just knew he’d have use of his skills in the coming hours.  He was going to enjoy taking these two apart, slowly.

One of his innate gifts was knowing how to cut and slice so that his subjects lived.  He had a special talent in that arena.  His record so far was twenty-seven days.  With these two he was going to attempt to beat that record.  One thing he was—was goal oriented.

All these thoughts were behind him, tucked behind the curtain for now.

Mark!

Monster blew the door down with two pumps from his Benelli
shotgun.  One obliterated the lock; the other punched the door right in.  It almost blew off its hinges.

Four and he made five.  All acting as one.  The fist!

Monster’s eyes behind his own protective gear picked up Pyzik and Dolinski moving ahead of him.  They leapfrogged one another.  Silently, deadly, weapons at the ready.  Monster followed them into the smoke.
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LIP’S ears were ringing—his head throbbing.  What the hell just happened?

He was too disoriented to remember that when he’d heard Marks yell, he’d reacted instantly, hitting the deck.  A split second afterwards, he’d heard the distant crash of breaking glass.  Whatever it was hadn’t sounded like gunshots, and before he could wonder what it might be, he’d heard a series of concussive blasts.  Two—three—four in a sequence.  They sounded like grenades going off.

Those explosions were titanic.  Completely and utterly overwhelming.  Moments later—time irrelevant, sucked up into the black void of disarray and confusion—he opened his eyes to discover he was still alive.  He was on the floor.  Dimly he realized there was something in his hand, gripped in his sweaty glove.  It took him a second to comprehend what it was.

It was an envelope.

Where did this come from?  He looked at it like it was something alien: the white envelope with the address on it and postage stamp in the corner.  It hadn’t been mailed, yet.

His eyes took in the base cabinet of Johnny Two-cakes’s wooden desk; it was less than a foot from his face.  He started to push himself up and bumped his head into something.  Ummph!  What the hell?  He collapsed back on the floor and looked up.  It was an open desk drawer.  Son of a… that’s right, he’d taken the envelope from there.  His memory was fuzzy.  It started to come back to him in pieces.  He’d been searching Johnny Two-cakes’s office, going through the drawers.

Marks had yelled:  Lip!  Weapon up, we’re getting company!  There had been an explosion.  Oh shit.

He shoved the envelope in his jacket’s inner pocket, and reached for his piece.  Cheryl was in his shoulder holster.  His hand encircled her grip.  He pulled her out and crawled to get a view of the door.

He started coughing before he realized what he was seeing.  Smoke—no, something else—was pouring into the room.  His eyes, mouth, lips, immediately started to burn.

Oh fuck.  He knew what it was.  CS gas.  O-chlorosomethingshit.  Commonly referred to as tear gas.  It irritated the mucous membranes in the eyes, nose, mouth, and lungs.  He shut his eyes, but it was too late.  His tear ducts were already swelling like rivers.

He crawled towards the door, completely blind.  Have to shut the door!  He bumped into something… hit the wall.  Goddamn his eyes hurt!

His gloved hands fumbled and found the door.  He pushed it shut, but he was too late.  Too much of the nerve agent had already spilled into the room.  He coughed.  Hacked.  His lungs felt like they were on fire!

Panic seized him.  It was an automatic response and he couldn’t stop it.  He had to get out of here and get air.

He tried opening his eyes, but the pain immediately clamped them shut again.  His brain was trying hard to think.  Trying to reel in the panic.  But it was no use; primal needs were pushing everything else aside.  He needed air!

He was coughing uncontrollably now.  In the haze that was his brain, he knew he shouldn’t go out into the corridor.  He needed to get outside.  On his hands and knees he crawled towards where the curtains were.  Behind those would be a window or a door.

He bumped into the boxes.  Goddamnit!  This place was like a maze with all these boxes.  He tried to picture how the room was before he went blind.  He crawled around the boxes, but bumped his head into something sharp.

ARRGGH!  He used his arm like a bulldozer and pushed through… hearing boxes fall and crash.  He knew he was making too much noise, but there was nothing he could do about it.  He was like a fish thrashing on a line.  Panicked.  Needing to breathe.

Get out of here.  Need air!

Gunfire erupted.  Two shots.  Shit!  Was that Marks?

He coughed and forced himself through the boxes, hitting something else.  Heard it crash.  He moved forward and felt something give way.  The curtains!  His gloved hands touched them, knowing what they were.  He pulled them up, and tried to see what was behind them, but his eyes refused to open.

His hands groped in front of him.  Touched something which felt cold through the thin gloves.  It was glass!  He felt further, moving his free hand in an arc over the cold surface.  His hand felt an edge, something hard.  It was a sliding door!

He rose to a crouch, the curtain bunching on his neck and back.  He tried to feel for the handle.  He needed both hands.  He shoved Cheryl back into her holster.  All the while he was coughing, hacking.

His hands fumbled and found the handle.  He pulled, but it was locked.  He fumbled some more and found the lever that unlocked it.  His fingers pushed it the way it needed to go and he sensed that the hook mechanism had disengaged.

He pulled the door handle, but it hit something and only opened a crack.  He pulled again, trying to force it.  Goddamnit!

Something was blocking it.  His hands fumbled again, this time lower; feeling the edges, the floor, trying to figure out what might be hanging up the door.  It took him a moment to find the obstruction.  It was in the track.  He pushed the door shut again to get some slack, and pried out the obstruction.  He managed to get it up and fumbled with it.  It appeared to be a long rectangular piece of something; probably a 2x2 piece of lumber.

He dropped it at his feet and groped for the handle again.  His fingers pulled and the door slid open with hardly any effort.  Immediately he sensed colder air—fresher air—rushing in.

AIR!

He sucked it in, and coughed; the CS gas still in his lungs.  Hacking and spitting, he crawled through the opening.  His hands and knees felt what must have been a stone patio.  He opened his eyes.  They didn’t immediately clamp shut, but he still couldn’t see.  There was only blurriness.  Gray shapes within a grayer background.

He crawled some more, having no idea where he was going.  A voice spoke with a heavy accent.  There was the brief sensation of something hitting him.  Pain lanced.  Then blackness…
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HE was hearing a whoosh like he had conch shells covering his ears.  Drowning that noise out was something else.  Move your fat asses you lily-livered pieces of cow dung!  You goddamn pansy fuckers!  What are you waiting for?  Move it!  Move it!  Move it!

It was like a megaphone in his head.

While Lip was dealing with his own problems fumbling in the smoke, Marks was having a snapshot warm and fuzzy moment, courtesy of Parris Island.  Nothing like friendly faces screaming at you, red incensed and bulbous.  The explosion of the flashbang had shaken Marks up.  For a brief instant, for some unexplained reason, he was hearing (and seeing?) his favorite Drill Instructor, Master Gunnery Sgt. Thompson.  His former DI’s guttural monkey babble was the best of the best.  Man could shout your eardrums out and give you an enema while he was at it.

Marks’s mind felt diluted, awash in fluid and confusion.  He wasn’t thinking clearly.  The good news, however, was it was thinking.

Thank you, sir!  Thank you very much, sir!  It was his own voice echoing now, shouting at the top of his lungs.

What the…?

He was barely conscious that he was moving.  Survival mode in its most innate form had kicked in.  His mind was sending directives to his legs and they were responding.  Moving… taking him from the kitchen.

The whoosh sound followed him.  He had a purpose, a mission.  A part of him didn’t realize what it was, but the sharp part of his mind—the warrior, the gunslinger—had already appraised, analyzed and accorded a directive.  First priority was to avoid the tear gas.  His mind knew that it was imperative it not reach him.  It knew what would happen if he stayed where he was.  Once that tear gas smothered him he’d be a hacking, coughing, and blinded mess.

No sir, that won’t happen, sir!

Then take your position, you miserable piece of cow dung!  Own the battlespace!

The whoosh sound was an annoyance.  It made him feel like he was moving, running underwater.

What Marks didn’t know was that he was more fortunate than Lip.  Lip had had a tear gas canister explode right outside the office.  Not so for Marks.  In his case the tear gas canister closest to him had exploded in the central room; the gargantuan room with the soaring A-frame ceiling.  Lots of cubic volume in that space.  The large volumetric expanse had slowed the progression of the smoke.  It provided Marks three more precious seconds to work with than Lip had had.  Marks knew none of this, of course, as he was oblivious to his partner’s fate.

Marks was in a limbo world.  Hearing voices.  Seeing his DI’s face.

He half stumbled, half ran down the short corridor off the kitchen and into the laundry room Lip had searched earlier.  His head was throbbing.  It felt like he’d taken a massive kick to the head.  But he wasn’t KO’ed.  He was still standing.  A little wobbly, but not out.

No sir!  I will not quit, I do not know the meaning of quit, sir!

I can’t hear you, soldier!

He shut the door and started opening the overhead cabinets.  There was a stack of towels in one of them.  He grabbed two and threw them in the utility sink.  He turned the faucet on full bore and got them soaked.  He grabbed them and threw the sopping pile on the floor at the base of the door.  His foot shoved them in place.

He looked at the top and edges of the door.  No smoke was coming in.  He realized that was the best he could do.

Weapons’ fire—two rounds—loud, ripped to his ears.  He computed and analyzed, understanding what it portended.  Hostiles.  Not friendlies.

They were coming in.

Marks turned off the faucet for the utility sink.  He didn’t have much time.  Probably just seconds.  He tore off his plastic gloves and wiped the slickness from his hands.  His eyes quickly scanned the galley space, taking it all in, seeing his options.  Tight room, no windows, no way out.  There were cabinets to his left that went from the floor to the ceiling.  To his right was the utility sink, a small counter area and the washer and dryer.  Above were overhead cabinets where he’d gotten the towels.

His eyes locked, heatseeker missile like, on the ski gear that was in the corner.  His mind knew before he did.  It had always known; one of the reasons it had directed him here.  First close the door—use water and towels.

Second was ski gear.  It was on the floor, between the wall and dryer.  Lip had searched this room, but Marks had seen the skis when he’d glanced in to see the plastic baggies that caused Lip to giggle.

The ski gear.  His survival mind had remembered it.  That photographic memory of his registering and logging that random detail.  Keeping it for later, before discarding it as unneeded, like he normally did.  But in this case it wasn’t unneeded.

Marks started opening cabinets.  Third cabinet on the left, there it was, on a shelf.  The rest of Johnny Two-cakes’s ski gear.  Gloves, ski hat… all of the miscellaneous gear a man needs to hit the slopes.  Johnny Two-cakes, you lovely anal organized freak.

Marks retrieved the ski goggles from the second shelf.  They were in a cloth sack that said Bollé.  He pulled them out, fiddled with the band and put them on.  It was a perfect fit.  Man had a big-ass head just like him.

Fuck a duck.  Tick tock.  Seconds were flying by…

He needed to move it, get ready, but his eyes caught something else on the shelf.  It was a neoprene ski mask; one of those things you put on your face for extreme snow conditions.  He grabbed it and went back to the cabinet where he’d gotten the towel.  He pulled out a washcloth and quickly got it wet in the sink.  He shoved that in the mask and pulled the slopping combo around his face and fixed the Velcro.

Water squeegeed down his neck.  Tick tock.  No time.  Thirty-five seconds had already flown by.  Deep breath.  He pulled in air through the wet fabric.  He looked at the door through the polarized goggles, gripped his M1911 pistol, and pulled the door handle.

Smoke flooded in.

Move your ass, meat!  What are you waiting for, a goddamn invitation!

In a crouch, holding his breath, Marks went out.
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IT was eerie.  In a way it was almost like he was back on Parris Island, and twenty-one years old again; in the smoke, after a twenty-four-hour hump session with an eighty-pound ruck, when the DIs thought they’d have some fun by hunting down the exhausted fresh meat and playing a game of tag.

Bagged and tagged.  You’re done, boy.  Better luck next time.

Happened once.  Never again.  Next time, he’d gotten them.

He adapted to environments quickly; learned to cope with the conditions on the ground, however extreme they were.  Heat… cold… low visibility… compromised body or mental state—whatever it was, he adjusted.

Marks had received every kind of Special Ops training there was—and there was a lot.  His body and mind had been put through countless stress exercises.  If it could be thought up, he’d been put through it.  Each time he’d passed with flying colors.  And that was just his training, to say nothing of his extensive field experience, which put all that to shame.

He was a unique breed.  The best at what he did.  He had an indefatigable spirit that could not be trained or taught.  It was just part of him.  The Marines—Force Recon—had tapped into it and released its potential.  The SCS, the NSA’s covert branch, had further honed it.

Head docs would no doubt love to get in his head to see what made him tick.  Probably scare the bejesus out of them.  He scared himself at times.  He knew he was not normal.  He put on a good show keeping that fact under wraps.  Didn’t want people to catch on.  Particularly not Lip.  He caught too much grief from that guy as it was.

Speaking of which, let’s hope his partner was staying low, or had figured a way out of here.

Marks moved down the corridor.  The explosions had rattled him, but that’s all they’d done.  He’d shaken it off like a bedraggled mutt shaking water from its coat.  Compromised or not, he was combat ready.  Hell, he was always that way.  He was a Marine—was
and always would be.  There was a saying: no so such thing as an ex-Marine.  Once a Marine, always a Marine.

And he was a machine.

You are an animal!  You are a machine!  Do you hear me, Marks?

Yes sir, loud and clear.

Then go get those sons of bitches!

Marks’s sensory perceptions, with the exception of his hearing, were A-go.  He was seeing in the smoke.  His goggles were doing their job.  The wet mask was preventing the tear gas from going up his nostrils.  It wouldn’t allow him to breathe; he couldn’t even risk taking in a tiny breath; one puff of the gas and his lungs would be aflame and he’d be coughing.  No problem.  He worked with what he had to work with.

Marks could hold his breath for three and a half minutes underwater.  Less when he was exerting himself hard.  Message to himself: keep this smooth.  You have time, but don’t take all day.

Marks moved forward, crouched, padding softly.  He was careful to keep his treads light.  His hearing was toast, so he couldn’t rely on hearing whoever was ahead of him in the smoke.

His eyes parsed through the battlespace, looking through the gray vapors, past a canister that was still spewing its toxic fumes.  He’d been through the house once; knew it blind.  What he didn’t know is how many he was dealing with.  And
who
he was dealing with.

He’d heard two shots, which had been fired almost simultaneously.  Those fired rounds had told him this wasn’t SWAT or FBI or any of the good guys.  They don’t fire unless hostages were in play and the risk to them was imminent.  That was standard M.O. and they don’t deviate.

No, these were bad guys.  He’d already seen one of them.  The guy with the leaf blower.  The man had distinctive features.  A long face and a long nose with drooping cheeks, sunken eyes and eyebrows that curved up, rather than down.  It was a baneful face, almost Mephistolian in a way.  And he’d seen it before.  Just a slice of it; not a full view like through the window.  It had been one of the photographs taped up in Johnny Two-cakes’s office.  A partial shot of a man’s face.

He hadn’t connected it right away—and he couldn’t be a hundred percent sure—but when he’d dove behind the kitchen counter, the similarity had clicked between the leaf blower’s face and one of those pictures on that wall with the other Russian goons.  More of the Gol’yanovskaya
crew, then.  Apparently those chumps hadn’t had enough.  Wanted another round, another piece of him.  Fine by him.  Do the same thing, expect a different result.  Some people never learn.

Marks moved through the smoke.

There.  The back of someone.  It was a figure, and he was moving, weapon in his hands.  Gas mask and eye gear.  No identification on the jacket.  No SWAT or FBI in white letters.  Just a jacket.

Confirmation.  Bad guy.  That made this easy.  But the glimpse was too brief to act on.  Man had already disappeared ahead, going down the far corridor, away from Marks, towards where Lip was.  Without a visual, Marks couldn’t risk a blind shot.  Lip might have moved from the office.

Tick tock.

His lungs were telling him to suck in a breath.  Give us something to work with here.  Not yet…

Time to move.  Marks went forward and rounded the kitchen.  Off to the left was the privacy screen for the front foyer.  Some light was breaking through the smoke.  That’d be the open door.  Daylight out there.  Air too.

He hesitated.  Save Lip?  Or go out and breathe?

Tough choice.  Lip buddy, the things I do for you.

He ignored the door and headed towards where the man had disappeared.  Something broke his peripheral vision in the denser part of the smoke.  It was something moving!  Central room.  Marks pivoted, smooth motion.

It was a man.  Silhouette was too skinny for Lip.  Bad guy!

Marks didn’t aim for center mass; man would have body armor.  No, he locked on the head; did a minute correction on the target and squeezed, twice in quick succession.  Both .45 ACP rounds hit the man right through his goggles.

Man dropped.  Half his head didn’t go with him.  Marks scooted sideways behind a couch.  He was in the thick of the soup now.  Whoosh sound was subsiding in his ears.  A tear gas canister was five feet away, cloaking him in its petering smoke.

He couldn’t stay here.  Lungs were complaining.  He eyed the corridor, barely able to see it.  The guy he just took down wouldn’t be alone.  The man’s partners certainly would have heard the weapon’s fire, but they weren’t returning any.  They couldn’t see him, and he couldn’t see them.

Marks eyed his rear, looking at the floor-to-ceiling windows.  Outside… more beautiful air.

Tick tock.  Couldn’t sit here all day, while they could.

Decision time again.  Had to move.  Sorry Lip.

Marks swung his arm and aimed for the windows.  Three shots.  All in a triangle.  Window went away.  Big doorway now.  He was going out.

Move your ass, meat.

There was a slight delay, though.  A red flag popped up from his peripheral vision.  Man coming from the corridor!  Moving fast, in a crouch.  Marks swung his arm.  No time to fix on the target.  He got off two shots.  One hit.  One didn’t.

It didn’t slow the man down.  Just made him pissed.  Man’s weapon started cracking.  Marks dove back behind the couch.

Craacckk craacckk craacck craacckk craacckk…

Couch was being torn to all bloody hell.  Pillows, frame, shredding like Swiss cheese.  Jesus.  He’d really pissed that guy off.  Man wasn’t letting up.  Marks took a moment to jack in his last magazine, and load one in the chamber.  He scrambled ahead on his belly.  Made it to the edge of the couch, rolled out, got a bead on the man.  Squeezed twice.  Double tapped him.  Donut hole in Adam’s apple territory—took out the man’s second cervical vertebrae along with the neck.  Man’s head apparently got the message.

He fell back.  Two down.  How many more left?

Marks’s lungs were past complaining.  They were screaming now.  Air.  He needed it.  He moved backwards on a wood floor now, feeling the dimness that asphyxia brought.  Couldn’t take much more of this.  That rear blown-out window was calling.

More gunfire.  Shit.  That had come from outside, from his six.  He spun on his belly; did a one-eighty.

Saw more windows get blown out.  Rounds started to chew up everything to hell all over again.  Pillows were shredded; splinters of wood, wall debris, books and down feathers going everywhere…

Craacckk craacckk craacck craacckk craacckk…

Not good.  He needed air, and outside in that backyard was someone who didn’t intend to give him that luxury.  He crabbed back to the rug, moving away from the gunfire, behind furniture, heading towards the front door.

The front door was more than thirty-five feet away.  Across the vomit rug, across the tiled corridor, and into the foyer.  Might as well be a football field’s length.  His lungs were past screaming—they were sucking vapors.

Crunch time.  How bad you want this, Marks?
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NO response from Pyzik.  Monster cursed.  He clicked his mic again.

“Pyzik, respond, are you hit?”

There was nothing.  Only silence.  The shooting had stopped.

Monster digested what had just happened.  Both Pyzik’s and Dolinski’s mics had gone dead.  The gunfire did not bode well.  He’d heard his men return fire briefly, but it had stopped.

He could not understand how this was happening.  The man shooting, who’d taken out his two best men, did not appear to be affected by the gas.  How was that possible?  He should be worthless, hacking, blinded.  Instead, the man had picked off Pyzik and Dolinski.  He was shooting in here?

Should not be possible.  The man had to be blind, and yet…

“Yuri, ‘Vich… do you see him?” Monster said into his mic.

“Not here.”

“Nyet.  Should I fire again?”

“No,” Monster said.  “Stay alert.”

He looked down the smoke-snarled corridor.  Visibility was almost nil.  Going down it, following the path of Pyzik, was not an appealing proposition.  The man they were hunting was biting.  He was not going down easy.

Monster was nestled in a doorway, out of the line of fire.  He appraised the room behind him, which he’d already searched.  It was full of junk on the floor, boxes, and other garbage.  Across the room the curtain was partially pulled away and there was an open sliding door.

Visibility in here was better.  Some of the smoke was eking outside.   This is where one of the men had been.  The man who’d been hacking and coughing.  He’d made enough sound that there was no doubt he’d been affected by the gas.  That man had crawled through the door and was now in their hands.

Why had the other man not been affected the same way?  That question grated and stuck in his head.  Information, as he well knew, was necessary for success.  Understanding and knowing your enemy.  This was a man they were hunting.  A man of flesh and blood.  He took in air; needed eyes to see…

And yet…?

The gas was not affecting him.

He’d managed to take out Pyzik and Dolinski.  Two men who were fully armored.  One lucky shot might be possible.  But two lucky shots?  Not probable.  Almost impossible.

Monster grimaced inside his gas mask.  He did not like when things could not be easily explained.  It brought variables into play that became impossible to predict.  What he could not understand, he could not capture.  But he was past that now, he realized.

Capture or kill?  At this point, he would take either.  Yes, payment was due, but he was not so rigid that he’d drop one bone from his mouth to foolishly bite at another.

He made a decision.  “I am coming out.  Through the curtains, sliding doors.  Do not shoot.”

He heard ‘Vich grunt in affirmation.  They had one.  As for the other, You can stay in here and burn.

 Monster walked out into the air.  From the grayness to light.  Not but fifteen feet away, he saw one of the men trussed up.  The man was on his side; his wrists and ankles shackled with plastic cuffs.

Monster shook his head in disgust.  Pédik!  He was a flabby worthless piece of shit.  How had this killed his brothers?  Vásja Púpkin.   He pulled off his eye gear and withdrew another ten paces.  His eyes raked the house as he pulled his gas mask down.  “Yuri, stay where you are.  We will flush him out.”  He looked at ‘Vich.  “Incendiary.  Now!”

‘Vich nodded.  He did not even question the order, or bring up the fact that Pyzik and Dolinski were still inside.  The man loaded his rifle launcher with an incendiary grenade.  He aimed and pulled.  The projectile shot into the house.  A fiery explosion ensued.

Monster took a defensive position behind the stone wall that bordered the patio.  He directed ‘Vich to move down to cover the back and side of the house.  They each watched as flames took hold in the big room.  “Now we wait,” said Monster.  “Should not be long.”

Gunfire erupted from the other side of the house.  It was brief and stopped just as quickly as it began.

Monster tapped his mic.  “Yuri?”

No answer.

“Yuri?”

Silence.

Chërt!

Monster looked at ‘Vich and motioned for him to advance to the left.  Monster moved to the right.  He gripped his shotgun in his sweaty hands.  He stayed low.  His head was racing.  Pyzik, Dolinski and now Yuri?

Monster was overtaken with a strange feeling.  It crept into his consciousness.  Foreign as night was to day, he did not recognize it.  It took him a moment to realize what it was.  It was fear.  Monster moved around the house, gripped by it.

There was a single shot.  Crisp.  Loud.  He stopped at the edge of the wall.  Waiting…

“‘Vich?”

No response.

“‘Vich?”

A voice came over the mic, not ‘Vich’s.  It was gravelly.  The voice said, “I’m coming for you now.”
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MARKS dropped the mike he’d taken off one of the dead.  It had served its use.  There just appeared to be one left.  Hopefully his comment had unnerved the man.  He’d used his best gravelly voice.

Asymmetric warfare.  Get in their head.

And I am coming for you, chump.

Marks kept low.  Fifty fifty chance here.  The guy was either going to sit tight, or move.  Hopefully his comment was making the latter happen.  A moving man made for an easier target.  Marks’s peripheral vision had never failed him.  If something so much as twitched, his eyes picked it up.  An unmoving hidden target was a different story.  If the man kept his wits, he’d find a spot and sit tight.  Wait for Marks to move and expose himself.

That was the risk here.  Marks was a big fan of that tactic.  Sit tight and wait.  He’d opted for that option himself thousands of times and it usually paid off.

Time, however, he figured was more on his side here.  Man would be thinking of police.  Knowing that the explosions and gunfire would soon bring visitors.  Second big firefight in metropolitan area in less than twelve hours—SWAT, FBI, you name it, were going to be all over this, any minute now.

Man probably knew that.  That’s why Marks wasn’t looking at this truly fifty fifty.  More like seventy thirty.  Thirty said he was sitting tight.  Waiting right now.  Marks moved to the stone wall that encircled the grill area.  There was the cabana structure off to the side.  Good spot to hide out.  Couldn’t just leave that there.

He moved towards it.  Nothing in the windows.  No reflections.

He moved around the structure.  Nothing.  Man wasn’t here.  Quick check inside showed it to be empty.  He circled around, checking out the grill area.  Big grill with a cover on it.  His eyes parsed every available hide that a person could take advantage of, looking for any movement.

Nothing.

He moved across the patio, not liking how exposed he was.  He spied something before he made it to the next good cover.  It was on the ground, near the house.  He aimed, but didn’t squeeze.  It was Lip.  His partner was on a smaller patio area.  Not but fifteen feet from the house.  He wasn’t moving.

Marks moved towards him, trying to get better than just an oblique look.  Flames were dancing inside the house.  Thing was going up quick.  All those books made for good kindling.

Marks moved, keeping low.  Lip was tied up.  That was good—meant he was alive.  Hang in there, buddy.

He couldn’t move any closer to examine him.  He’d be too exposed.  First priority here was to find and eliminate the last one.  Secure the scene.  Then attend to Lip.

Marks used the next cover; some more of the stone wall.  He scooted around and was able to see the other side of the house.  There was movement on the streetscape.  A man running with a shotgun.  It was the leaf blower.

Seventy went to a hundred.  One hundred percent confirmation.  Man hadn’t sat tight.  Marks stood up and took his most accurate shooting position.  A boxer’s stance so that his left leg was ahead, right leg back, and knees slightly bent.  It was automatic, body adjusting without thinking it.  His shoulders were slightly forward.  Nose over toes.  Two handed grip.  He drew a bead.  It was a ninety yard shot… through trees… moving target.

Crazy shot with a pistol.

Hands were steady, wrist rigid, strong hand high on his grip, only the pad of the finger on the trigger.  He took in a breath.  Let it out.  Slow and easy.  He squeezed, straight back, smooth and uniform with the pull.

Man jerked, stumbled, dropped.

He’d hit the back of the man’s leg where there wasn’t any armor.  But the man didn’t stay down.  He jerked up without his shotgun and hobbled towards a black SUV.  Tough fucker.

Second squeeze.  Man jerked again, didn’t drop.  He managed to make it behind the SUV.  Marks moved forward, but the man had fallen from sight.  Yard was too big, too much space separating him from the guy.  He didn’t have another shot.

Seconds later, the vehicle started up.

Shit.

Two hits.  Man was bugging it.  Wounded, but not out.  Marks watched the SUV pull away, down the street.
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“LIP, give me something here,” Marks said.

There was blood on the back of his partner’s head that had matted a patch of his hair.  Marks examined the cut.  The bleeding, which seemed to have stopped, had come from an ugly split welt where Lip presumably had been hit with something blunt.  Marks looked at the plastic cuffs on Lip’s wrists and ankles.  Fine time to not have my knife, Marks thought.

“Lip?”

His partner’s eyes opened behind his glasses.  “Can’t catch a wink for a minute, can I?” Lip said.

Marks smirked.  “Nope.  Listen, I need to get a knife.  Sit tight, I’ll be back.”

Lip hacked and coughed.  “Like I’m going somewhere.  Bring water.”

Marks hustled.  House was really starting to burn.  He’d pulled Lip far enough away that he should be okay.

PD and FD were going to be here any second now.  Was going to be tough to explain this to them, particularly with the arsenal they had in their borrowed car.  They needed to be out of here… like yesterday.

Marks peeled around the house.  Flames had engulfed some of it.  The big A-frame roof was on fire.  Garage too.  It was going up like a Roman Candle.  All those newspapers in there were lighting that thing up.

The heat was intense.  Marks looked at the car.  It was too close to the house.  Oh snap.  Keys.  Lip had them.

He couldn’t start it up and move it.  Least the door was unlocked.  He reached for the handle and paused.  For a brief second he considered the possibility those men might have booby trapped the vehicle.  No, if they were going to do that they wouldn’t have bothered breaching the house.  They would have done it and left.

Theory was sound.  Still, he did a visual check, under, in, and around the car.  It was a quick eyeball job, but it looked clean.  He opened the door.  No explosion.  Least none yet.  He glanced at the garage.  Noises, popping sounds, were erupting from inside.  He realized any moment those flames would ignite the Beemer’s gas tank.  He couldn’t just leave the Suburban here, not this close.  He considered running back to Lip, but by the time he got the keys it’d be too late.

He needed to move their vehicle, and do it now.  Marks got in the front seat and tapped the parking brake off.  He put the vehicle in neutral.  He left the driver’s door open, and went to the front of the vehicle.  The driveway was level, not sloped.  That should help.

He’d never pushed a vehicle this size from a dead stop, but he’d done it with plenty of other vehicles.  It was always easier than it looked.  This thing might weigh three tons or more, but the actual inertia point was probably only about two or three hundred pounds to get it unstuck.  Exert that force and the wheels should break and start to move.

Nothing to it.

Marks planted himself in front of the grill.  Felt like an oven was open behind him.  Not good, considering that Beemer.  It was either now or never.  He got a good stance and placed his hands on the grill.  Shit, it was hot.  He ignored the singeing heat and pushed.  Nothing.

C’mon, you’re pathetic.  He redoubled his efforts, straining.  It started to move.  An inch… he kept pushing, not letting up.  Thing began to roll.  Now we’re talking.

He kept at it, practically walking the thing now.  Once he’d walked it about fifteen yards, he stopped.  Thing kept rolling.

Shit.  He watched as it kept going.  Must be a slope on the driveway.  Son of a gun.

It finally stopped.  One of the wheels hung up on the edge of the grass, about two-thirds way down.  Marks hustled over and got back in the car.  He flipped open all the locks.  Moments later, he pulled his Strider knife from his duffel and hustled back to Lip.

As he peeled around the far corner of the house an explosion went off.  The garage door exploded outwards.  

Talk about cutting it close.

Marks got back to Lip.

“What the hell was that?” Lip said.

“Your rank gas just exploded.”  Marks pulled out the blade and began to cut through the plastic cuffs.

“Where’s my water?” said Lip.

“Sorry, I forgot.”

“You’re worthless,” Lip said.  “I can’t see a damn thing.”

“Guess that means I’m driving.”

Marks helped Lip walk.  Partner wasn’t kidding.  He couldn’t see a thing.  Tear gas had done a number on him.  They went through the yard, past burning pieces of wood and roof.

“I don’t remember the car being here?” Lip said.

“I moved it.  Keys?”

Lip handed them over, albeit reluctantly.  Marks helped Lip in, then got in himself.  He put the key in the ignition and fired her up.  He yanked it in reverse, hit the gas, and peeled through the grass and onto the driveway.  As he pulled into the street, he spun the wheel.  The Suburban carved a big bouncy turn—thing was like a friggin’ boat—and scraped against something.

“What the hell!” Lip said.

Marks looked at what he’d hit.  Nothing serious—he’d tagged the back of the landscaping trailer.  He put it in forward and hit the gas again; more scraping, and then they were in the clear.

Lip scrambled to get his seat belt on.  “Jesus Christ!”  He buckled himself.  “Where’s my water?”

Marks handed him an unopened bottle.  Lip fumbled with the top and got it off.  He took off his glasses and poured the water over his face, dousing his eyes.  He slurped some down, gargled, rolled down the window, and spit out what he had in his mouth.

“Feel better?” Marks said.

“Like a million bucks.”  Lip put his glasses back on.

“Really?”

“No you big ass gorilla.  I feel terrible.  How’d you move the car?”

“I picked it up and carried it.”

“Whatever.  Are you going to slow down?”

“In a minute.  I want us out of here.”

A stop sign was ahead.  Marks did a rolling stop and then gunned it through.

“Stop sign.”

“I noticed.”

Lip took off his glasses again and splashed some more water on his eyes.  “Eyes hurt.”

“Are you done complaining?”

“I think I’m coming down with a cold,” Lip said, putting his glasses back on.

“Anything else?”

“We should probably ditch this car.”

“I like this car.”

They heard the wail of sirens.  Lip pulled his Blackberry out.

“How’s the head?” Marks said.

“Hurts, but it works.”  Lip got busy tapping with his thumbs.

“Adding to your blog?”

Lip ignored him.  Marks took a turn.  The sirens faded behind them.  They were lucky the response time was bad.  Another minute or so, and they’d have been toast.

Just like the house.

“Johnny Two-cakes’s going to kill us,” Lip said, practically reading his mind.

Marks grunted.  Lip was still holding onto the idea that Johnny Two-cakes was alive.  “Nice house.  Too bad we got zip from it.”

“I don’t know,” Lip said.  He pulled something from his jacket.  “I think Johnny Two-cakes wanted us to have this.”

Marks glanced over at the envelope in Lip’s hands.  “Why do you say that?”

Lip shrugged.  “I don’t know, just a hunch.”

Marks looked at the envelope.  It was addressed to Leonard Markston and Thomas Lipkin.
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“GOOD guess,” Marks said.

“Ah, it was nothing.”

Marks looked at the envelope.  Below their names was their business P.O. Box address.  “What’s in it?”

Lip opened it and pulled out a jump drive.

“Anything else?” Marks said.

“Just this.”  Lip palmed it.  It was one of those memory sticks the size of a pinky finger.  “Ten gigs.  Must be something.”

“Well, check it out.”

“Hold on,” Lip said.  He put it down and got back to his Blackberry.  “I want to understand how those guys found us.  Make sure…” he trailed off.

“Sweeping again?”

“Yeah.”

“Well?”

“Nothing.”

Car wasn’t bugged.  Marks had to concede a point now and then.  Lip’s gadgets had their place.  It was so automatic that Marks forgot that Lip was always doing it.  Before they’d taken the vehicle Lip had done his standard sweep for bugs.  He hadn’t detected any distortion over any radio frequencies, which meant they didn’t have to worry about listening devices, RFIDs or GPS trackers.

“How’d they find us then?” Marks said.

“Must have been something with the house I missed.”

“House didn’t look like it had been searched,” Marks said.  “Can’t see them leaving the office like that for us to find.  But you never know… maybe they didn’t intend for us to be in a position to talk about it.”

Lip frowned.  “If that’s the case, why didn’t they kill me?”

“Because you’re cute and cuddly?”

Lip snorted.  “I know that.  Besides that?”

Marks pulled up to a stop light.  They’d left the neighborhood and were on a busier road.  Couple more turns and they’d be at the exit they needed to take.  “They needed you for information?” Marks said.

“Like they needed Marion?”

Marks nodded.  “Must think we have something.”

Lip fingered the jump drive.  “Something like this?”

“Which could have been planted.”

“Can’t rule that out,” Lip said.  He held up the envelope with its distinctive scrawl.  “But this?  Tell me that ain’t Johnny Two-cakes’s handwriting?”

“Man used Leonard.”

“And Thomas,” Lip said.  “Knows I hate that.”

“Not planted,” Marks said.

“Be my bet.”






  








 

 

 

92

 

 

LIP was right.  About ditching the vehicle.  Whoever called in the gunshots and fire might have gotten a glimpse of it.  Wouldn’t be long till the authorities had its description.  Once that happened, there’d be an APB hitting the airwaves.  Could be any minute now.

Lip scanned the police frequencies using his Blackberry and earplug.

“Plenty of chatter.  Looks like half the PD is mobilized.”

“Why did it take them so long to respond?” Marks said.

“Can’t tell.  But they got it as a 187 and Code 11.”

Homicide and SWAT call-up.  “So they found the bodies?”

“Two of them.  Fire Department is on the scene.”

“Nothing about our car?” Marks said.

“Not yet.”

Marks pulled off on their exit.  They just needed thirty more minutes and they’d be good.  Ditching the car was easy.  Dealing with the bags wasn’t.

“I’ll drop you off and then dump this.”

“My house?”

“That’s what I’m thinking.”

“Works for me.”

 

TWENTY-THREE minutes later, they reassessed that plan.  They didn’t stop at Lip’s house.  The two police cruisers parked out front were disincentive enough.  They drove past.

“Shit,” Lip said.

“That was quick.”

“Can’t be for what just happened.”

“I agree.  We’ll swing back.”

They left the neighborhood and drove to the nearest strip mall.  Marks parked in a CVS parking lot.  Lip handed Marks his Blackberry and earplug.  “You listen.  I’m getting some Aspirin and something for my cut.  Want anything?”

“Like that?”

“Like what?”

Marks smirked.  “You’re a mess.”

“They’ll take my money.  Want anything?”

“As long as you let me mooch, I’m good.  Big bottle.”

 

HALF an hour later, they swung back.  Like magic.  No police cruisers.

Mrs. Lipkin came out as they parked.

“Hey Ma, everything good?”

Mrs. Lipkin looked at her son and her eyes opened wide.  “What happened to you?”

“Ah,
I was working out, overdid it, fell down… I’m fine, don’t worry.  Everything okay?”

“Working out?  You need to be more careful, and your pants are ripped.  Why are you working out in your nice clothes?”  She shook her head.  “You just missed the police, they came by to follow up on my statement.  Hard to believe, first time.  I remember it took them two days to get back with me when I last called them.”

The Cadillac.  Lip’s ma must have reported it stolen.

“Was there any problem with that, Mrs. Lipkin?” Marks said.

“No, they were very nice and very polite, like always.  They had seconds of tea.  Good news is they found it.  Isn’t that wonderful?”  Mrs. Lipkin didn’t hide her sarcasm.  She looked at the Suburban with puzzlement. “Is that a new car?”

“Yeah Ma, I returned the other one,” Lip said.  “Engine blew up.  Must have been a lemon.”

“Oh dear.”  She rolled her eyes.

They unloaded the gear after Mrs. Lipkin went inside.  Marks helped carry it into the garage.

“Alright, I’ll see you in an hour or two,” Marks said.  “You gonna sack out?”

Lip shook his head.  “No, I want to get on it now.  I don’t like this.  I’m worried about Ma.  They found us.  Johnny Two-cakes was worried about Marion.  Seemed extreme before, but not anymore.”

“We’ve taken out nineteen and wounded two,” Marks said.  “That’s got to put the hurt on ‘em.”

“Maybe, but we don’t know the full size of their operation,” Lip said.  “They could have an army as far as we know.  I want to do some footprinting.  Take their measure.  It’ll make me sleep easier, if nothing else.  I don’t want to be sleeping with one eye open.”

Marks nodded.  “Good hunting then.  See you soon.”
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LIP checked on Ma.  He didn’t want to alarm her, but thought it best if she took some precautions.  Reluctantly, she agreed to lock the deadbolts and set the security system.

“I’ll be out back, Ma, if you need me.”

He went to his cottage house.  Not that deadbolts and a shrieking alarm would stop these guys, he realized, but it was better than just inviting them in.  He didn’t like feeling on the defensive.  Being gassed and trussed hadn’t been fun.  It was time to gain the initiative again.  Be on offense instead of defense.

The aspirin had helped.  His head still hurt, but it was a dull pain now, pushed back far enough that at least his head was working.  A hot shower worked out the rest—the bruises, cuts and nicks.  The cut on his head was superficial.  It’d heal.  Just a flesh wound.  Still he was gentle with it as he showered.

Sleep wasn’t on his mind.  He should be exhausted, but there was something about fear that was better than caffeine; it gave a rush like none other.  Fear of the unknown, not knowing if he needed to be looking over his shoulder right now, afraid to even close his eyes while he was shampooing, afraid for his ma’s well-being.  Time to nix this, put a round in it, as Marks would say.

Lip, after checking to make sure the cut on his head hadn’t started bleeding again, put on some fresh clothes.  He completed the ensemble with his favorite bunny slippers.  Not exactly an intimidating package.

Oh, it’s just a harmless little bunny, isn’t it?

Not quite.

Why that’s no ordinary rabbit.  That’s the most foul cruel bad tempered rodent you ever set eyes on.  With vicious teeth a mile wide… a killer!

Don’t fuck with the bunny.  The bunny slippers, modeled after the Monty Python bunny, complete with plush fangs, were a gag gift from Brit many Christmases ago.  They were worn and completely falling apart.  In fact, they looked like they had the mange where the fuzziness had worn down to the nap.  He brought them out now and then, mostly for special occasions.  Over the years he’d grown attached to them.  A part of him was convinced he did some of his best work in them, and wearing them always brought back memories of watching that movie on the couch with Brit.  She’d loved that movie almost as much as he did.

Don’t fuck with the bunny.

He allowed himself one more nostalgic glimpse, seeing Brit’s cute little feet on his lap as he massaged them.  Another time, another place.  Lip pulled a Red Bull from the fridge.  Time to get busy.  Live in the now, buddy.  With a rueful shake of the head, he went to his office and sat down in his comfy office chair.

Time to chew off some heads.

First, he plugged in the names from the IDs he’d exploited from the site.  Next he ran the men’s prints—not for all the guys, just three of them, which should be enough, least for now.  He figured those would take some time to run.  That done, he switched gears and decided to check out the jump drive.

He used one of his laptops this time; one configured to handle just such tasks.  There was no telling what was on the stick.  Isolating a thing like this was always the way to go.  Marks and he had taken many a system down using a stick just like this.  The Stuxnet deal they did in Iran, back in 2009, popped to mind.  Nasty little malware that had been, but damn effective.  That little worm had put a round in Iran’s nuclear plans for quite some time.  Set ‘em back years.  Totally screwed up their centrifuges.

Thing was a beaut.  When they’d downloaded it on site, it had stayed dormant until it could assess the security systems in place.  It was almost alive the way it worked, totally adaptable.  Once it figured a way to bypass the security defenses, it sought out specific targets.  The beauty about it was it didn’t destroy anything.  It just misled the computer networks that ran the centrifuges.  When uranium samples were inserted for refinement, it caused them to spin faster than they were designed for and then stop.  Completely ruined every sample.

Of course, the Iranians never knew what hit them till it was too late.  Long after Marks and he were gone.  All the readings in the following months and next year registered in the right parameters.  They thought everything was cool.

Till it wasn’t.

That piece of malware hadn’t come cheap either.  It had cost millions to develop.  And Marks and Lip were the go-to guys to deploy that little baby.  It was a big honor.  Huge.  Almost as big as having Barack himself giving them a fist bump when that baby did its job.  Come to think of it, Marks did seem to enjoy hanging out with the Number One Dude.  His partner wasn’t fooling anyone.  Guy was all tough and gruff, but when it came down to it and he was in the little voting booth… Bam!  He voted for the man.  Lip still couldn’t believe it.  Guy must have been sauced.  Marks voting Democrat?  Who would have thought?

Hard to believe that was four years ago.  Six weeks, and it was time to do it all over again.  Election day.  About the only good thing with the shit they’d been through in the last twenty-four hours was they were spared the media circus out there.  Hadn’t seen one hate-filled pep rally or vitriolic negative ad on TV.  Now that was truly unbelievable.  There was something to be said about tuning out and getting off the grid.  The whole damn mess was depressing.  Every one of those bums, on both sides of the aisle, seemed to be running the country into the ground.  They couldn’t agree to disagree.  They just didn’t get it.  It held true for Dems and Reds.  They were both to blame.  They’d put off the hard choices forever if they could.  Sabotage their own country for their own personal gain.  Compromise was a foreign word to them.  

Let’s hope after this election they come to their senses and find a dictionary.  Compromise.  It’s in the C-section, boys and girls.  

Alright, what the hell am I doing?  Right.

Jump drive.

Lip fingered it before he put it in.  It paid to be cautious here—thing might have a virus.  Regardless of his gut feeling, there was a chance that Johnny Two-cakes’s crib had been infiltrated before their little visit.  Planting this thing for them to find was a distinct possibility.  Unlikely, considering how everything went down.  But?  And there was always a but.  Things were not always as they seemed.

Lip plugged the jump drive into a USB port on his laptop.  A moment later a screen popped up.  Oh come on, it was asking for a password.

He pulled out the envelope the jump drive had been in and double-checked to see if he’d missed anything.  There was nothing in it, and on the outside there was just their names and P.O. Box address.  Lip frowned.  He was missing something here.  He considered typing in some guesses, like maybe Leonard and Thomas, but he knew he’d only get three chances before the contents were automatically erased, and that would be a waste.  Guessing was not the way to go.  

Think.  Imagine you’re Johnny Two-cakes.

A scary thought, but he put himself there as best he could.  Johnny Two-cakes was hyper paranoid about this.  The deal with Marion… the instructions in the letter.  If the jump drive had anything important, he wouldn’t risk it would fall in the wrong hands.  Maybe the guy had forgotten to send it?  Not like him, but maybe he anticipated they’d search his house?  Either way, he still wouldn’t have the password and jump drive together in the same place.  If he was going to send them, he’d do so separately.  And definitely not to the same address.

He could have sent the password electronically?  That’d be the easiest way; just need to encrypt it.  Lip pulled out another laptop that had Internet access.  He had several email accounts, all of which he used for different purposes.  One for his real estate properties, another for his and Marks’s business, and three others, which he used as needed.  Occasionally he used other email addresses for temporary jobs, but Johnny Two-cakes wouldn’t know those, and wouldn’t be in a position to find them out—not with the way Lip sanitized using onion routers to mask his identity.

Lip checked all five Inboxes.  He had plenty of emails since yesterday, but nothing from Johnny Two-cakes.  Emails.  He checked through all of them, just to make sure, but it was definite.  Johnny Two-cakes hadn’t sent him anything.

No password.  No entry.  Lip stared at the blue screen and jump drive.  He considered the possibility that Johnny Two-cakes would have resorted to snail mail again to send a password.  Instead of using their business P.O. Box, perhaps he used their actual office address?  They never received mail there, as it wasn’t registered with the Postal Service.  But a courier could drop something off.  Lip pulled out his Blackberry and called their office line.  Their new secretary, Lisa, answered.  Her voice was cute and sweet.  “M and L Solutions.”

M and L.  Marks and Lip.  Real original.

“Lisa, it’s me.”

“Oh hi, Mr. Lipkin.”

“Please, call me Tom.  You make me sound old.  Lisa, quick question, have there been any deliveries today?”

“No, are you expecting one?”

“No.  Just checking.  Everything cool there?”

“Oh, everything is fine.  Just like every day.”

Girl was bored stiff.   Hopefully this one would last longer than the others.   Marks wondered why they had one, but you had to have a receptionist.  Those automated answering machines were just too impersonal, and you couldn’t tell jokes to them.

“Thanks, Lisa.”  He was about to hang up.

“Will you be in today?” Lisa said.

“I don’t think so, but we might.”  If he said no, he realized she’d probably leave and go shopping, and considering the state of her credit cards, she really shouldn’t be doing that.

“Okay.  Is there anything you’d like me to work on?”

Lip’s forehead knit.  “Have you labeled all the files?”

“Yes.  I finished all those last week.”

Hmmm.  Had to think of something here.  “Would you mind doing some research then?”

“Oh absolutely.”

Girl sounded excited.  Poor girl, he needed to have more stuff for her to do.  But that was so much work.  “Okay great.  Then… ah… try to pull up everything you can on a company for me.  Name is Diebold.”  He spelled it for her, recalling the name from one of those articles clipped up on Johnny Two-cakes’s walls.

“Thank you, Mr… thank you, Tom!  I’ll get right on it.”

“Great.  I’ll call back in an hour.”

“Perfect.  I’ll give you what I have then.”

He clicked off.  Just having her do research should be okay.  Might be useful putting her to work.  Novel idea for one’s employee.  One of these days he was going to have to get over keeping everything close to his chest.  Yeah, like that was going to happen anytime soon.

Normal M.O.: they didn’t keep anything at the office.  The files in the cabinets were all bogus.  They were all old files that had been tossed out by a real estate company in their building.  Name of the game.  Trust no one.  Misinformation was the only information Marks and he put out there.

Lip clicked a few screens.  Some info was coming up on the guys they’d taken out.  He skimmed the contents.  He shouldn’t have been surprised, particularly since he’d already called it, but he still was.  Wow.  All the guys were as clean as Vlad had been.  Shiny clean.  No records.  Model citizens.

This was not good.

He checked out what the prints pulled up.  Two of them had already finished running.  Incredible.  Same thing, no criminal records.  To purge records on all these guys, or fabricate these bogus identities—it spoke of a sophistication that was almost hard to fathom.  What type of outfit could do this?

A sinking part of him was thinking this had to be from their side; a government agency sanitizing operatives.  Given enough juice, if the order came from the very top, they might be able to get the other agencies to comply?  Or perhaps it was some outfit, working on the inside, not officially sanctioned?  But neither of those scenarios fit.  Not with the way the Starbucks deal went down.  Why use Ruskies for that?  That didn’t make sense.  There were so many other ways that could have been played.  The way it was done was too messy, doing it in public like that.  Too many variables that could, and did go wrong.

If this was a CoveOps deal, CIA, NSA, DIA or some other agency, they would have done it differently—a stealth snatch and grab—and they definitely wouldn’t spread it around.  They’d keep it contained.  That’s how the SCS always did it.  Paranoia was inherent within every intelligence-gathering agency.  Trust no one.  Compartmentalize.  You don’t use outside help.  You use your own people.  Always.

So what the hell was this?  Who could access all those protected databases and do this kind of wide-sweeping NOC job?  If this was some foreign power, like the Russians, this was way beyond their known capabilities.  The A-player cyber powers out there, of which there weren’t many, had never attempted anything of this scope.  China was the top dog in that arena, but their cyber attacks and infiltrations for the most part had been detected.  Usually after the fact, but still… they were detected.

Of course, they were doing some heavy shit, of late.  Lip recalled just one of the doozies.  Last July, they’d managed to route 80% of all Internet traffic through their own servers for over thirty minutes.  That high-level hijacking job included all bits and bytes that should have gone directly to the CIA, NASA, Army, Navy, the secretary of defense, and every other government agency there was.  Not to mention every US company, like Microsoft, Boeing, Dell, Google… that all had their email correspondence rerouted for that same interim.  And the US wasn’t alone; every other country had their Web traffic hijacked, as well.  For over thirty minutes.

It was pretty impressive.  Scratch that, it was kick ass.  The scary thing was—hardly anyone noticed it at the time.  Service was unaffected.  It was a seamless operation.  Eighty percent of Web traffic went through China Telecom for thirty-two minutes and ten seconds.

Eighty percent.  China Telecom’s massive array of servers absorbed that type of traffic with no hiccups, no failures, no crashes.  Mind boggling.  It spoke of a capacity that rivaled anything the NSA had.  The NSA couldn’t have absorbed that type of traffic.  No way.  But China Telecom had.

The hijacking was detected, of course, by certain outfits within the military, the NSA, some other government agencies, and other folks like Google and Microsoft.  You can’t pull that type of job without it being noticed by the big boys.

Still… it was quite a job.  Damn impressive.  Wasn’t that difficult to pull off either, which was perhaps the scariest part.  China Telecom just exploited a flaw in how the Internet converted websites into their IP addresses.  Google.com and all the others, which were really just numbers when they got converted, 128.206.13.2, or something similar, were all hijacked.  Domain Name Servers were at the root of it.  China Telecom used “route announcements” to reroute traffic.  They sent out a flurry of them to all the telecom providers.

It was a sophomoric trick, but it worked.  Those telecom providers didn’t think twice and just complied, even though the route announcements were bogus.  Emails intended for the White House and others all went through China before reaching their destination.  And for thirty-two minutes and ten seconds China was in a position to eavesdrop on 80% of the Web traffic out there.

China denied it, as usual.  Wasn’t us.  The dog did it.  You guys are picking on us—stop that.

Lip smirked.  Humor aside, it wasn’t funny.  The Chinese.  Cats would steal from you right in front of your eyes and deny it till the end.  They were a wily, impressive adversary, and lately they’d been taking more than just our lunch money.  In the last few years they’d pretty much swiped enough intellectual property to last them a lifetime.

Like Operation Aurora.  Just last year that had come to light—almost two years after they carried out the attack.  Thing had started in 2009.  Chinese hackers infiltrated several major financial institutions, like Morgan Stanley, Citigroup and Wells Fargo.  Not to mention certain other companies that did contract work for the Department of Defense.  Heck, we were still figuring out everything that was stolen.  But it was a lost cause; we’d never know for sure what exactly was taken.

Then there was Operation Night Dragon.  Almost as bad, maybe even worse.  Another Chinese hack.  That time they hit all the oil companies.  Stole all sorts of information, where they were bidding, where they were about to drill, how their operations worked, what their reserves were, everything that had any intrinsic value.  Once the Chinese were busted they just closed shop, denied everything.  Pretty obvious though that it was done by “company men” inside China, not rogue hackers.  The extraction of information all occurred from 9 AM to 5 PM Beijing time on weekdays.  Like it was a regular job, no doubt fully sanctioned by the CCP (Chinese Communist Party).  Meaning: State sanctioned.

The amount of online infiltrations originating from China lately was becoming ridiculous.  It had gotten so that every time a network was attacked it was being found it was penetrated by an “advanced persistent threat”, ACP, which basically meant “Came From China”.  The Online Blue Army, China’s elite cyberwarfare unit of the PLA was hitting everybody, least that was the theory.  Unproven, of course.

Except for one thing.  It was all tracking back to them.

Unproven my ass.

Always the same line: Wasn’t us.  We are insulted you would even suspect us.  Stop demonizing us.

That was the Chinese for you.  In their culture, lying was an art form.  Wasn’t even considered a bad thing.  Whatever was needed to outmaneuver one’s foe was considered acceptable to them.  Steal secrets?  Plunder strategic plans?  All that was fair game.  Copyright law to them was a joke.  They paid lip service to honoring and respecting copyrights, but behind the scenes was another story.  Why should they spend billions on R&D when someone else had done all the work for them?

Lip had to give them credit.  They had chutzpa, that’s for sure.  And it sure was working for them.  Wouldn’t be long till they owned this country.  They’d already taken all our jobs.  Now they were buying our debt like there was no tomorrow.  All those savings on R&D were being put to good use buying T-bills.  Let us spend money we don’t have, and then lend us more money.  Brilliant.  As a stratagem of world domination it wasn’t fancy, but it sure was getting the job done.  The Chinese were emasculating us and our politicians weren’t doing a damn thing to stop them.  At the rate we were going China was going to own us.  Bought and paid for.  Just look on any American flag.

Made in China.

Which brought up the question, were these database breaches from them—another ACP?  Breaching is one thing, but going in and changing everything was quite another.  Even if China could do this, why would they do it?  What motivation on their parts could they possibly have that would make them want to help out a few bad guy Russians?  China and Russia.  Where was the link?  They were never cozy before.  Why now?

Questions…

As for those Ruskies?  Lip went to the FSB site.  He plugged some data in and sent the requests.  Spasiba FSB, for being so accommodating.

That should take some time.  Lip hit the other stuff he had.  Like running down the email address JT_groska7@hotmail.com.  Logic said it was Rudnitsky’s email address.  Lip started to type rapidly.  Soon he was clicking onto different screens.

As he dug, he started to think of Johnny Two-cakes’s instructions for them.  They’ll know what to do.  It didn’t fit this being internal, or a rogue government operation.  Johnny Two-cakes would have given them something else.  Some sort of hint or sign that the danger was in-house.  He wouldn’t take the chance that Marks and he would hit up their contacts at the Shadow Factory.  He would have warned them off.  Sent a message.  Keep it off the reservation.  Or something like that.

And he hadn’t done that.  So this had to be something else… something on the outside.  Maybe Johnny Two-cakes didn’t know what it was, but was still hunting it down, getting closer to it.  Judging by his office, he was definitely on the case of something hot.

Lip used to give the guy grief with his crazy theories.  But Lip had to admit, some of the man’s crazy hunches did have a habit of panning out.  And there were the photos of the Ruskies.  He was obviously onto their operation.  Enough that those guys wanted to get some leverage on him by kidnapping Marion.

Least that was the way he read it.  Marks was not so sure.  He was thinking Johnny Two-cakes was dead.  But for Lip that didn’t fit.  No, Johnny Two-cakes had uncovered something.  Something big, and he was still alive.  Maybe captured.  Lip took his eyes from the screen and looked at the jump drive.  What’s on you, little buddy?

Forty minutes later, he had a break through.  Not with JT_groska7@hotmail.com, but with something else.  Something he should have done from the beginning.

Checking visa issuances.

Duh!

He did some quick work, checking all the usual suspects.  Didn’t take long till he determined which country Johnny Two-cakes had flown into.  Of course the guy had done some slippery work, a few evasion measures, buying two tickets, each to a different country, using two different passports, one in his name, one not.  Guy had gotten two visas.  Lip hacked into another database.  Bingo.  The flight manifest.  Can’t hide from real eyes.  You can book it, but you got to show up.

Well, fuck an A.  Shanghai, China.  So that’s where you went, Johnny.  Why am I not surprised?

At that moment he heard the door open.  He’d left it locked.  His hand instinctively went to Cheryl, but he didn’t have her on him.

“Marks?”
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MARKS ditched the car.  Around here, with the keys in and doors unlocked, vehicle should be stolen within an hour.  It was a gritty neighborhood.  Lots of pedestrian activity with plenty of transients.

It was a twenty-block walk to Metro, and only two blocks to the closest bus stop.  The SUV he’d wiped clean at a DIY car wash, outside Bethesda.  Between the kids, Lip and himself, he didn’t want to be leaving any prints or DNA material.  It had taken him some time to do it right.  He sprayed some cleaning solvent he’d gotten from Lip’s garage on the seats and wiped them down.  The solvent would take care of any DNA material, like Lip’s blood that might have gotten on the seats.  He used the vacuum all over to get the fibers.  The pressure nozzle in the washing bay took care of the exterior.  Nothing he could do about the scrape, though.  There’d be paint imbedded from the landscaping trailer, but that was fine.

It was the fibers, DNA and prints he wanted to take care of.  The car would be picked up at some point.  Either they’d find where he’d parked it, or some unlucky sap who stole it would be pulled over.  Either way, Marks didn’t want anything coming back to them.

Afterwards was always the second guessing.  Like he was doing now—churning things through his head, looking at their exposure.  They did a lot of things loose.  Some of their habits were big no nos.  Keeping the weapons and adding to them as Lip often did was ill advised.  Some would call it plain stupid.  Every round fired from a weapon left a telltale signature on the slug.  Course, if you knew the right tricks, such as rebarreling, and other special barrel treatment, those risks could be mitigated to acceptable levels. 

Managing risk, baby, as Lip would say.  Lip covered most of the angles on the licensing front, doing his Web sleight of hand.  He had some nifty ways that he made the weaponry clean again, with brand new owners.  Congratulations, Mr. Markston, you have a brand new baby boy.  Sig P226, he’s a spunky kid, I can already tell.  Said with a big shit-ass grin.

Lip.  Man was one of a kind.  Marks usually did the grunt work, and preferred it that way.  Working with his hands, such as cleaning and disposing of a car was more his style.

The two blocks on foot went quickly.  He arrived at the bus stop and kept right on walking.  Metro was the better way to go here, totally anonymous, millions used it every day.  Eighteen blocks, just a walk in a park after what he’d gone through today.  He eyed the storefront windows, subconsciously looking for tails.  Old habits, they never left you.  He was just about one hundred percent sure that there was no way anyone was shadowing him.  Not with the route he’d driven, but he wasn’t taking chances.

They may have taken nineteen killers off the street, but there was no telling what was still out there.  The Gol’yanovskaya
was structured a little like the Six Families; there were divisions and lines of territory.  Nineteen sounded like a lot of men, but Lip was right, they didn’t know how many guns Rudnitsky had.  Till they did, and till they took every last one of them out, this wasn’t over.

Not yet.  Not till they hammered that last nail in the coffin.  Twenty hours ago, he’d never even heard of Pavel Rudnitsky.  Now the man was forefront in Marks’s mind.  He didn’t have a face to go with the name, but that didn’t matter.  With Lip on the job they soon would.  And then Rudy, I’ll be paying you a visit.  You mess with kids, you get the horns.

Stone-faced, Marks kept walking.
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HAD Rudnitsky been privy to Marks’s thoughts, he might have appreciated the cognitive parallel.  Only in Rudnitsky’s case, his internal energies were focused in quite another direction.  His world was collapsing.  So much, so quickly.  All his men.  Gone like so much dust.

Such loss was not foreign to him.  He knew its touch.  But it was always he
who was on the giving end.  He as the one who was standing afterwards to see the fallen, the unworthy, the weak, the insipid grovelers.  Those that deserved to die.  For it was the strong that earned the right to live and Thánatos rewarded them like his children.  To them went the spoils.  To the weak there was nothing.  Only pain and…

Death.

“I am sorry,” said the doctor.

Rudnitsky nodded.  There was no expression on his face.  It was placid, unmoving like the marbled carapace that obscured the remains of his ear.  He looked at the flesh that was once Monster.  It was just a carcass now.  The blood spilt.  He’d made it home, just to die.

Outside Rudnitsky exhibited nothing.  While inside was another story.

You will be avenged, my child.  Even if I must do it myself, with my own hands, slice by slice and piece by piece.  That I promise.
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“IS that you Marks?” Lip said.  He rose from his seat.

“Thomas?”

It was his mother’s voice coming from the kitchen.  Lip breathed out, relieved, annoyed and worried at the same time.  He’d told his mom to stay in the house.  She shouldn’t have stepped outside without letting him know.  That’s the reason she had his phone number. 

“Hey Ma.  You should have called first.”

“That’s silly, I’m right next door.  I’m not going to call you.  I’d feel ridiculous.  I don’t want to disturb you, but I forgot to give you this.  You received some mail yesterday.  At least I think it’s for you.”

Lip walked out of his office in his bunny slippers.  He never received mail here.  Not even junk mail.

“Is it addressed to me?” Lip said.

“No.”

“Then why do you think it’s for me?”

His mother pursed her lips.  “Just a hunch of mine.”  She handed it to him with a disapproving look.

“Really Thomas, I felt so embarrassed getting this from the postman.  I really don’t approve.  And those posters in there… hmmmf.  Don’t get me started.”

Bemused and a little befuddled, Lip looked at his mail.  It was a postcard that said “Costa Rica Mission Trip” in gaudy pink and purple letters.  There was a picture of a very attractive brunette with dark olive skin.  She was tanning on a beach, wearing a floppy straw hat and not much else.  On the bottom of the postcard it said “Mission: Get Laid!”

“At your age.”  His mother shook her head and left him standing there.  “Lunch will be ready soon.  And please don’t wear those ridiculous slippers in my house.”

Thoroughly chastened, Lip turned the postcard over.  He recognized the handwriting immediately.

Bobby,

You missing out, bro’!  Girlies everywhere.  Big Johnson is on the prowl!

Vic “Guns” Garbonzi

P.S.  Fiesta en mia casa!  Pero, come se dice, “casa”, en ingles?

 

Lip burped a laugh.  Johnny Two-cakes!  Lip went back in his office and picked up the jump drive.  He plugged it in the USB port, and waited till the screen popped up requesting the password.

He looked at the postcard and read it again, just to make sure.  Johnny Two-cakes, I didn’t think you had it in you.

Lip typed in the password.
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LISA felt like crying.  It just wasn’t fair.  She felt like such a failure.  A simple task like researching, and she couldn’t even do that.  Ummph!  This darn computer! 

She pushed herself from her desk.  She’d been going at it for nearly an hour.  Mr. Lipkin would be calling any moment now, and she wasn’t going to have anything to share with him.

Diebold.  Even the word seemed to mock her.  Die… bold.

It was in her face.  She’d typed it into Bing, Google, and Yahoo search.  All of them had yielded links.  The only thing was when she went to click on most of the links, an error message appeared.

[Error 404.  No results found.]

Or something annoying like:

[We are sorry, but that link is no longer available in our database.  Please try typing in another search.]

Ugghh!  Lisa wanted to throw her computer out the window.  What was so frustrating was that on Bing she could read little snippets when she scrolled over the arrow.  There were two articles in The Wall Street Journal that were showing up in the ‘Results’.  But she could only read the headings and a sentence or two of the article.  And that was it.  Not enough to glean anything at all.

It just didn’t make sense.  Her computer seemed to be working fine with everything else.  She wished she had someone to call.  Someone that knew computers, but she couldn’t think of anyone.  Only her ex, and there was no way she was calling him for anything.  He was a conceited jerk and had lost the best thing that had ever happened to him.  She didn’t need the drama and there was no way she could ever forgive him.  Calling her snuffleupagus a “stupid monkey dog”.

Lisa walked into the waiting room getting peeved all over again just thinking about it.  Mr. Lipkin was going to be so disappointed.  She wondered if she’d lose her job.  Not that it was that great of a job, but the pay was nice.  More than nice, actually.  She was making more money than any of her friends working in retail.

I need to think here.  She thought about going to the public library.  But that would mean leaving the office.  And she wouldn’t be by the phone.  What if Mr. Lipkin called?  Or someone else?

As she thought of her options, she began to tidy up the magazines and newspapers that were lying on the coffee table.  She didn’t understand why they even bothered to have reading material here.  Since she’d started working here they’d only had three visitors.  And none of them stayed long enough to read anything, but just spoke to Mr. Lipkin or Mr. Markston in their offices.

Though it just stressed her out more, she did think about that fact on occasion.  She didn’t understand how they were very successful selling commercial real estate if they had so few clients.  And those files she’d labeled were so old.  It seemed the last time they’d sold a property was over three years ago.

Lisa picked up two of the papers and walked them into the little kitchenette that was down the hallway.  The recycling bin was almost overflowing.  It was full of unread newspapers and magazines.  

The sight of the bin just depressed her anew.  She dreaded the idea of searching for another job.  There was nothing out there, and though this job was infinitely boring, it did have its perks.  She’d already taught herself Excel, and was beginning to fiddle around with Photoshop, which was on her computer.  She’d gotten really good putting horns and a red tail on her ex-boyfriend.  And when she got bored with that she could read her Kindle; there were so many great romance novels that only cost ninety-nine cents and some were even free!  And Mr. Lipkin—who wasn’t even here that often—didn’t mind if she wanted to turn the TV on now and then.  Actually, he liked the noise.  Made the place feel busy, he said.

Busy.  Oh no.  She wondered how long they could afford to pay her salary.  Lisa was about to place the newspaper in the bin, when she put her hand to her mouth.

Oh my goodness.

It can’t be.  But it was.
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LIP looked at the word he’d just typed.  Four characters; all letters.  Not much in the way of a secure password.  It broke all the standard rules.  Not a mix of intelligible characters, like #$257Db&.  No, instead Johnny Two-cakes had gone with:

dick

Lip laughed out loud one more time.  He didn’t hit ‘enter’.  He only had three chances here.  He wanted to make sure he got this right.  He looked at one of his Big Johnson posters.  It was the one with the houseboat and bikini-clad girls hanging over the rail.  The inscription below said:  “Party on my deck”.  Only “deck” wasn’t deck.  For the ‘e’, it was the cartoon character ‘Johnson’ standing upright with his hands at his sides, with a beach ball bouncing on his head.

The one time Johnny Two-cakes had visited, he’d commented on Lip’s collection—something along the lines of “I’d say the caves of Lascaux, but I think this predates it.”

Lip even remembered his own Johnny-on-the-spot response, which he’d done in his best proper English accent.  “Yes, very interesting.  It appears Paleolithic, but it may be Pre-paleolithic.  Notice the bipedal Homo hablis
early mating rituals that are depicted.”

That had actually gotten a laugh.  First and only one that Lip ever elicited from the guy.  It seemed Johnny Two-cakes was returning the favor, doing his best to come down to Lip’s level of humor.

Big Johnson is on the prowl!

Pretty clear reference there.  As for the Spanish: Fiesta en mia casa!  Pero, come se dice, “casa”, en ingles?  That loosely translated to mean: Party in my house.  But, how do you say, “house”, in English?

En had two meanings.  “In” and “on”.  Party in my house.  Or.  Party on my house.  Lip glanced at the postcard.  Party on my ___.  Not “house”, but…

dick

Subtlety.  It was definitely overrated.  Well, here goes.  Lip hit enter.

The blue screen went away and a message appeared.

[Please type in your IQ: __]

What?
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LIP stared at the blinking text.

[Please type in your IQ: __]

Now this was starting to piss him off.  Johnny Two-cakes was definitely yanking his chain.  The cursor moved on his screen and numbers began to type by themselves.

[000] filled in the blank.

[That is correct!]
popped on the screen.

Ha ha.  Very funny.  A program was running here.  Lip watched the rest.  The blue screen disappeared and a list of folders and subfolders appeared.  No more moving cursor and no more program.  Okay, let’s see what he had here.

After taking a quick inventory, he realized the folders all corresponded with the numbered bins they’d found back at Johnny Two-cakes’s house.  The very same bins that were burned in the fire: 487, 499, 511, 73, 109…

 It got even better.  The folders contained the original emails in those bins.  They were bundled together in Outlook Data Files.

Lip opened one of the emails.  It had a PDF attached.  He clicked on it.  It was a recipe.  He opened several of the other emails.  It was the same for them as well, just like had been in the bins, recipes were attached?

He wasn’t sure what to make of them, but he’d come back to them later.  Right now he was more interested in the emails themselves.  Emails could be traced.  Just took a little effort.

With three rapid clicks he opened the header of one of the emails.  He did some dragging and dropping.  The email’s hostname was c-62-134-45-61.hsd1.co.comcast.net 

From the host name, the .co part, he could tell the email originated from Colorado.   And comcast.net provided him the ISP.  Using a specialized program, he converted the hostname into its numerical IP address.

That number allowed him to dig a little deeper.  First blush, he could tell that there was a lot of misdirection that had been done.  These routing paths—the Colorado and ISP tags—were all bogus.  From the look of it, after breaking 62-134-45-61 down into its binary values…

11001000.00011000.00011101.10011000…

and parsing that apart, comparing it against its loopback address, and reconciling it against some other values, he was able to determine that the email had bounced from server to server.

 It took him a few more moments to determine that the sender had used the ‘TOR network’ to disguise the email’s true origin.  TOR was developed by the US Navy and was an anonymity network of “onion routers”.  Essentially, the network made it impossible to trace where an email came from.  In this case the servers used were only providing pseudomains.  Not the actual IP address.

TOR was pretty cool.  Lip used it all the time for his own purposes.  It was just about the best way to send something when you wanted to keep it on the down low.  Only thing better was probably “JAP”, another proxy system that Lip sometimes used.

Thing was, no matter how good something was there was always a way to beat it.  TOR was kickass at keeping things anonymous, but it wasn’t perfect.  It had weaknesses just like all low latency anonymity networks ultimately do.  TOR protected against traffic analysis.  But, it didn’t protect against traffic confirmation.  If you knew what you were doing, you could infer which nodes were relaying the anonymous streams.  Basically it boiled down to TOR’s inability to encrypt the traffic between an exit node and the target server.  Once you got behind it, the anonymity network started to become less anonymous.

And that, baby, got you halfway there.

Lip did some rapid clicking and typing.  It took him a bit of time, but he was able to determine the true origin of the email.  He could only pinpoint its general location, which was within about a ten block radius, give or take.  But that was good enough to confirm what he already knew.

It corresponded with Johnny Two-cakes’s flight itinerary.  While before he just had the country and city that Johnny Two-cakes had flown into.  He’d now narrowed things down significantly.  He knew almost exactly where the sender was.

And ten bucks said that was also where Johnny Two-cakes was.  Most likely being held not of his free volition.

Lip cracked a steely smile.  Don’t worry Johnny Two-cakes, I’m on it now.  He glanced at his watch.  Uh oh.

Ma had said lunch, and the last thing he wanted was to be in the doghouse.  He clicked the screen to put the monitor in sleep mode and left his office.

True, Johnny Two-cakes was in trouble, but Lip would be too, if he didn’t show up for Ma’s cooking.

I’ll eat fast, buddy.
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LIP let out a belch.  He’d overdone it on the white chili.  But it was just so good, he couldn’t resist having seconds.

He sat down in his office and picked up where he’d left off.  So much to do, and so little time.  Ma hadn’t taken it so well when he’d told her to pack, but she’d get over it.  She always complained at first until she was there.  Room service, nice view of the herb gardens, a special gold-gilded tea room… not quite Lip’s personal preference, aside from the room service bit, but Ma loved it, even if his wallet didn’t.

As for their flight.

He needed to lock that up.  He made some calls to set up their visas, and then he navigated on his screen to get their tickets.  After he got over the sticker shock, he just pulled the trigger.  Nothing like plopping down a cool ten K a pop just to rest your fanny in B class, particularly when Uncle Sammie wasn’t picking up the tab.  Oh well…that was one conversation he was going to need to avoid with Marks.

The logistics taken care of, he got back to business.  He wanted to dig as much as he could before their flight.  It was going to be a long one.  Whatever he didn’t figure out now, he could figure out en route.

Lip started tapping and his fingers did what they do best.  He validated some of the other emails by tracing their origins.  To a tee, they were all from the same sender.  TOR had been used each time.  And each time Lip pulled back the curtain.  There weren’t a lot of people that could do what he was doing right now.  In fact, he frequently heard it discussed that TOR was infallible, unbreakable, the perfect way to hide your tracks.

Not quite.  There was a saying in the industry.  The hacker’s schtick.

I own you.

Didn’t matter what it was, when you did what he was doing right now—that’s what it boiled down to—I own you.  He sneezed and wiped his nose with a tissue.  Time to figure out what these recipes were.

Who ate chicken livers… fried okra hash…?
 This stuff sounded gross.  Now this wasn’t so bad.  Fried bananas.  That actually sounded pretty good right now.

Lip skimmed some of the folders.  Several of the PDFs had been culled out from the thousands of emails and were grouped in a separate folder.  He opened them.  On the surface they were just recipes.   The size of the PDFs, however, indicated they weren’t what they seemed.

He ran them through the usual, trying various cipher sniffing software to see what came up.  He looked for hidden files.  From the sizes of the files these had to be encrypted or password protected, maybe there was something embedded?

But nothing unusual was flagged.  Nada.  Zilch.  Just a PDF.

But you aren’t, are you?

So what are you?

Time to get serious here.  Lip brought out the big guns.  He didn’t use these often, but they were effective when all else failed.  Some proprietary special software he’d created.  Nothing off the shelf about it.  Custom, baby.

Ten minutes later.

Now we’re talking.  He confirmed what he already knew, there was an embedded file.  It was just gibberish at the moment, but it soon wouldn’t be.

Lip paused.  He realized he hadn’t opened all the folders on the stick.  Curious, he clicked on a subfolder within a folder that was titled:

SuperK

It was an .exe file.

Now how had he missed this?  He copied it and quarantined it.  What do you do?  Let’s see.

He clicked.  Whoa.  Now that was slick.  The PDF was no longer a PDF.  It was an AVI file.  A file typically used for video and audio data.  He opened it and ran it.

His eyes went wide
as he saw what was on his screen.
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THIS was a game changer.

His eyes were blind, and now they could see.  Tuchas.

On Lip’s screen a video was playing.  It was of a naked woman.  A very obese naked woman.  She looked to be older; not exactly a teenager here, but someone about his age.  The woman was strapped into some sort of contraption.  A reclining gurney that pivoted so that she was standing almost upright.  A neck brace and wrist and ankle restraints prevented any movement on the woman’s part.

She looked scared.  Scratch that, she looked terrified.

The video panned over her.  Taking in all of her jiggliness.  Any other time this would be a big turn on for Lip, but there was something about the video that was off.

This wasn’t your typical BDSM porn.  The video soon panned away from the woman and went to a cage on the floor.  Inside it was a rat.  The video zoomed in to take in the rat’s snout and teeth.  It settled on its beady eyes.  Zooming in, to take in just an eye… zooming in some more till just the blackness of the rat’s iris filled the screen.

Fade out.

The video was over.  Definitely was not going to give you a chub.  Lip felt chills go over him.  That was some creepy ass stuff.

Lip dragged another PDF to the quarantined area and opened it.  No porn this time.  Much different content.

It was an audio file.  No video.  A voice neutered of emotion and gender began to speak.  From the inflection and tone, it was almost robotic in its delivery.  It had been manipulated, obviously, probably with some voice modulation software.

Lip listened.  It was a short message.  Clipped.  Cryptic.

An address in North Carolina was given.  The audio file ended.

Just an address.  Residential by the sound of it.  On another computer, he plugged in the address and brought up an aerial view of a housing development.  Small houses.  The address was for a house on a tiny lot.

Hmmm.

Lip opened another PDF.  This time the conversion wasn’t into an AVI file, but rather into an IPG file.  These things were hiding all sorts of goodies.  IPG was a format that was typically used by Apple for iPod Games.  The file stayed static on his screen.  Nothing played and nothing ran.

Not a surprise.  IPG was an encrypted, compressed format.  Lip went and dragged over WinRAR.  It was a data compression utility; a handy tool that could process RAR and ZIP files, and also IPG files.  He used it to unpack
the contents of the IPG file.

A series of screens rapidly opened.  He took a moment to appreciate this.  This was ingenious.  These PDFs were flying under the radar.  On the surface they were just recipes.  Seemingly from some grandma, or cooking nut, sending out their latest blog ‘recipe of the day’.

Innocuous.  As harmless as the simple ingredients listed: butter, corn, chicken tenders, salt…

The NSA had a million methods to screen for nefarious content.  Every email sent anywhere in the world was scanned.  Algorithmic search looked for millions of buzzwords and key phrases.  You mention “bomb” in an email or in an attachment and it got flagged.  “Senator”, “President”, “Capitol”, “incendiary”, “propane”, “common grade fertilizer”, the list of words and phrases was almost never-ending and kept growing.  Send a certain attachment that fit certain parameters, same deal, same result, the NSA captured it, dissected it, and reviewed it.  

It was all done on the computer level.  Thousands of servers in data centers of incredible magnitude funneled those emails to the ‘Black Widow’, the NSA’s badass Cray supercomputer.  That beautiful baby took those emails apart.  Put them through a myriad filtering process in nanoseconds!  Emails were accessed and then put into two categories.  Dump or save.  Anything saved went to the next level.

Eventually, if it drew enough red flags, a set of real eyes looked at the content.  But these emails and PDFs had nothing that would raise red flags so as to make it to the eyes stage.  So how had Johnny Two-cakes obtained this stuff?  There were thousands of emails on this stick.

Another question.  Join the club, baby.

Lip looked at what had just been unpacked.  The IPG file had contained a considerable amount of data.  On his screen were what looked like stock purchases.  The dates were recent, less than a month ago.  There were hundreds of pages.  This was streaming content directly from NASDAQ.

He skimmed through page after page.  All the same, or variations of the same.  He wasn’t a wizard with financial nomenclature, but he recognized some as being ‘put options’, which were short positions on various stocks.  There was too much to analyze.  He’d need to come back to this.

He closed out the screens and started opening some more of the PDFs.  He was on his nineteenth one when he heard Marks’s Jeep pulling into the driveway.  You could hear that antique of his a mile off.  Lip checked one more thing real quick and then shut things down.

Hmmm.  Lip was getting a glimpse here, and what he was seeing was pretty messed up.
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“WHAT do you mean get packed?  Where are we going?” Marks said.

“Hold on a second,” Lip said.  He let out a burp.  “Let me call Lisa first.”

Marks’s timing was perfect.  Their flight left in three and a half hours.  Should be just enough time to pack, pick up their visas and get to the airport.  Opps… and also drop off Ma.

Lisa picked up on the second ring.

“Lisa,” Lip said.

“Mr. Lipkin… I mean Tom.”  She sounded flustered.

“You okay?” Lip said.

“I’m great,” Lisa said.  “I’m glad you called back.”

“You are?  Why?”

“I researched what you needed.”

Lip remembered.  Diebold.  “Great.  What’d you find?”

“Well, I had a few complications.  My computer wasn’t working; I don’t know what was going on with it.  There seemed to be plenty of articles on Diebold, but every time I tried to click on a link, I kept getting an error message.  It was so frustrating.  But I persevered and did find some stuff.  Do you want me to tell you, or do you want me to email you the information?”

“How about you just give me the greatest hits?”

“Okay… well, most of the information I found was in last week’s paper.  After my computer fiasco, I needed to clear my head and was tidying up the office and putting the newspapers in the recycling bin, and I guess it must have been my lucky day, because there it was, right on the cover of one of the papers.  Diebold!  They make voting machines.  And they just had a legal decision in the circuit court, which went their way.  The article told all about it.”

“What paper?” Lip said.

“Oh I forgot.  Let me check.  I’ll be right back.”

There was a pause.  She came back on the line a moment later.  “New York Times!”

“Great!  We’re coming to the office.  I’ll pick it up then.”

“You’re coming to the office?”

“Yeah, but just for a moment.  Then we need to catch a flight.”

“Where are you going?”

“Costa Rica.”

“Wow.  When will you be back?”

“Not sure.  Save that paper, will you?  You did great, Lisa.”

“I did?”  She sounded surprised.

“You did.  See you soon.”

Lip clicked off.

“Costa Rica?” Marks said.

Lip shook his head.  “No, we’re going to Shanghai.”

Marks frowned.  “Why?”

Lip grinned.  “Because that’s where Johnny Two-cakes is.”
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MA was along for the ride, at least for half of it.  No way to avoid it, not with their pinched timeframe.

They swung by Marks’s place so he could quickly pack.  Ma had never been to his place and was unflinching with her comments.

“Tcchh, tchhh… you need to eat better.”  She was looking in his fridge.  “I see no vegetables and no fruits.  How are you going to stay healthy?”

Regarding Marks’s decorating skills—or lack thereof—she was equally discriminating.  “Marks, you don’t live in a barracks anymore.  Where are your family photos?  There are no pictures and no artwork.  This feels very cold.”

Marks smirked.  “It’s called Zen,
Mrs. Lip.”

They got Ma out of there before she started checking his closets.  Getting their visas was on the way.  They made a quick stop to drop their passports with a service they used now and then when they needed things expedited.  Lip was going with ‘Thomas Mapother IV’ this time and Marks was ‘Alphonso D’Abruzzo’.

“Why do I have to be Alphonso?” Marks said, as they walked back to the Jeep where Ma was waiting.

“What do you have against Alan Alda?” Lip said.

Marks snorted.  “I’d rather be Tom Cruise.  You got Maverick.”

“C’mon.  Hawkeye?”

“Man was a wuss.”

It was a little trick of the trade that Lip had picked up.  Back at the NSA, he’d usually used real names of actors when angling out new passports for Marks, Johnny Two-cakes and himself.  They had their pick of the crop.  The SCS would have set them up with anything they wanted, but Lip was partial to names with pedigree and he liked the fact that he was slipping one past Johnny Two-cakes.  Thomas Mapother IV, former name of Tom Cruise.  Alphonso D’Abruzzo, aka: Alan Alda.  For Johnny, Lip usually stuck him with something like Allen Stewart Konigsberg, which Johnny thought was fine, except for the nickname part.  Why do you two keep calling me Woody?

That’d be Woody Allen.

Way Lip saw it, those guys didn’t want their original names.  Might as well put them to good use.  Names were already in the system.  Not on any Watch Lists.  Required very little turnaround time in the shop to get it set up.  Basically just required a new picture, some adjustments to dates, a few other particulars, and they were set.

They had a whole stack of those old passports.  The ones they’d just dropped off would be ready for pickup in half an hour.  Their visas would be processed, complete with the requisite stamps from the Embassy of the People’s Republic in China.  The service they used was pretty slick.  It was called connections, and they still had them.  Who you know, baby.  In this town, that was being a VIP.

Next stop was spinning by their office to print a quick letter.  They kept some special 100% cotton rag that was made in China.  Got to go authentic with things like this.  They used Mei’s firm, Pinnacle Ventures, for the fake letterhead.  Business meeting was the purported reason for their visit.  Lip refrained from using any cracks to “long dong” in the text, but every time he looked at that logo he just lost it.  Mountain my ass—that was a big johnson.

Ma got to meet Lisa, their new receptionist.  Those two seemed to hit it off.

“I like her,” Ma said, back in the Jeep.  “You know, Thomas…”

“Don’t, Ma,” Lip said.

“Now Thomas.”

“Ma!”

“You don’t even know what I was going to say,” Ma said, getting flustered.

Their next stop, of course, was a complete fiasco.  Dropping Ma off.  Ma insisted she’d forgotten to pack something and wanted to go back to the house.  They had no time for that.  And she didn’t take it so well.

“This is no way to treat your mother,” she said, pinching her lips.

Five star place and she was complaining about forgetting her toothbrush.

“You can buy one here,” Lip insisted.

“They won’t have the kind I like,” Ma said.  “I want to go home.”

Lip whispered, “I thought you had dentures, Ma?”

Needless to say, Lip was in the doghouse.

“Good luck with that,” Marks said, after they got back in his Jeep.  “You’re on the curb the second you get back.”  

Marks fired up his Jeep.  They could talk freely now, as long as they yelled.

“Now tell me again why we’re letting Rudy go and jetting to Shanghai?”

“We’re not letting him go,” Lip said.  “But he’s not the primary target.  This is bigger than Rudnitsky and his crew.  Johnny Two-cakes was onto something.  I’ll fill you in on the flight, and then we can figure out the rest.”

“What do you mean figure out?” Marks said. “We’re going to Shanghai and you don’t even know what’s going on?”

“Easy.  I didn’t say that.  I know some of it.  Johnny Two-cakes got a doozy this time.  I’m pretty sure I know where he is.  Good news is once we find him, we find the head.  And like you say, take down the head and we take down the entire structure.”

“It’s work your way up, take down the entire structure.”

“Whatever.  I was riffing.”

“I want to see what you got,” Marks said.

“Don’t worry, it’s a nineteen hour flight.  I’ll tell you everything I know.”

“Shanghai.  And we’re using Mei?”

“I know, I thought about it,” Lip said.  “But it was the best call.”

“I’m cool with it, as long as you are.”

“Wait a second,” Lip said.  “I forgot all about that.”  He suddenly recalled the last time, being left in the lurch for ten hours, while Marks and Mei went missing in action.  “You’re not doing what you did last time.”

“C’mon, you were fine.”

Lip gave him a look.

“What?” Marks said.

Lip shook his head.  “Shmackel.  I’m an idiot.  I almost got my ass handed to myself, and what were you and Mei doing?”

“Nothing,” Marks said.  “This is a dead issue.  We’re using Mei.  That’s cool.”

“Like hell.”  Lip was pissed now.  “We’ll use somebody else.”  He took out his Blackberry.

Marks waited.  “Who are you gonna call?”

Lip was not happy.  He put away his phone.

Marks chuckled.  “Don’t worry, I get it.  Won’t happen again.”

Lip’s head swiveled.  “What won’t happen again?”

“Nothing won’t happen.  I hope you’re right about this—Johnny Two-cakes being there.  I want him alive even more than you do, but it just doesn’t add up to me.”

“We’ll see.  Ten bucks?”

Marks shrugged.  “Not biting.”

“Twenty?”

“Doll hairs?” Marks said.

“Ha ha,” Lip said.  “Done.”

“I didn’t agree to that.”  Marks switched gears and his engine reached a whole new level of wailing.  “By the way, what did the tickets cost?”

Lip held his hand to his ear.  “Can’t hear you?”

“Don’t give me that.  What did they cost?”

“Ten doll hairs?”

Marks shook his head.  “That’s what I thought.  When the creditors come knocking, I’m giving you up.”

Lip smirked.  “Forgot to tell you.  I used your card.  Mine didn’t have enough dough on it.”

Marks downshifted and took a turn.  “You sonofabitch, you’re taking me down with you, aren’t you?”

“Like the Titanic, baby.”
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AFTER a brief hop from BWI to the Motor City they were Shanghai bound on a new chariot.  Lip made the mistake of checking out the range of their Boeing 777.  According to what he pulled up on his Blackberry, it was 9,380 nautical miles.  He Binged the distance from Detroit to Shanghai.  It was 9,785 nautical miles.  Not good.  They were going to be short 405 miles.  He pointed out the discrepancy to Marks.

Marks smirked.  “How many times have we taken this flight?”

“But look at it?” Lip said.

“So we’re going to come up short and fall in the water?” Marks said.  “How come that’s never happened?”

“Refuel in the air?”

Marks laughed.  “Sometimes you amaze me.”

Lip let it drop and snapped his seat restraint.  Course he knew they weren’t refueling in the air, but still WTF?  405 miles was 405 miles.  What were they going to do, coast?  Not good.

Lip grumbled and griped as they taxied across the tarmac.  His head was killing him.  He had a hammerhead for a headache.  Damn cold he’d picked up wasn’t helping any.  Didn’t matter they were tucked into business class in supple leather seats with plenty of legroom; this sucked.  He hated flying.  Every time.  No fail.

“You’re such a wuss,” Marks said.

“Shut up.”  Lip reviewed his emergency exits one more time, said a prayer, knocked three times on the faux wood panel in front of him, checked his seat restraint, took an Ambien, and put his glasses in his pocket and closed his eyes.

 

“FEEL better?”

“How long was I out?” Lip said, rubbing his eyes.

Marks glanced at his timepiece.  “About seven hours.”

“No kidding?  You get any?”  Lip put his glasses on.

Marks smirked.  “You mean from the hot stewardess?”

Lip yawned and stretched.  “In your dreams.”  He looked around and got his bearings.  Shit, they were still in this flying sardine can.  He took his glasses off, wiped his face again, and put his glasses back on.  “Alright, you want to see some stuff?”

He pulled out his laptop, put it on his tray and powered it up.  When he’d bought their seats he’d selected carefully.  It wasn’t a full flight in business class, and he’d chosen seats that were near the back of the B-class section.  There was no one behind them, just a bulkhead.  And no neighbors to their right, just an aisle and empty seats.

They almost had the place to themselves.  Lip saw the stewardess coming down the aisle.  Marks wasn’t kidding.  She was hot.  He’d totally missed seeing her when they’d taken their seats.  Bada bing, va voom, and wow.  Her blonde hair was cut short, parted in the middle and hanging straight on the sides.  He suddenly forgot all about the fact they were in a plane.  Stuck here.  Nowhere to go.

She gave him a lipstick glistening smile.  “Can I get anything for you, sir?”

He gulped.  “Yeah… ahhh… some bottled water would be great.”

“And you?”  She looked at Marks with those sparkling green eyes of hers.

“The same, thanks.”

She walked off.

Lip shook his head.  “B class, baby.  It’s always better in B class.”

“Won’t argue with you there,” Marks said.  “Whatever you paid?  Worth it.”

“Glad you feel that way.  ‘Cause that’s a ten thousand dollar bottle of water she’s bringing back for you.”

Marks looked at him.  “Not funny.  Speaking…”

Lip didn’t let him finish.  Now would be a good time to redirect.  “Let me show you what we got.”  Lip adjusted his laptop slightly so that Marks could view.  His laptop had a special filter that prevented oblique viewing.  Even with the screen turned, Marks would need to lean to see the picture.  As he opened some folders, Lip brought Marks up to speed regarding the origins of the emails, the sophisticated attempt at masking where they came from and how the PDFs all had embedded files.

Lip handed him an earplug, so he could hear the audio output.  He clicked on a PDF.  They were on the third PDF when the stewardess came back with their bottled waters.

“And as you can see,” Lip said when she was close enough to overhear.  “Profits should return in the fourth quarter.”

Marks nodded and thanked the stewardess for the water.

“Anytime,” she said.  “Just call me if you need me.”  She smiled and walked off.

“Did she wink at you?” Lip whispered.

“Nah.”

“I think she did.”

“Focus,” Marks said.  “So what is this?”

“I’m not entirely sure, but I’ve a theory I’m going to tell you about in a second.  Johnny Two-cakes put these PDFs in a separate folder for a reason.  They’re all the major exchanges.  TSE is the Tokyo Stock Exchange.  And these companies here comprise the Nikkei 300.  I had to look the symbols up, just to verify.”

“What’s the Nikkei 300?” Marks said.

“An index of companies… like the DOW or S&P 500 for us.”  Lip cracked his water and took a sip.  He clicked three more PDFs.  “Hang Seng, that’d be Hong Kong.  Here we have the Stoxx Europe 600 and this is the Shanghai Composite.”

“What was the one earlier—the DAX?” Marks said.

“That was Germany.”

“And what is this telling us?”  Marks pointed at some of the numbers.

Lip scrolled down.  “They’re all short positions, called puts.  And they were all done in the last six weeks.”

“On every stock?”

“Yep.  Every exchange, same thing.”

“Someone thinks all the global exchanges are gonna tank?” Marks said.

“Yep.  Or some outfit.  The buyers differ each time, but they’re linked.  These were in emails that originated from Shanghai.  But it gets more complicated.  I want to show you these.  We got to be careful here—they’re not exactly PG rated.”

Lip clicked on another PDF.  It was the one showing the woman strapped into the gurney with the rat on the floor.  Marks waited till the video was over.

“That contraption… table thing… I saw that.”

“Down in the bomb shelter, right?” Lip said.  “I thought so—the way you described it.”

Lip clicked on another.  It was a boy this time.  Asian.  Just a teenager.  He was strapped onto the same gurney.  Same sequence; he was naked; the camera panned over him and then went to the rat in the cage.

Lip clicked on three others.  All showed the same thing, but different people each time.  An older man in one; hairy as a silverback gorilla.  The last two were women, probably in their late thirties.  All were naked.  All ended with the rat in the cage; a close up on the eye.

Marks reserved his comments till Lip was done.  “I recognize three of them.”

Lip nodded.  “From the newspaper clippings.  I just recognized one.  Who are the three?”

“The first woman, the older guy, and the last one you showed.”

“I don’t remember the first two, but you’re better at that than I am.  All I remember is the last one,” Lip said.  “I was hoping you’d remember more, something from the articles?”

Marks took his eyes from the screen and looked at the molded bulkhead above them, as if searching for something.

 

HE could see it clearly.  Marks was visualizing the walls again in Johnny Two-cakes’s office.  The newspaper clippings and everything else that was taped up and written.  The faces in the videos were definitely different.  The fear on their faces.  Not like the smiling photographs shown in the clippings that had been on the wall.

For the first woman, she’d been shown with her husband.  Both were dressed in formal wear.  He in a tux, her in an expensive gown.  It was a picture taken at some high-society fundraiser at The Kennedy Center.

Marks remembered the text.  He hadn’t read the whole article, but his eyes had glossed over it.  He could recall the text almost like it was imprinted on a floating screen.  Sometimes how his mind took mental snapshots surprised even himself.  PSYOPs called it eidetic memory.  According to them, 5% of people naturally had it to some degree.  Marks’s ability, though, was off the charts.  He had almost perfect photographic recall.  A skill, which had come in handy at school.  He’d hardly needed to study for tests, could ace them not breaking a sweat, which was a good thing, because he was sweating plenty hitting the gym and playing ball.  But his skill had a big drawback.  After reading or watching anything for a protracted period of time, he usually got headaches.  Newspapers or magazines were particularly bad.  His mind, even if he wanted it to or not, just soaked up the text and images like a sponge.

“The first woman is married to Gregory Lars III, a lobbyist.  Heads up The Freedom Group.  They’re funneling millions to the GOP for the upcoming election.  Bankrolling some major candidates, at least a dozen senators.  There was some big scandal about it.  Hidden funds… undisclosed donors.”

Marks visualized the other article.  The one with the older guy.  “The hairy guy is a hedge fund mogul.  Heads up some group that specializes in…” he paused, having to see it in his head, “distressed foreign debt.  Article said they were instrumental in the ’08 election, funding a bunch of candidates in the Tea Party.  They’re big players this time too.  Funding across the board… lots of candidates; all GOP.”

“What do you remember about the other woman?” Lip said.

Marks frowned and closed his eyes.  Like usual, the tight feeling was starting to come.  His head already complaining from the exercise.  “I just remember the face and name.”  He gave the name to Lip.

“That was her name?”

“Yeah.”

Lip opened up MSN and typed her name into Bing.  Several hits came up with the name.  He clicked on one that was for a Times Herald article.  It took a moment.  A screen finally opened, but no article.  Just an error message:

[No such link found]

Lip clicked on another link that Bing had pulled up.  Same result:

[No such link found]

Lip tried some others.

“Internet not working?” Marks said.

“No, we’ve got coverage, satellite,” Lip said.  “These are all dead links.”  Lip’s eyes went to The New York Times that he’d retrieved from their office; the one Lisa had handed him.  Lip typed ‘Diebold’ into Bing.  A lot more links were pulled up this time.  There was one for a Wall Street Journal article.  Lip clicked on it.

[No results.  Article not found.]

Lip clicked on three more links, but none pulled up.  “Interesting,” Lip said.

“What are you thinking?”

“I think I know why Johnny Two-cakes had all those newspapers,” Lip said.  He moved his mouse and the cursor scrolled over the arrow to the left of one of the results.  It pulled up a small screen, like a thumbnail view, only bigger.  “See this.”

The small screen showed the date of the article, name of the paper, and a short excerpt.  The text was truncated, however.  Marks couldn’t really tell what the article was about; not unless they clicked on the link and read it.

“Try clicking on the other links,” Marks said.

Same thing resulted.  None of them were pulling up.

“Links have been corrupted,” Lip said.  “Someone doesn’t want us reading this.”

“That explains the newspapers,” Marks said.

Lip nodded.  “I wouldn’t have thought twice about this either—links are severed all the time.  They couldn’t get all of it, though.  The search tag gives you just enough info that you can score down the article.  Unbelievable.  For them to go to such an extent, covering up… doing this.”

Lip bit his lip.  “Alright, one more video, and then I’ll tell you my theory.”

Lip clicked on a PDF and converted it to an AVI file.  Marks watched the short video clip.  It showed another guy on the gurney.  Naked, scared, rat eye.  The video faded out.

“Don’t recognize him,” Marks said.

“He wasn’t up on the wall.  If he had been, I’d have recognized him,” Lip said.  “I know that guy.  Marcus Larsen.  He’s the CEO for a security group.  They do a lot of work in the financial and government sector.  When that guy speaks, it’s like he’s speaking Greek, but every CIO in the country tunes in when he opens his mouth.”

“Speaks geek, huh?” Marks said.

“Like a champ.  Guy did a nickel for hacking into Goldman Sachs, about twenty years ago.  Came out reformed and wanted to work for the good guys.  Started his own company.  Guy is an expert in cyber crime.  Made some big news about a year ago, when he said companies should disconnect from the Web if they wanted to be secure.  Proposed we all just go off the grid.  It was critical for our infrastructure and national security.  Power companies, utilities, anything too important where it can’t go down, he was calling for a complete separation.  Silo systems.  It even got some traction for a while with DHS.  That was a year ago.  Then he just dropped off the radar.”

“What do you mean dropped off?”

Lip shrugged.  “Used to be I couldn’t read an article without seeing a quote from him.  I saw him speak at Macworld Expo down in Raleigh.  Guy was doing the whole talking circuit.”

“And now?” Marks said.

“Haven’t heard a peep from him,” Lip said.  “There was a time, though, he was really bashing China.  His company had attributed a whole slew of attacks to Chinese hackers.  You remember the eCard deal in 2010, the Kneber botnet thing?”

Marks gave him a blank look.

Lip added more details.  “The eCard?  Christmas card that purportedly came from The President and went to employees in dozens of government agencies?”

Marks kept with the blank look.

Lip smirked.  “It was a cyber attack.  Made the news for a while—but you’d have to read the paper for that.  I don’t think it made the Fox news circuit; they couldn’t fit it in ten words or less.”

Marks’s brow clouded.  “Get on with on it.  What about the card?”

“eCard.  Thing looked harmless when you got it.  Christmas greeting.  Folks thought it was coming from the White House.  It was only sent to government employees.  It was a double-pronged attack.  First bit was duping the employees to click on the email.  Once they did, it duped them into installing some malware.  They thought they were just clicking on a link to see the card.  And there was a card.  Christmas tree and everything.  Wishing them Happy Holidays and thanking them for all their hard work.  But once that malware was on their computer, it was quickly followed up with a second smaller payload, a Perl script; executable file.  Thing called Perl2Exe.  That Perl-malware vacuumed up documents.  It was pretty slick.  It searched for Word, Excel and PDF documents on the compromised computer and then uploaded them to a server in Belarus.”

“Belarus?  As in Russia?” Marks said.

“Yep, that’s what was first thought,” Lip said.  “Till Larsen and his company discovered a link between Belarus and China.  The thing about that eCard was it was pretty successful, particularly with harvesting sensitive documents.  It targeted folks that were in cybersecurity functions.  There was a cache of documents that was taken from the DHS.  Pretty much our entire response plan if a cyber war was ever waged between the US and China.”

“That’s not good.”

Lip shrugged.  “We’re so behind the eight ball, you don’t want to know.  I won’t bore you with another thousand or so major cyber attacks that China has done to us in the last couple years.  They’re killing us.  For a while, though, Larsen was all over it.  Speaking on the rooftops, letting everyone know of the seriousness of these intercepts and cyber attacks.”

“Then he fell off the grid?” Marks said.

“Yep.”

“You know where he is?” Marks said.

“No idea.  I tried doing some searches, and pulled up a ton of stuff, but nothing recent.  It’s like he’s not in the business anymore, or on a long vacation, if you know what I’m talkin’ about.”

“You see any foul play?” Marks said.

“Nope.  And I think I would have heard something.  He’s a big enough player that if something public happened—early demise, whatever—there’d be some news.  But there hasn’t been.  I’d forgotten all about the guy to tell you the truth, and then I saw his face on that video.”

“Okay,” Marks said.  “So what’s this theory of yours?”
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LIP closed his laptop and his voice dropped even lower.  “What could cause stocks to crash around the world?  Cause every exchange to tank?  And I’m not talking about the roller coaster ride we’ve had lately.  I’m talking something bigger.  Like a forty or fifty percent drop—in one day.”

Marks shrugged.  “Don’t know.  Have to be catastrophic.  Something like 9/11?”

“Nope, that didn’t do it.  I double-checked.  After 9/11 they dipped, but recovered almost instantly.”  Lip wiped his nose and sniffled.  “The timing of this got me thinking.  What’s happening in six weeks?”

“You mean the election?”

“Presidential election,” Lip said with a nod.  “Stocks go and up down depending on who gets elected.”

Marks’s brow creased.  “Right, but that’s not catastrophic.  Every stock doesn’t crash.”

“True,” Lip said.  “Dem or Red?  Different stocks swing different ways, depending on who gets elected.  But I’m not talking about that scenario.”  Lip pulled out the paper tucked in his seat and tapped the Diebold article.  “Johnny Two-cakes was onto something.  Now I haven’t validated this, but I’m going to toss it out.”  Lip’s finger settled on two words.

“Voting machines?” Marks said.  “What are you talking… hack the election?”

Lip smiled.  “That was quick.  You’re pretty good.”

“Is that your theory?” Marks said.  “They’re going to hack the election?”

“Not so loud,” Lip whispered.  “Humor me.  I’ve got seven thousand PDFs I haven’t opened, yet.  I may be totally off, but for now, with what I’ve got—it’s just a theory.  I think there was a reason that Johnny Two-cakes put those twenty different PDFs in that one folder.  He separated those out specifically.  Add that with what was on his wall.  Some of the articles?  The Diebold article?  The articles on the thousand point drop?  And then there was Senator Reed.  Guy was the chair for the Homeland Security committee.  Least he was till the scandal and kickback thing took him out of the picture.  He was a big advocate on spending more for cyber security.  Wanted to quadruple our spending.  Whatever happened to that initiative?  I’ll tell you.  Nothing.  He went away and the focus went away.  The House and Senate are talking about everything but cyber security nowadays.  Jobs, housing crisis, ballooning debt, there’s no room for anything else.”

Marks nodded.  “Not that they’re doing a damn thing about those problems, by the way.”

“Amen, but we won’t go there.”  Lip took a sip of his water.  “So, rigging the election either way, what does that get us?  Nothing.  Like you said, it’s not catastrophic.  Stocks won’t crash just because a Dem or Red gets elected.  But what if another outcome happened?”

“Like what?”

“Maybe something along the lines of Gore/Bush.”

“A tie?”

“Even Steven,” Lip said.  “Close enough that they have to do a recount.”

“How does that change things?  Already happened.  We survived.  I don’t remember Wall Street going screwy.”

“No?”  Lip said.  “Think back.  There was a period where it got a little hairy.  If Gore hadn’t taken the high road and conceded things.”

Marks scoffed.  “And your point?”

“I’m getting there.  With a recount there is added scrutiny.  It’s all put under the microscope.  What if during that process it was discovered that our voting systems were compromised, such that it was impossible to validate who won?  What would happen then?”

“Hard to say, I don’t know, be messed up.  We’d probably have to do it all over again.”

“If we could.  But how would we know we could trust the next results?  Our confidence in the system would be shot.  We’d be second guessing any and all results.  But put that aside for a second, and just think about the accountability piece.  If we found out who did it, who compromised the election to begin with.  If we found that info out, we’d go after them.  Right?”

“I suppose,” Marks said.  “Yeah, of course.  Proportionate Response.”

“Proportionate Response.” Lip nodded.  “That’s what we do.  You hit us, we hit you back.”

“Name of the game,” Marks said.  

“Right.  And everyone knows it.  So put the links together—we got a disputed election.  Gore/Bush all over again.  And no way to trust the results.  It was hacked and we determine it came from Russia?  Maybe Belarus?  Maybe somewhere else?  A State sanctioned deal?”  Lip paused.  “You seeing the picture?”

“Yeah.”

Lip placed his hands flat on his closed laptop.  “Cyber attack, deliberate, targeting us.  Coming from another country.”

Marks finished it for him, “What you’re describing is an act of war.”
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“SO you’re saying Russia?  Not China?” Marks said.

“It doesn’t matter.  But think about it?  Hacked election.  How long till that impacts the stock market?”

“That would be the least of our problems,” Marks said.  “We’re talking war.  You don’t fuck with someone’s government like that—least not ours.”

“Kind of a double standard, isn’t it?” Lip said.  “With what we’ve been doing lately?  Last year?  Helping take out Gaddafi and Mubarak.” 

“Those were oppressive regimes.  This is democracy we’re talking about.”

“I know,” Lip said.  “And it’s in a fine state, isn’t it?  The US, a shiny example of democracy in action.  Look at us.  We’re at each other’s throats.  This recession has amplified everything.  Unemployment, our debt crisis, anger at the banks and the bailout, the demonstrations we’re seeing in almost every city, everyday… you’d almost think we were third world if you were watching some of the mess on TV.  Everything is polarized.  Congress is paralyzed, doing nothing to address the big issues.  And this election cycle has been nothing short of all-out war.  You think either side is going to step aside this time, if the results are disputed?  Now add that with the mess on Wall Street.  They’ve been like a yo-yo lately.”  

Lip took off his glasses and began to clean them with a hanky.  “So imagine another Gore/Bush, where it’s not hanging chads, but a hack?  And no end in sight on fixing things.”

Marks cracked his water.  “I’m listening.”

“Even with the polls where they are now, it’s not beyond the realm of possibility.”  Lip put his glasses back on.  “It’s all about the electoral college.  Heck, Gore had over half a million more votes than Bush did, and he still lost.  We know the popular vote doesn’t matter.  The guy who gets the lesser number of votes can win.  Bush proved it.”

Marks frowned.  “It’s a good thing too.”

Lip smirked.  “I’m not gonna bash your man, I liked GW.”

“Say that again.”

Lip shook his head.  “You heard me.  I’m not talking his politics, but on the personal level the guy was alright.”

Marks took a sip of water.  “Fair enough.”  He nodded for Lip to continue.

“So, I’ll give you the full picture.  The day after.  Wednesday, November 7th.  We wake up to the same scenario as Gore/Bush.  Too close to call.  A recount is needed.  As you know, we’re almost all electronic now.  No more hanging chads, should be a cinch you’d think to do a recount.  Everything is computerized.  But let’s say anomalies start to be discovered?  Exit polls, which are in sharp contrast to the actual results?  Like happened in Miami-Dade County, but on a larger scale?  Speaking of which, that was pretty farfetched.  The majority of Jewish voters swinging Bush’s way?  Do you actually believe that happened?”

“We’re not doing this,” Marks said.  “Your man lost, mine won.”

Lip smirked.  “He did, didn’t he?  Kind of like four years ago?  You’re pretty good at voting for winners, aren’t you?”

Marks frowned.  “How many times are you going to beat that dead horse?”

“Cut the bullshit.  I know you voted for Obama.”

Marks looked at Lip.  “Read my lips.  I did not vote for Obama.”

“You did,” Lip said.  “I’ve dug, I’ve found, and you’re busted.”

Marks shook his head.  “You’re not getting it.”

Lip frowned.  “You’re not bullshitting?”

Marks chuckled.  “Bingo!  Give the man a prize.”

Lip leaned his head back, closed his eyes and opened them.  “Shit.”

Marks had a smug look.  “Sorry to burst your bubble, partner.”

Lip shook his head.  “Whoa.  They’ve already done it.”

“Done what?”

“Hacked our election.”

Marks laughed.  “Now you’re talkin’ crazy.  You know for sure my vote was wrong?”

“Hundred percent.  Last election Maryland and DC had already implemented the Patriot Patrol software into their machines.  Unlike everyone thinks, our votes are not anonymous.”

Marks shrugged, and then frowned.  “Still… one vote wrong doesn’t mean they’re all wrong.  You can’t make that leap.”

“No I can’t, but that’s worth relooking at.  So where was I?”

“Anomalies?”

“Right,” Lip said.  “Anomalies.  Let this thing draw out for days, weeks.  Where it just gets worse and worse.  Both sides claiming victory.  Neither wanting to relinquish the office to the other.  Obama insisting he’s still in charge.  Your man calling foul—saying it was rigged, and he won.  It’d be chaos.  We’re already half way there—we’re like a powder keg.  I can only imagine how this would amp everything up.  We’re talking major riots.  Who knows how the markets would react?

“And what if there was a trigger that accelerated things?  Something like that thousand point drop?  You and I know that was probably a hack.  So add that to the mix.  With the computerized trading we have now, where billions of trades are executed in milliseconds—it’d be a complete sell-off.  1929, all over again.  The crash that started the Great Depression.  Forget this Great Recession we have now.  This is nothing compared to what we would be facing, if this perfect storm hit.”

Marks smirked.  “You’ve been drinking the Kool-Aid, partner.  That’s a good story, but you’ll need more than what you just showed me to make me a believer.  Even Johnny Two-cakes never told a doozy like that.”

“I think he did,” Lip said.  “Or at least he was putting it together.  Think of his office, and connect the dots.  We’re already in a cyber war.  The cyber attacks originating from China?  Stealing our secrets.  And now we got federal databases being hacked?  Records expunged, changed?  Certain key players, Reed, Larsen, cyber security champions being taken out of the picture?  The Diebold connection?  I read the article.  Get this: they have a lock on voting machines.  Thirty-two states have been cleared to use their models.  All key electoral states.  Those states are going to decide the election.

“If Johnny Two-cakes has linked these disparate items, somehow?  If all of them are really connected?  If that’s the case, emails all coming from the same spot.”  Lip shook his head.  “Shit.  When I look at the sophistication of this.  The PDFs looking like harmless recipes, the databases they accessed?  Even them taking down the cameras at Starbucks?  They’re working on a cyber level I haven’t seen before.  Hack an election?  Farfetched, but what if?

“We know Rudnitsky and his crew are taking out people.  The buckets I found?  Match that with the videos we just watched?  A bunch of folks that just happen to be tied to the election?  Add that to the fact Johnny Two-cakes flew to Shanghai where the emails came from.”

Marks’s face was serious.  “You know without a doubt that’s where he is?  Shanghai?” 

Lip shifted in his seat.  “No.  But before you get pissed off, this is what I do have.”  He explained what he’d found out.  The bit about the visa issuances.  One for Costa Rica in Johnny Two-cakes’s name, and the other for Shanghai in a false name.

“How’d you determine it was him?” Marks said.

“Béla Ferenc Dezsõ Blaskó,” Lip said.

“Who is that?”

“Bela Lugosi.”

Marks gave a blank stare.

“Dracula?  Ygor?  Son of Frankenstein?”

“Movie guy,” Marks said.

Lip smirked.  “Movie guy.  I set Johnny Two-cakes up with the name, back when we worked together.  It seems he used it to go to Shanghai.  I confirmed with the flight manifests.  He cleared customs and entered Shanghai.  Béla was supposed to return three days ago—same day as Johnny Two-cakes, according to Marion—but he missed his flight.  Didn’t come home.”

“So we’re looking for Dracula?” Marks said.

“I want to suck your blood,” Lip said with a Transylvanian accent.  “Alright.  Let me get to work here.  I’ve got a lot of PDFs to check.  You slept, yet?”

“Some.  One eye open.”

“Get some more.  I’ll wake you when I have this all figured out.”

Marks closed his eyes.  “Tell me another bedtime story.”

Lip opened his laptop back up, clicked some screens, and adjusted his seat to get a little more comfortable.  “You want the one about the boogie man?”

No reply.  Lip looked over.  Marks was already asleep.

Guy was like a machine.  On.  Off.

Lip shook his head and got to digging.
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“YOU didn’t wake me,” Marks said.

“You looked too peaceful.”

“Well you look like shit,” Marks said.

Lip wiped his nose.  “Damn cold’s getting worse.”  He was bleary eyed from looking at the computer.  “This gets uglier and uglier, and it’s all coming from Prime.”

“Prime?”

“Yeah, I thought it fit.  From the emails with the numbers.”

Lip was so done.  He’d viewed at least a thousand PDFs, and was only one-seventh way through all the material.  He’d unpacked enough video, audio files and embedded text messages to last a lifetime. The contents were all over the map, and varied considerably depending on the recipient.

He’d pieced some of it together and it wasn’t pretty.

“Four eighty-seven,” Lip said.  “Your favorite.  Rudnitsky.  Let me tell ya about him.”
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MARKS listened.

He gritted his teeth, hearing it.  Lip had confirmed some of their earlier suspicions.  Rudy and his guns were the muscle.  From what Lip had determined from the emails: extortion, leverage on certain people, and assassinations, were the primary use of the Gol’yanovskaya crew by Prime.  The kid trafficking by Rudy’s crew was a side business, unrelated to Prime.

Least that was Lip’s assessment, and Marks was obliged to agree after Lip shared a few email exchanges between Prime and Rudy.  The only involvement Prime had with the kids’ deal was supplying Rudy with information.  It seemed to be how payment worked.

Barter exchange.

Prime was paying Rudy in two ways.  By providing locations of marks: kids to pick up (complete with pictures, bios, and parents’ finances), and the other form of payment seemed to be keeping Rudy’s crew clean.  Forget ‘Watch Lists’, Prime had just wiped them off the map.  Vlad became Jiri.  Worked that way for the whole crew.

“Pretty messed up,” Lip said.  He’d already filled Marks in on what he’d uncovered earlier.  Every one of Rudy’s crew had spanking clean records.  Like babies’ bottoms.

US was getting dumped on in a big way.  Watch Lists should have kept those animals from ever setting foot on US soil.  But according to every federal database that mattered, those guys were model citizens.  All thanks to Prime.  Prime was enabling them.  Wasn’t just the Gol’yanovskaya crew, either.  It appeared Prime had a whole stable of go-to guys.

Not just in the US either, but all over the map.  Lip traced some of the recipients’ emails.  Prague, London, Dubai... all of them receiving emails from the same address in Shanghai.

Lip was humbled.  “Never thought I’d say it, but it seems Johnny Two-cakes was right.  There is a smoky back room with guys pulling all the strings.”

“What else you got?” Marks said.

“Names, dates, locations.  I’d need to dig into this for days—hell, weeks—to understand it.  I see why Johnny Two-cakes had the newspapers.  There is all sorts of correspondence going on between Prime and other parties.  Can’t make sense of a lot of it without the context.

“Sometimes what you get is a name.  Other times it’s a cryptic exchange.  Sometimes it’s a directive that’s pretty easy to figure out, like terminate.  Not much equivocation there.  Couple of ‘em give some real detail on how that should be done.  Pretty sick stuff.  Then you got this complete other layer of material.  Databases are mentioned, which explains the search thing.  How we’re not pulling stuff up when we search for words like ‘Diebold’.  They didn’t just hack into federal databases.  They’ve expunged records everywhere.  Maybe to cover their tracks?  I don’t know… doesn’t make a ton of sense.

“Almost reminds me of the Chinese Communist Party.  Some of their head honchos.  Fits their M.O, at least in one respect.  How they’ll feed you propaganda till you swallow it.  Like the bird flu thing.  Remember that?  They had a major epidemic, thousands of their own people dying and they just put up an iron curtain and denied it all.  A few isolated cases, is all.  Everything fine here.”

The dark humor of it got to Marks.  He chuckled.

“Wasn’t exactly funny,” Lip said.

“Didn’t say that,” Marks said.  “But you are.  Look at you.  You really look like shit.  You have a fever?”

“Feel hot.  Yeah.”

“Bird flu, man,” Marks said.  “They’re going to lock you up.”

Lip’s face scrunched.  “That’s not funny.”  Lip handed Marks an earplug.  “Listen.”

Marks put the plug in his ear.  Lip played the audio message.

“Put her in five bags.  Upon confirmation, payment will be provided.”

Marks’s frown returned.

“That’s the type of garbage I’ve been listening to,” Lip said.  “And that’s not even Rudnitsky or his crew.  That’s in other folders.”

“Why don’t you give it a rest?  You look beat.” Marks said.  He undid his seat restraint and got up.  “I’m going to hit the head.  You want me to grab you something?  Water?  Nuts?”

“I’m good.  You missed the venison and broiled asparagus.”

“How was it?”

“Didn’t eat it,” Lip said.  “Wasn’t hungry.”

Marks’s brow furrowed.  “Now I know you’re sick.”

 

LIP was still at it with the computer when he returned from the bathroom.  Man looked ill.  Big time.  It was actually starting to worry Marks.

“Look at this one,” Lip said.

Marks watched.  Another video.  Young girl this time.  Naked.  On a couch.  “Please pay them daddy.”  Fear and tears in her eyes.

Marks’s stomach knotted.

“That was from Rudnitsky to Prime,” Lip said.

Marks didn’t say a word.  Lip nodded grimly and clicked more PDFs.
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THEY landed four hours later.  Both of them got hung up going through customs.  Lip was directed one way, Marks another.

Usual stuff, nothing to be concerned about.  They’d seen this before.  As long as they each kept with the program they should be fine.

Marks was dealing with Mr. Personality.  The man went through both his bags thoroughly.  Pulled out items, put them back.  When he was done with that, he checked his passport; kept going to the picture and back to Marks.  The man pursed his thin lips.  He had one of those hydraulic jaw lines where you could see the tendons working.

“Hmmm.”  Not a question.

Marks downplayed his boredom act.  The customs officer was all business.

“Hmmm.”

Long pause.

“You’ve been here, before?”

“No.”

The man looked up.  “No?  Says you have.”

“Not this city.”

“Hmmm.”  A nod.

“And where are you staying?”

Marks pulled out the letter with his hotel’s name.  The man gave it a cursory look.  He returned it, picked up a rubber stamp and crisply stamped Marks’s passport.

“Welcome to Shanghai,” he said.

“Thank you.”  Marks took his offered passport, bags and moved on.

He rolled his bag behind him, his other carry-on he slung across his chest.  His light eyes swept the enormous airport, looking for Lip.  He saw him coming from another section.  His partner looked frazzled.  Not a surprise; Man could look shitass sorry when he traveled—but it was more than that, he realized.  Marks frowned, seeing the taut look on Lip’s face.

Something was wrong.
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LIP huffed over, rolling his bag behind him.

“What is it?” Marks said.

Lip caught his breath.  “Are they following me?”

“Is who following you?”

“The Gestapo, the customs police.  Are they following me?”

Marks looked around.  “Nope, you look good.”  His tension eased.  “What happened?”

Lip’s face scrunched.  “Thought I was going to explode.  I’m so jacked now.  I almost shit when the customs police asked why I had the NyQuil.”

“Hmmff.  Should have said you had a cold.”

“Are you kidding?  What with that Health Declaration Form we had to sign?  They wouldn’t have let me in here.  I’ve got bird flu all over me.”

Marks smirked.

“Your fault, you know.  Putting that in my head.  Where’s Mei?”

“Haven’t seen her, yet.”

Lip frowned.  “Haven’t seen her?  That’s not good.”

“Relax.  She’s around here somewhere, looking for us.”

“She better be.  Remember last time…”

Marks stopped himself from rolling his eyes.  “Hold it,” he whispered.

“What?” Lip stopped.

“They’re looking at you.”

“Who is?”  Deep creases formed on Lip’s forehead.

Marks kept his voice low.  “Three men.  Two o’clock.  Armed.  Uniforms.”

“You’re kidding?”

Marks nodded, face serious.  “Sorry Lip, nice knowing you.”

Marks turned and walked away.  Behind him, as he knew he would, Lip was turning his head.  Marks waited for Lip to catch up.

“Asshole,” Lip groused.

A moment later, near doors that led outside, they spied Mei.  She was holding a piece of cardboard.

Marks smirked.  “Up to the same old tricks.”

Lip pushed his thick frames firmly on his nose.  “That is so not right.”

On Mei’s homemade placard were scrawled two names in thick black pen.

Hyma Domi and Stu Peid.
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THERE it was scrawled on her placard for every Tom, Dick and Harry to see.  Though in this case, Chen, Wang and Zhang might have been more appropriate.

Mei was beaming a thousand-watt smile.  Thought she was a regular comedian.

Personally, Marks would have preferred the old standbys: Ben Dover or Amanda Huggenkiss.

“Hi guys.”

Mei Ling.  Big thing in a small package.  Barely five feet tall, if that.  Ninety pounds, and that was adding some.  She’d cut her shiny black hair since last time.  It was shoulder length with a tapering angle on the side.  Gave her spunk.  Spunk was something she did not need.  Girl had way too much of it for her own good.

Marks had to bend low to give her a hug.  “Cute,” he said.

“I know I am.”  She winked.

Girl had no end of confidence too.

“You do realize that sign could reflect badly on you?” Marks said.

Mei frowned and quickly broke into an even bigger smile.  “No, if I was to put my own name, I’d use something much better.”

“Like Ivona Tinkle?” Lip said.

She took a second… laughed.  “I want to tinkle.  Yes.  That one!”

She stepped back.  “It is good to see you two.”

“So how many marriage proposals are we up to now?” Marks said.

Mei batted her eyelashes and feigned complete innocence.  “None.  Unless you’re asking?”

“Well?”  Lip said.

“Did I forget you?” Mei said.  She opened her arms and gave him a hug.

“No love as usual,” Lip said.

His face said otherwise.  He had a big smirk as she broke away.  Pretty girl hugging you could do that.  “Alright,” Lip said.  “You’re embarrassing us.  Lose the sign, Mei, or we’re getting another ride.”

“Really?” she said.  “Good luck with that.” She turned on a dime and headed towards the exit.  Girl could move fast in spiked heels.

Mei glanced back, once she was through the double doors.  “Keep up slowpokes.”

Outside, the cold wind and acidic taste of car exhaust hit them.

“What the fuck?” Lip said.

“Complaining already,” said Mei.  “I see you haven’t changed, Lip.”

They maneuvered through the crowd.

“There I am.”  Mei pointed towards a group of cars parked by the curb.

Taxi drivers on the periphery were beckoning them over.  A man darted in and tried to grab Lip’s bag.  Lip barked at the man in Shanghainese.  The taxi driver bowed and backed away.

They made their way to a man standing next to a sedan.  He had a placard too, professionally printed in gold and red.  It was the name of Mei Ling’s firm: Pinnacle Ventures.  The logo beneath the letters were somewhere in-between a cross of a mountain and a skyscraper.

“I see you’re still working the Penis Vengeance
thing,” Lip said.

Count on Lip to take advantage of any opportunity.

“And I see you are still a growing child,” Mei said.

Lip looked at Marks with a confused expression.  “Did she just call me fat?”

“You are fat,” Marks said.

“Fuck you.”

The driver loaded their luggage in the trunk.  Mei sat up front; Marks and Lip took the back.  Before they got in, Mei whispered to them, “Keep it light, he’s a new driver.”

They nodded.  Loose lips sink ships.  Interesting.  Fifty minutes.  Approximate ride time.  Would have made for the perfect opportunity to catch Mei up to speed.  Course Mei might have been telling them something.  Need to know.  She didn’t want to join the club.

Lip got comfy and scrolled through his emails.  Marks looked out the tinted windows.  Fifty minutes.  Just one of those details.

He’d been here before.

You’ve been here, before?

No.

Not officially.

Pole lights, like gauzy dandelions, lit up the eight-lane highway.  Eight lanes with hardly a vehicle in sight.  Beyond the man-made earthworks that the highway rested on, was a bleak flat landscape.  Single-story homes appeared in the distance.  Miles on, striated by gradients of gray, appeared the hulking forms of high-rise apartments.  They passed factories; their clerestory windows blobs of bright white.  Hardly any trees anywhere, instead, just scrub ground cover looking like tumbleweeds.

Didn’t take long to come to the river.  It was spanned by several bridges.  Factories on the banks with hundreds of smokestacks belching out soot.  For the Beijing Olympics they’d closed factories for months to try and clear the skies.  The Olympics were long over.  Now it was back to the basics.  Marks saw what looked like raw sewage being dumped.  Huge churning discharges spilling into the dank dark water.

Next to him, Lip had taken his eyes from his Blackberry.  It didn’t matter how many times you came here.  The place had that affect.

They went over a bridge.  Skyscrapers loomed out of the polluted fog.  There was no sun.  By his watch, sunrise had come and happened.  No evidence of it.

It was hard to believe people lived in this every day.  Marks had never seen the sun in Shanghai.  Not once with all his visits.  Rumor was it peeked its head every now and then, but he didn’t believe it for a second.  Lip was of the mind it was all some propaganda pitch from The Party.  Funny thing, he was probably halfway right.  You just had to check out the postcards they sold in kiosks.  That famous Shanghai skyline.  To a tee every one of those postcards showed a vermillion blue sky—bluer than blue—while the skyscrapers were all touched with gray, not a shadow on them.

Photoshop, baby, Lip would say.  Everything is beautiful in Shanghai.

They entered the city’s outskirts, and passed a man on a bicycle.  Some fishnet thing on back holding bags.  It was ten feet tall, perched on the back of his bicycle like some enormous bulging sack, tottering precariously.  They saw more bicycles with crazy loads.  Men and women taking their wares into the city.  Thousands of people walking.

Next to him, Lip was quiet.  No peanut-gallery comments.  None of his typical bluster.  Marks felt a twinge.  He knew what it was, but ignored it.  They were on an elevated highway now.  More cars.  Everyone going too fast.  Through the gray gloom were the skyscrapers.  More than he could count.  Endless.

“Whatcha thinking?” Lip said.

“Needle,” Marks said.

“Haystack.”

“Yep.”

Twenty million people in this city, and they had to find one.  

 

TWENTY minutes later, their driver pulled up to a building.  It wasn’t a hotel.  Mei turned and looked at them.

“We’re here.”
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HERE was a beat up building.  Not five star.  Not even one.  They were in negative territory.

“Looks like my house,” Lip said.

As he stepped out of the car, Marks made the mistake of breathing.  The pollution here was unreal.  Worse than he remembered.  Just one suck of the lungs and it felt like he’d smoked a pack of unfiltered Camels.

Marks gave everything a once over.  His partner was selling himself short.  His place was a palace compared to this joint.

They were in the dregs.  Place tourists never went.  The ugly underbelly.  You could walk the streets around here and occasionally see a dead body in an alley, or even on the sidewalk.  No one stopped; wasn’t unusual.  Life was hard here.  Forget the news: the Shanghai story, burnished bright, city of opportunity.  Opportunity for some maybe, but for millions it was just about survival.  When you got twenty million, one life didn’t add up to much.

“Come,” Mei said.  “We need to get out of sight.”

Mei took them inside the dilapidated building.  In her pricey heels and designer clothes the contrast wasn’t lost on Marks.  They rolled their bags behind them, as their driver drove off.  Inside wasn’t exactly a lobby, and forget about bellhops.  Lip and Marks were on their own.

“Do you have anything important in the bags?” Mei said.  She was serious now.  The joking and hugs of earlier was now replaced with the matter at hand.  She was all business.  Smart girl.  She knew this wasn’t a social visit.

“I’d rather not toss it, if that’s what you mean,” Marks said.  “The driver?  Do you trust him?”

“He won’t betray us, but he is not in the inner circle,” Mei said.  “We still have to be careful.  A lot has changed since last time.  Come… this way.  I have another vehicle.”  Mei’s cute face was no longer smiling.  “They may be watching.  Come.  Hurry.”

Marks exchanged a look with Lip.  In this business this was the deal.  Everything was suspect.  Even your friends.

They followed Mei through the abandoned building.  She moved quickly for her size.  She was slight and spry.  Her porcelain skin—what little you could see of it with her high turtleneck and upturned collar—was smooth and flawless.  She was in her early thirties, but looked a decade younger.  Her cashmere coat fanned out behind her.  Bottoms of her heels were bright red.  Not that fashion was his bag, but Marks knew that signature spike.  Louboutins.  She was a fashionista… a hipster, hacker, and patriot of her people.  And along the way she’d also become a reluctant spy.

She looked back to make sure they were following.  The interior of the building wasn’t heated.  The floor was marble and their rolling bags tracked easily.  They passed a marble staircase with a gilded railing; a hint of this building’s former splendor.  That day was long gone.  Now the walls were mottled brown from rot and decay.  The ceiling had caved in certain sections.

“This way,” she said.  They went through a doorway and down a frigid corridor.  A rotten beam was across their path at one point.  They lugged their bags over it and continued down the unlit corridor to another door.  Two doors later they emptied into an alley.  By a loading dock was a delivery van, compact-sized, black and unmarked.

Mei pulled out some keys and unlocked the vehicle.

“You’re driving?” Marks said.

“Get in.”

Lip grumbled.  Marks shoved their bags into the van, and opened the passenger door.

“No,” Mei said.  “You two must sit in the back.”

There weren’t seats.  It was an open cargo bay.  Marks nodded and joined Lip who was already sitting down.

“Like old times,” Marks said through his teeth.

Mei glanced back, her eyes shiny and bright.  “It is good to see you two.”

She started the ignition and jerked the van out into the street.
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MEI navigated through the labyrinthine corridors of streets and tired semi-decaying buildings.  All around was the mass of humanity you only saw in China and areas like Mumbai and Karachi.  Vehicles, motorcycles, bicycles, pedestrians.  Too many of each for the tiny congested streets.  Above, low-lying electrical lines tracked everywhere obscuring the gunmetal-colored sky.

About twenty minutes into the ride, Mei loosened up.  “Okay, one of you can sit up front.”

Marks let Lip have the honors.  Lip took a seat, adjusting his bulk in a seat that was obviously made for smaller-sized passengers.  “Now what was that all about?” Lip said.

“It was necessary,” Mei said.  “I had to make sure we weren’t followed.”

“Did you think we would be?” Lip said.

“As I said, much has changed.  I’ll explain everything soon.  There is someone you must meet.  He has been expecting you.”

“Who?” Lip said.

Mei’s lips set in a line.  “You will see.  You’ve come for your friend, I know.  He can tell you where he is.”
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THE neighborhood changed, abruptly.  There were more cars and more people, which wouldn’t have been possible if the streets hadn’t widened to accept the flood of humanity.  With the larger streets came larger buildings.  These were monolithic concrete structures built decades ago—not the shiny new buildings built in the last decade and a half: the ubiquitous skyscrapers that filled Shanghai’s skyline and spoke of aspirations of a more promising future—no, these were the ugly predecessors built decades before.   Buildings still mired in a lesser gloomier reality, where millions lived in appalling circumstances, some without electricity or running water.  Marks knew this without thinking it.

China was a great enigma.  Just like their people.  Two faces.  One shiny, one not.

Among these buildings were also office buildings built during that same older epoch: grey, boxy and nondescript.  Many of these buildings were now eerily empty.  Few lights were on and even fewer workers funneled through the doors.

Mei pulled into a parking garage of one of the buildings.  Its garage entrance led to a subterranean tunnel.  A veritable concrete catacomb.  Two levels down, Mei pulled into a compact space that left them with little room to squeeze out.

Everything, Marks knew from experience, was smaller in “Old China”, towering skyscrapers notwithstanding.  From the vehicles to the parking spaces to the heights of ceilings.  Marks almost scraped his head walking towards the elevator.  The ceiling was remarkably low in spots for a garage.  And the elevator they entered was the size of a bathtub.  Marks’s head had maybe three inches of clearance, if that.

The lift rose and they emptied on the ground level.  It was a compact lobby without any greeters or guards; just a tired chintzy décor with some plastic plants and pictures of palm leaves.  Another elevator, almost as tiny as the one they got off, took them up their next leg.

They exited onto the sixteenth floor with their rolling bags.  A pair of glass double doors led into an office area.  Again, everything seemed miniaturized 80%.  There was a receptionist desk, but no receptionist.  In fact, no one at all.  The cubicles… workstations, were all empty.

Mei led them past the receptionist desk, which was caked with a thin layer of dust.  They walked back to some offices.  At the end, Mei opened a door.  Inside the corner office was an older, wizened looking man.  Octogenarian, if he was a day.  He was sitting on a small well-used couch.  There was a coffee table in front of him where a tea tray was set out with a full china set.  The tea looked recently brewed; wisps of steam trailed from one of the tiny porcelain cups.

“Hello Marks.  Hello Lip,” the man said.

Marks had a disconnect moment.  The voice didn’t jive with the body.  Lip noticed it too.  The man rose.  Hunched over, an image of frailty and age.

“Johnny Two-cakes?” Lip said.
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MEI giggled.  Marks and Lip just stood there, open-mouthed.  This man in front of them straightened somewhat and walked over.

“I suspected the worse,” the old man said.  “I didn’t think any of my messages got through.”

He reached out and gripped Marks by the arm.  “How are you, my friend?”

Marks recovered from his shock.  “I’m good.  That’s some mask… I think?”

Lip had still not recovered.  “This… this is totally not cool.  You mean you’re fine?”

“Would you prefer I was not?”

“Shit… bite me,” Lip said.  “I don’t know where to begin.”

“Then I’ll do it,” Marks said.  “You got married, huh?  And couldn’t find time to drop us a note?”

“Ah good, I was so worried,” Johnny Two-cakes said.  He fiddled with the edges of his mask.  It took him a second to pull it off.  His receding hair was barely mussed, but he used his hand to pat what little he had back in order.  That was him, in terms of his personal appearance and grooming, he was fastidious to a fault.  It was strange to see him in clothes that weren’t ironed.  Man even ironed his jeans.  The clothes he had on now were a total 180 from his usual program, loose fitting and frumpy.  “So Marion found you okay?”

Marks shrugged.  “Guess it depends on your version of okay.”

“Oh no…” Johnny Two-cakes said.  His face froze.  

“Relax, she’s fine.”  Marks looked at Mei.  “Could have told us when Lip called you.”

Mei nodded apologetically.  “I’m sorry, I would have, but it was not safe over the phone.”  Her forehead bunched.  She reached into her jacket and retrieved her cell.

Johnny Two-cakes began to fold his mask.  “So you must have received my messages?”

“Postcard?”  Lip said.  “Yeah, I got it, you dick.”

“Excellent.  How about the information I sent you?”

“You talking about on the stick?” Lip said.  “The emails with the recipes, which weren’t recipes?”

“Good, you went to my house.  Excellent, excellent.”  Johnny Two-cakes nodded in approval.  “We have much to catch up on.  So you did get my instructions.  Good.  When you didn’t respond, I was concerned none of them got through.”

“I’m not sure what you’re talking about,” Lip said.  “We didn’t get any instructions.”

Johnny Two-cakes looked confused.  “Then how?”

He was interrupted by Mei. 

“Umff!”  It was an odd girly sound.  The three of them turned and looked at her.  She raised her eyes from her phone.  “We were followed.”  Her eyes went to their rolling bags.  “You checked them?”

Marks frowned.  “No, we carried them on.”

Lip’s eyes darted to the bags.  He pulled out his Blackberry.

“Your phone, then?” Mei said.

“Not with this baby,” Lip said.  He walked over to the bags and thumb typed rapidly on his Blackberry.

“Shit,” Lip said, looking at his screen.

Marks frowned.  “Bug?”

“Looks like it,” Lip said.  “I’m picking up a signal.  Dammit, I should have checked.  Must have been placed during the customs search.”

Marks looked at Mei.  “What’s the situation?  What are we talking?”

“Three vehicles out front,” Mei said.  “Twenty men have entered the lobby.  I’m not happy.”
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SO much for their reunion.

“This is most disconcerting,” Johnny Two-cakes said.

“Tell me we have something here,” Marks said.  “Weapons?”

Mei shook her head.  “No.”

“Great.”  Marks looked at Lip.  “What’s the damage?”

Lip finished his sweep and put away his Blackberry.  “Your bag too.  Two signals.”

“What about this?” Marks fingered the bag on his shoulder.

“That’s clean; it’s just our rolling bags.”  Lip fixed his own Tumi strap over his shoulder and cinched it tight.

Johnny Two-cakes blinked twice.  “You gentlemen have gotten very sloppy.”

Marks ignored the dig.  Man had a point.  “Grab your bag, Lip.”

“We’re not leaving ‘em?”

“No.”  Marks grabbed his rolling bag and the four of them left the office and headed towards the elevator lobby.  En route, Marks looked at Mei and Johnny Two-cakes.  “Any escape plan I need to know about?”

Mei shook her head.  “Just the elevators.”

“Which, no doubt, they’ll be using,” Johnny Two-cakes said.  

They reached the lobby.  Marks tapped the button for the elevators.  “So who’s coming up for us?”

“Rénmín Jifàngjkn,” Mei said.

Marks knew what that gibberish was.  Rénmín Jifàngjkn was PLA.  People’s Liberation Army. 

The four of them quickly took positions.  Lip took the elevator on the left, Marks took the middle, and Johnny Two-cakes and Mei split the right.  They watched the unlit arrows waiting for one to light up.
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LIP’S arrow lit up first.  The elevator doors drew apart.

It was empty.

No time to get excited.  They piled into the cab with their bags and Marks pushed two buttons.  Ground and first floor.  The elevator doors closed and they proceeded down.

“Now’s the time if you need anything from your bag,” Marks said.

“Hate to lose my favorite panties,” Lip said.

“You mean the ones that make your ass look big?”

Mei lost her frown.  “You two never stop, do you?”

Johnny Two-cakes sighed.  “Unfortunately no.”

“You missed us,” Lip said.  “Admit it.”

Johnny Two-cakes sighed again.  “Like a horrible rash.”

The lights in the cab were counting down.  Chinese characters and numbers ticking down.

The elevator stopped.  Doors opened.  Christmas came early again; empty vestibule.  They piled out, leaving the two rolling bags.

“Stairwell,” Marks said, as the doors closed behind them.

Johnny Two-cakes opened the stairwell door.  He paused and closed it.  “People coming up.”

“This way,” Mei said.  “Hurry.”

They followed her down a corridor, took a left, and went down another corridor.  Up ahead was another door.  Mei opened it, paused and whispered, “Nothing from below, but there is something up top.”

“Good enough for me,” Marks said.  The four of them plowed through the door and proceeded down the stairs.

Mei whipped off her heels and raced down with stilettos in hand.  Above them were people moving with a lot less discretion, going the opposite way.  The four of them reached the basement.  Marks cracked the door.  All clear.  They emptied into the parking garage.  Mei took the lead again, pausing briefly to put on her heels.  They went down a ramp and headed towards the van.

“We’re driving out?” Marks said.

Mei checked her phone.  “We’ll use the side exit, they’re not watching it.”

They hustled to the van and piled in.  Johnny Two-cakes sat up front with Mei.  Mei cranked the four cylinder motor and spurted out of the space.  Moments later they exited onto a busy side street.

“Easy cheesy,” Mei said.

“Nice work, Ivona Tinkle,” Lip said.
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“WHY’D they tag us?” Marks said, as Mei took another turn.  “They could have picked us up when we arrived.”

“Wasn’t us they were interested in,” Lip said.  He maneuvered himself trying to get comfortable.  Through the floor they could feel every bump in the road.  Lip pointed towards the front.  “They could have had Mei at the airport, so it’s not her.  It’s our boy, Johnny Two-cakes.”

Johnny Two-cakes had put his mask back on.  He proceeded to climb back into the cargo hold.  “Gentlemen, I believe a debriefing is in order.” 

“First you gotta take that mask off,” Lip said.  “It’s creeping me out.”

Johnny Two-cakes gave another of his trademark sighs, but obliged.  “There… better?”

“No, my bad,” Lip said.  “That’s much worse.”

“Easy,” Marks said.  Man had had a hiatus from Lip for seven years.  Too much too quickly could send the man into anaphylactic shock.  “Where’s she driving us?” 

“She knows a place—it’ll take us some time to get there,” Johnny Two-cakes said.  “We have a lot to go over.  I’ll start from the beginning.”

“In the beginning was the Word,” Lip said.  “And the Word was Johnny Two-cakes!”  Lip hugged him.  “I love ya, man.”

 

JOHNNY Two-cakes sighed.  That would be number five.  Not that anyone was counting.  “Thank you, Lip.  The feeling is reciprocated.”

“You can get off him now,” Marks said. 

Lip took a seat and looked at Marks.  “See, Johnny Two-cakes loves me.  He didn’t tell you that, did he?”

“Gentlemen, let us get on the same page here,” Johnny Two-cakes said, beginning to get annoyed.  “Marion told you about Costa Rica?” 

“Yeah,” Marks said.  “She told us what she knew.  Wasn’t much.  Something happened there.  That part we figured out.  We just don’t know what.”

Johnny Two-cakes nodded.  “It may help for me to start there then.  You went to my house in Arlington and saw everything?”

“Ah yeah,” Marks said.  “We checked it out.”

“It was nice by way,” Lip said.  “You got insurance, right?”

Johnny Two-cakes sighed.  “What happened to my house?”

“It was Marks’s fault,” Lip said.

“What happened to my house?”

“It burnt down,” Lip said.

“What?!”

“Alright, maybe we should go first,” Marks said.

“My house burnt down?”  Johnny Two-cakes looked in shock.

“You had nice books,” Lip said.  “Did you get those at the library?”

 

JOHNNY Two-cakes had moved right past sighs and into double blinks.  Lip had called it best, one time, when he rated the man’s limited facial expressions according to the DEFCON system.  5 was cool, 1 was nuclear.  Sighs were definitely DEFCON 5.  The numbers in-between (2, 3, 4) were nuanced—it was hard to tell if a double blink meant he was cool or leaning towards nuclear.  Burma episode in helicopter was DEFCON 1—that’d be nuclear, Johnny Two-cakes losing his shit.  It had only happened once.

Man was usually the picture of restraint.  Calculator episode, to take another example, was probably DEFCON 3.   That’d be when Lip ruined the man’s favorite calculator.  Lip thought it would be funny to preprogram the thing.  He’d tuned it such that instead of doing calculations, it spit back “5318008” every time you punched any buttons.  What is wrong with my calculator? Johnny Two-cakes had said.  Have you tried turning it upside down?  Lip had said.

<B00B1ES>

Looking at Johnny Two-cakes’s face now with the double blinking going on, Marks realized they’d probably jumped to DEFCON 3.  Possibly 2.  Nuclear war could be imminent.

“My house…?”

“Lip, you take this.  Catch the man up the speed.”

“No problem,” Lip said.

Lip could have sold CliffsNotes.  Man had a knack for summarizing.  He started from the beginning with the phone call from Marion.  Starbucks… Jiri, aka Vlad… what they discovered with the databases being altered.  Lip hit all the majors, including everything about the Gol’yanovskaya crew and their sick operation; how they took it down and saved the kids.  The men that hit them at Johnny Two-cakes’s house.  How Rudy was still at large.  How Lip figured out where JTC was based on the stick and visa issuances.  He even gave a shortened version of his perfect storm theory he’d given Marks on the plane.  The election thing, the shorting of stocks, how the emails traced to China Telecom and how the stuff in Johnny Two-cakes’s office showed all the connections.  

Johnny Two-cakes digested all of it like he was downing icky medicine and going through the stages of acceptance.  DEFCON 2… 3… 4… and then came 5, the sighs.

“Thank goodness Marion is safe,” Johnny Two-cakes said.  “I never suspected they’d find her—not that quickly, and not with the precautions I took.”

“Dude, we’re sorry about the house, really,” Lip said.  “But what was the deal with those plastic baggies?  Were you drying them?”

“Let it go, Lip,” Marks said.

“No I need to know,” Lip said.

Johnny Two-cakes, to his credit, stayed at DEFCON 5.  Man was more concerned with how the Gol’yanovskaya
crew found Marion.  He asked some questions about the original phone call Marks received.  Marks told him exactly what had been said.

Johnny Two-cakes nodded, sighing.  “I suspected, but this almost confirms it.  They do have it.”

“Have what?” Marks said.

“A Black Widow,” Johnny Two-cakes said.

Man was talking about the NSA’s Cray supercomputer.  Badass piece of hardware that Lip was in love with.

“They don’t have it,” Marks said.  “Those punks were muscle.  You tell him, Lip.”

“I’m not talking about the Gol’yanovskaya,” Johnny Two-cakes said.  He looked up towards Mei, and dropped his voice lower.  “This will have to wait.”

Man didn’t want Mei knowing.  Same team, but not same team.

“Understood,” Marks said.

 

THEIR asses needed a break, and they got one.  Mei told them they were switching vehicles.  Next ride wasn’t exactly better.  Mei parked down an alley and they piled out and got into a compact car.  Thing would have made an electric miniature car look like a limo.

“Kidding me?” Lip said.  “How are we going to fit in this?”

It was like packing sardines.  Somehow Marks and Lip squeezed themselves into the back seat.  Head room was lousy.  Marks had to kink his neck just to prevent from hitting the underside of the car’s roof.  Lip’s bulk and Marks’s mass took up almost every square inch; they were starting to spill over into the driver’s area.

“Pull my finger,” Lip said.

“Not funny,” Marks said, icily.

“Lighten up, Francis,” Lip said.  “It’s a joke.  Hey Ivona, what’s the deal with the musical cars?”

“Precaution,” Mei said.  “Get used to it.  You cozy?”

“Peachy,” Marks said.

“I love peaches,” Mei said, and spurted out into the street.  

Least the ride had some pickup.  You wouldn’t think it, looking at it.

“What type of engine we got here?” Marks said.

“Engine?” Mei said.

“Forget it,” Marks said.

“It’s a ‘straight six’,” Lip said.

“Yeah whatever,” Marks said.  “Like you would know.”

“No, I think it is,” Lip said.  “Listen to it.  Hear that?”

“No.”

“Wait,” Lip said.  

He tooted.

“You did not do that,” Marks said.

Johnny Two-cakes sighed and rolled down the window.

 

THEY were the freakin’ Keystone Kops.  Clown car.  Lip with the toot.  Man had no shame—with a woman in the car too.  Not that Mei was your typical woman.  Her humor could get ‘over the line’ when she decided to join the club.  Probably why Lip felt comfortable and christened their second car with his second toot.  Marks didn’t know what was worse, the smell of cheese or the frigid polluted air coming through the window?  Least their second car had more elbow room. 

“What the fuck, Lip?” Marks said.

He threatened to throw the bum out, if he did it again.  Lip said it was his cold.  Digestive thing.  “Is there going to be a bathroom I can use?” Lip said.  His face had taken on a gray cast.  Marks almost felt for the guy.  Almost.  “Should have done it at the airport.”

“I didn’t need to go then,” Lip said.  “Hey Mei, can we make a pit stop?”

“Pit stop?” Mei said.

“He means a bathroom stop,” Marks said.  He glanced at his partner again, who was starting to squirm.  “I think it’s in all our best interests we find one.”

 

POOPY pants dropped the bomb at KFC.

“Feel better?” Marks said, as Lip got back in the car.

“Much.  Hey, you ever noticed that?”

“What?” Marks said.

“The colonel, he looks Chinese.”

Marks glanced at the KFC sign of a grinning Colonel Sanders as they drove past it.  That was marketing genius at work for you.  Shanghai had KFCs everywhere; they were like dandelions the way they’d sprouted up in the last few years.  Wouldn’t surprise him if the locals thought KFC was a Chinese brand by now with the way they’d tinkered with the logo.  It was subtle, but no doubt about it, they’d squinted the eyes and tweaked the goatee.  Man almost resembled a smiling Fu Manchu.

“Snack?” Lip said.  He’d come with provisions; two bags of greasy fare. 

“Don’t mind if I do,” Marks said, taking a bag of you tiao, some fritter thing he’d had before.

Partner was definitely feeling better.  Lip’s appetite had come back with a vengeance. 

“Might want to go easy,” Marks said, noticing how Lip was scarfing down his second roll of Beijing Duck.

“Hey Johnny Two-cakes, you’re missing out,” Lip said.  “Sure you don’t want some of this congee?” 

“What is that?” Marks said, looking at the container.  

“Rice porridge,” Lip said.  “Or maybe it’s maggots.”

“Give it to Two-cakes then,” Marks said.

More sighs.  

 

ANOTHER stop.  It was like being in the circus.  They just needed clown suits.

“I’ll be back,” Mei said, opening the door.  “Wait here, outside the vehicle.”

“Where are you going?” Marks said, as they piled out.

“To freshen up, do some shopping,” Mei said with a wink.

“Yeah whatever.  Everyone’s a comedian here,” Marks said.

Mei went into a garage.  Least it looked like a garage.  Two big wooden doors on the backside of a concrete two-story building.  The alley was filled with garbage, some of which had recently been burned in a large pile. 

“Alright,” Marks said, looking at Johnny Two-cakes.  “What couldn’t you tell us with Mei in the car?” 

“Ah yes,” Johnny Two-cakes said.  “The Black Widow.  We’ve suspected the Chinese have had one for some time.”

“And something I said confirms they have one?” Marks said.  

“Yes, I think so,” Johnny Two-cakes said.  “If Marion said I’m John Claiborne’s wife, like you said, then that’s probably what triggered the capture.  It would have been an algorithmic search; a key phrase thing.  The phone call was tagged and heard from here.  It would have all happened in seconds.  The only delay would have been the human operator reviewing the call.  That person would have sent the information to the Gol’yanovskaya.  The instructions, where you were meeting her—the entire contents of the conversation.  Marion was just lucky, thank God, that the men got there too late—that you arrived first.”

“Algorithmic search?” Lip said.  “They tapped into the soup and pulled it from here?  They have that capability?” 

Johnny Two-cakes nodded.  “With their Black Widow?  Yes.  They stole all the specifications.  Made an exact replica of ours.”

“Wow,” Marks said.  “That’s not good.”

“It most certainly is not,” Johnny Two-cakes said.

“But how are they tapping into the soup?” Lip said.

“Just like we do,” Johnny Two-cakes said.  “They’ve tapped into almost every telecommunications network around the world.  Every key distribution hub.  Middle East, Latin America, here, of course, Europe, even on our own soil.”

“This gets better and better,” Marks said.

“We’ve known for some time the trunk lines and undersea fiber-optic cables were compromised,” Johnny Two-cakes said.  “None of that is news to us.  But the Black Widow part is most disconcerting.  It means they have real-time analytic capability.  It’s capable of doing exaflops in terms of exploitation.  It’s why I came here.  We suspected they had one, but we needed absolute proof.”

“You keep saying ‘we’?” Marks said.

“Yes, we.”

“Wait a second, you mean you’re expensing this?” Lip said, catching on.

Johnny Two-cakes sighed.  “Yes.”

“Now we’re talking.”  Lip elbowed Marks.  “We’re on the gravy train.”

Marks shrugged, as if that made a lick of difference.  Lip would just spend their expense check on something else, like another unnecessary upgrade.

The sound of a vehicle approaching interrupted them.  Make that two vehicles, each coming from opposite directions.

Red flags popped in Marks’s head.  He watched as they pulled to a stop near their vehicle.  A single driver was in each of them; both young males.  At the same time, Mei stepped from the garage.  She had company.  A dozen boys and girls.

Marks had a déjà vu moment, recalling Burma with Lip and the “munchkins”.  This was different, but the same.  The difference was these kids were older.  Teens or in their early twenties by the look of it.  The same, common denominator part, was several of the youths were visibly armed and the others looked to be packing, as well.

“I am sorry,” Mei said.
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China Telecom, Shanghai Branch

 

THE man wore a long gray tunic that went past his matching gray trousers.  It was a proletarian manner of dress that was not at all in keeping with current trends, particularly in Shanghai, a city known for its urbane sophistication.  Those with the means were typically well dressed, but this man did not live by that standard.  He liked the off-putting nature of his clothes.  It usually made those in his presence uncomfortable.  As if they were worried about the modish moneyed nature of their own wardrobe when compared to the plainness and frugality of his.

Of course, it might have been the mask on his face that caused the greater unease on the part of his visitors.  The mask was hard to ignore.  It was definitely striking.  It was made of a special fabric that fit him like a glove, and went over his entire head, fitting snugly like a ski mask.  The fabric was off-white in color.  There were oval openings for the eyes and mouth.  Just visible around the eyes was his pale pinkish skin.  The lips of his mouth had a feminine plumpness to them and they could be quite expressive in showing disdain or other emotion, almost as if they had to compensate for the rest of the face that was hidden.

The mask was a compression mask typically used by burn victims.  It exerted a gentle uniform pressure across the face.  Such pressure was to help prevent hypertrophic scarring; those red and white elevated scars that could result from second and third degree burns.  Increased blood flow at the burn site during the healing stage had the tendency to form granulation tissue.  Pressure, while it didn’t eliminate the issue, could mitigate such hypertrophic scarring.

However, in this particular case the scarring had been severe.  The compression mask that was originally used happened to be defective.  Instead of helping, it had caused infection.  The manufacturer, located in DongGuan, China, had used substitute materials to make the special fabric.  Compounding the issue was the fact that in the measuring process certain errors were made.  A critical step in making compression masks was the custom-made fit.  It needed to fit the burn victim’s face exactly.  An improper fit could do more harm than good.

And that had been the situation in this case.  The result was not pretty following removal of the mask.  Not surprisingly, the patient was not pleased.  The phrase “to lose face” had many bad connotations in China, and in this situation the phrase had the added insult of taking on a very literal meaning.

But all of that was ancient history.  As was the fact that the compression mask was never permanently removed.  It was simply added back to man’s wardrobe.  Like a pair of favorite gloves, worn daily and never taken off.

“Client 487”, or “Prime”, or “the man in the white mask”—the names were but veneers, over masks, over a faceless face of a cipher—had supplanted himself, taking another person’s place, filling another man’s shoes.  Not as difficult of an arrangement as one might think.  The mask obscured all features of the original person who wore it.  Caucasian or Asian?  Man or Woman?  Impossible to tell, which made it rather easy to pull off the charade.  

Of course that was some time ago now, in fact it felt like another lifetime ago that the wielder of the mask had erased that person, that nonentity, from the face of the earth.  The mask was his, and would be his till the day he died—though death was only a transitory way-stop in this journey.  He’d been reborn before.

Death for him had no permanence.  It was an illusion.  A sleight-of-hand like some cheap carny trick.  The flash that occupies the mooch’s attention.  The plush toy that lures the eyes from the real score.

Thou they have eyes they see nothing.

They see only the white mask.

 

AND fear was in their eyes.

“This is what you came to tell me?”  The man in the white mask said the words in Shanghainese.  It was not his native language, oh no, but his delivery was flawless with no trace of any accent other than that of perhaps a Beijing native; an affectation on his part, always dissembling, always misdirecting.  His tone, practiced to perfection, contained the appropriate amount of petulance and disdain.

The man before him bowed again; his eyes were cast down.  “We will find them.”

“Of course you will, but I want them now.”

“Very soon.  We have good information.  We know who is leading them, her name and where she is from.  There has been contact.  Will not be long till we have them in our custody, and then we will find out what we need to know.”

“But you told me you had them already?”

The man bowed again.  “So sorry.  I was premature in making that statement.”

“You do realize, do you not, the importance of this?  Have I entrusted you with too difficult of an assignment?”

“No, I understand.  We will have them for you soon.”

“Good.  Leave me.  Do not return till you have brought them to me or I suspect I will never see you again.  And that would be a pity as I so enjoy our banal useless conversations.”

The man trembled beneath the surface.  He masked it well, but the fear was there—the import of the words finding their mark.  The man bowed again and stepped backwards.  He left the room the way he came in.  The man in the white mask wiped off an imaginary piece of dust from his tunic.  Being petulant was so much fun.

His eyes languidly went back to the computer screen on his desk.  He looked at the names with indifference.  It was a long tally of names provided by the last person that had been interrogated.

They give up the names so easily, lately.  But the names never seemed to end.  They were like ants coming out of their hole.  Millions of them.

So you want a voice, do you?  You want to be heard?

How perfectly droll.  What makes you think any of you have anything anybody wants to hear?  Shout.  Yell.  It will not matter.

You are nothing.  You are invisible.  No one cares.  Particularly not me or those lackeys in the Politburo.
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NAME of the game.  Trust no one.

Sometimes you learn the hard way.  The three of them were escorted into the garage as the two cars went different directions.  Mei wasn’t taking any chances.  She directed the kiddie patrol to keep their distance.  Most of them had pea shooters, ancient-looking handguns that probably didn’t even work, and if they did, probably wouldn’t be accurate past a couple yards, but there were a few of them that had better weaponry.  Marks saw two submachine gun BXPs, and one older male had a Jatimatic.  Exotic weapons—kind you usually didn’t see here.  Definitely not pea shooters.

“So this is how it’s going to be?” Marks said.

“Quiet!” Mei said.  She spoke rapidly to two of the youths and they proceeded to pull shut the garage doors, sealing their exit.  The garage was weakly lit with bare light bulbs.  Space wise, it was bigger than one might expect viewing from the outside.  Had it not had all the junk on the floor, it could have fit two cars with a little room to spare.  Not that it looked like storing cars was ever in the equation.  It actually looked like people were living here.

Johnny Two-cakes was having a blinking fit.  “What is the meaning of this, Mei?”

She ignored him and proceeded to rattle off more instructions to the youths.  Lip, no doubt, was picking it all up, but Marks was in the dark on what was being said.  He inventoried the space, taking in the grubby contents.  There were soiled lumpy mattresses and bedrolls on the concrete floor.  Piles of clothes, blankets and garbage were strewn everywhere.  The entire place had the fetid stench of sour milk and rotting food.

The youths were giving them a wide berth.  Not much chance of getting hold of one of them, if he tried.  Not that Marks wanted to go that route.  Better to see how this played out.

Mei was done with instructions.  She leveled her eyes at them.  “You have not been upfront with information.  I need to know everything.”

“Everything?” Lip said.

Partner’s tone was relaxed.  He was taking this like Marks.  Man seemed more bemused than worried.  

“Okay, I’ll tell you,” Lip said.  “Marks used to wet his bed as a kid, and I once—”

“Quiet!” Mei said.  “Everything is joke with you.” 

Marks kept from cracking a smile.  “What are you looking for, Mei?”

“Take your clothes off,” Mei said.

“Really?” Marks said.

“Here?” Lip said.  “With the kids?” 

“They are not kids,” Mei said.  “And they will not be impressed.”

“That’s low,” Lip said.

“Strip.  Now!” Mei said.  She pulled a pistol from her coat.

Marks eyed the weapon.  Playing along, he began to strip.  Lip and Johnny Two-cakes did the same.

“You can keep those on,” Mei said, meaning their underwear.

“Yeah, we don’t want to shock anyone,” Lip said, starting to shiver.

“Step away from your clothes,” Mei said.  “Two steps back.”

They did as she said, making sure to avoid the mattresses.  The floor was freezing on their bare feet.  Three of the kids retrieved their bags, shoes and clothes.  

“Now come with me,” Mei said.

 

THEY were led through a door into another room.  It was smaller and windowless.  There was a wooden table and two plain benches.  Like the garage, the place was freezing.  They could see their breath.

“Now we will sit and have nice conversation,” Mei said.  She was flanked by two of the youths.

“Naked?” Lip said.

“You are not naked,” Mei said.  “Stop being drama queen.”

Lip looked hurt.  He glanced at Marks.  “Am I a drama queen?”

“Sometimes.”

“That hurts.”  Lip took a seat.

Marks and Johnny Two-cakes took a seat, as well.

“Can I have a seat cushion?  This is a little hard,” Lip said.

Mei stared at him.  

“What?” Lip said.

“So what do you want to know?” Marks said.

“Black Widow,” Mei said.  

“Oh that,” Lip said.  He looked at Johnny Two-cakes.  “You want to do the honors, or do you want me?”

“Why don’t you explain what it is,” Johnny Two-cakes said.  He had folded his arms and was shivering.

“Sure,” Lip said.  “The Black Widow.  It’s a member of the arachnid family.  Poisonous, gets a bum rap sometimes, but overall it’s a nice bug.”

“You are not funny,” Mei said.

“Really?  I think I saw a smile.”

Marks saw it too.  Lip was killing it.  “You got us,” Marks said.  “We’ll share, but how about you lose the guns and give us our clothes?”

“We’ll see,” Mei said.  “Start talking.”

“Lip, tell her,” Marks said.

Lip shrugged and gave the greatest hits.  Man knew it, just like Marks did.  One search on Google and she could pull everything Lip was sharing.

“And that’s the Black Widow,” Lip said, finishing up.

Mei nodded.

“Okay.”  She cocked her pistol and pointed it at Lip.  “I have no use for you now.”
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“WELL, what are you waiting for?” Marks said.

“Wait a second,” Lip said, his face suddenly growing alarmed.

It was all fun and games till someone got hurt.  Marks looked at Johnny Two-cakes.  “Are you done?”

“How… how did you know?” Johnny Two-cakes said.

“Nice try,” Marks said.

“Wait a second,” Lip said.  “This is a joke?”

“You’re kidding, right?” Marks said.

Partner was a little slow on the uptake.

Mei smiled, and lowered the gun.  “You did buy it for a second, though?”

“No,” Marks said.

“Yes, I think.”  Mei’s eyes were shining.

“Nope,” Marks said.  “For one: you’re holding a starter pistol.”

“You know I don’t like guns,” Mei said.

“So this is a joke,” Lip said, letting out a sigh.  “What the fuck?”  His face flushed.  He looked at Johnny Two-cakes and Mei.  “Both of you are so done.” 

“Can I have my clothes?” Marks said.

“I kind of like you this way,” Mei said, looking him over.

“Woman.”

Mei smirked and spoke to the youths.  Both left the room and Mei took a seat.

“Man you guys did a good job,” Lip said.  “So the part with the bugs in our bags?  The PLA at the building… all that was staged?”

“No, that was real,” Johnny Two-cakes said.

“Then how?” Lip said.  “I didn’t see you guys talking.”

“We preplanned it,” Mei said.  “It got you good too.”

“I don’t know about good,” Lip said.  “It was okay.”

“No.  We got you,” Mei said.

“A little bit,” Lip said.  “But don’t get cocky.”  

Mei smirked.  “You know, I like you three this way.”

“I look good with my clothes off, don’t I?” Lip said.

Mei shrugged.  “Better than I would think.”

“It’s all muscle,” Lip said, puffing out his chest.

Johnny Two-cakes sighed.  “I’ve sunken to a new low.  Mei, will you have them hurry up with our clothes.  It is rather cold in here.”

 

“IT’S the thought that counts,” Marks said.

“Definitely,” Lip said.  “It means a lot.”

Johnny Two-cakes seemed discouraged.  Man’s big debut and he felt he goofed.

Mei still wasn’t convinced.

“I got you,” Mei said.

“In your dreams, woman,” Marks said.

After they put on their clothes and tied their shoes, Lip made a sweep of their bodies with his Blackberry.

“Still not trusting me?” Mei said.

“I trust you like Wile E. Coyote,” Lip said.  “But don’t flatter yourself.  This is just old habit.”

“Which you forgot at airport,” Mei said.  She frowned.  “That almost was very bad for us.  Luckily, I knew you two would do something wrong and preplanned it the way I did.”

“No you didn’t,” Lip said.

“Yes, I did,” Mei said.  “I know who I’m dealing with—I’m a Dummy and Stupid.”

“I know you are, but what am I?” Lip said.

“What?” Mei said.

“People,” Johnny Two-cakes said, shaking his head.  “I know I started all this, but it’s time we got serious.  We need to talk.” 

“Yes,” Mei said.  “But let us move to more comfortable quarters.”

Marks was thinking a place with actual heat would have worked for starters, but Mei had other things in mind.  They left the windowless room, sans kids, and walked out a back entrance into another alley.  

Scenery around them kept getting better and better.  This area of the city was like a winding maze of slumdom.  There was no sidewalk.  Just dirt and gravel and the ever-present garbage.  The stench was beyond nauseating.  Mix that with the cold.  Had to be below freezing.  The mud on the road had crystallized and they stepped gingerly.

“This way,” Mei said, going past several ramshackle buildings that all looked the same.  She walked in her heels through the filth and frozen mud.  Four buildings down she stopped at a door that was partly open.  It led up some rickety steps.

They walked up them and came to a small landing.  There was another door.  Mei knocked once, waited, and rapped three more times.  The door cracked opened.  The next bit was confusing, at least from Marks’s perspective.  Some words were exchanged.  For a brief moment it looked as if the residents weren’t in the guest receiving mood.  Mei spoke rapidly in Shanghainese.  The door fully opened and inside were three youths, probably in their late teens, or at the oldest, early twenties.

Mei nodded to Marks, Lip and Johnny Two-cakes, and the four of them went inside.  The youths, a boy and two girls, disappeared into another room.

“What’s with all these teenagers?” Marks whispered.

“I will explain,” Mei said.

One of the girls soon came back with tea.  Must have already been prepared anticipating their visit, or they had made a decision and now custom was coming into play.  Once accepted in the house, they were guests, and afforded the courtesy of a guest.  A little change from being told to strip while looking down the barrel of a weapon, even if that had been a prank.

They thanked her for the tea.  She bowed her head slightly and left the room.  Lip had already scanned the room for bugs with his Blackberry.  He discretely checked the tray.  He nodded at Marks.  They were good.  Or at least as good as they were going to be.  The size of the apartment was not exactly conducive to private talks.  Interior walls were probably as thin as cardboard.

There weren’t exactly places to sit.  Furniture was sparse and consisted of an ancient TV on an egg crate, two more egg crates, which served as seats, and a delaminating coffee table that had bowls and empty cereal boxes on it.

They sat on the floor.

Johnny Two-cakes looked at the tea.  A bunch of makeshift cups and a tin pan with tepid tea in it.  “They won’t join us?”

“No, I explained we needed to talk.”  Mei’s face was serious.  “They are very brave.  And they are with us, like all the others.  I trust them explicitly.  They each have advanced computer engineering degrees, but they live here in this small space.  There are more of them.  Over twenty live in these two rooms.  This is their communal and sleeping area.  They are lending it to us.”  She looked sad and went on.  “Here they are called ants.  They can’t find jobs in their fields.  So they live like this… like ants… packed to a room.  The others are looking for work now or working menial jobs, whatever they can find.”

Johnny Two-cakes nodded.  He looked at Marks and Lip with a solemn expression.  “Eight million graduated last year from universities with tech degrees,” Johnny Two-cakes said.  “Seven million the year before that.  And the years before were millions more.  We’re talking about an explosive paradigm shift.  This is it, gentlemen.  The Big One.  It’s Tiananmen Square all over again.  It’s only taken us twenty-one years to get to this point.”

Marks and Lip both frowned.

“The Big One?” Marks said. 

“I don’t think he’s talking about my johnson,” Lip said.
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JOHNNY Two-cakes had a strange look in his eye.  It was almost unnerving.  “I’ll let Mei explain.”

Mei nodded.  Her face, which was easy on the eyes even without makeup, was pretty as a picture in the weak light.  The red lipstick on her lips made them look full and beckoning.  Her brown eyes were alive with a radiance that was both luminous and warm.

She explained, speaking in a quiet voice, not much louder than a whisper.  Her words had a clipped eloquence.  No traces of humor now, but raw and refined in the same breath.  She spoke English flawlessly when she put effort in it, and she was savvy when it came to colloquialisms.

The Big One to use Johnny Two-cakes’s vernacular was a tidal wave that was just beginning to crest.  The numbers Johnny Two-cakes had spoken of was just the tip of the iceberg.  For years the explosive growth that was China—her homeland—had belied all analysts’ expectations.  The double digit growth each year, year in, year out, was “manufactured” by The Party.

But it was not true.  It was a mirage.

“And the building boom is just about over,” Mei said.  “The buildings that have been going up everywhere.  That is where the growth was.  But many of those shiny skyscrapers and gleaming condos are sitting empty.”

“It’s Dubai, but at a much larger scale, think a thousand times magnified,” Johnny Two-cakes said.  “And it’s coming due.  In fact it’s already started.”

He was talking about a housing bubble.  A massive one.  Speculation on real estate that made the one that roiled the US look like chump change.

Now mix that with the numbers.  China had over one billion people.  1.4 billion to be exact.  Millions of them had been educated in the last decade.

“These are not peasants—or our parents—that marched in Tiananmen Square.  These are the youth of today.  Highly educated with no promise of employment,” Mei said.

What she was describing was unsustainable.  On two levels.  From the economics side and then from the human side.

“You can educate us, but there must be opportunity,” Mei said.  “For millions of my countrymen that dream is not there.”

She spoke of aspirations of an entire generation.  The desire to have something better.  How parents were spending their life savings to educate their only child.  But instead of finding a better life, those graduating from the universities were finding nothing.  Some were going back to the fields and factories, to their parents; penniless.  But for many that would never be an option.  To do so would be to lose face forever.  To become invisible for life.  To bring shame on their families.  So they were in the cities.  Beijing.  Shanghai.  Tianjin.  Still looking for work… coping with hopelessness everyday… refusing to let their dreams die.

“You’re talking about a movement?” Lip said.

Mei nodded.  “Yes, but more than that.  Millions are with us.  We are going to change our world.  We are freedom fighters and we are ready to fight.”

“She’s talking democracy,” Johnny Two-cakes said with that gleam in his eye.  “And we can help.”
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“WHOA, time out,” Lip said, putting his hands in a T-shape.  “We didn’t come for a revolution, we came to get you.  Mission accomplished.”  Lip glanced from Johnny Two-cakes to Marks.  “Why does this suddenly feel like a GW moment?”

Johnny Two-cakes double blinked.  “I know, this is all out of left field for you two, as it was for me.  My encrypted messages would have helped explain.”

“Well, we didn’t get them,” Lip said.

Johnny Two-cakes nodded.  “As I ascertained when I didn’t hear back from you.  They’ve penetrated our most secure encrypted channels.  I used our old protocols, JAP and Mixminion, but even those appear to be compromised.  Obviously, they are aware their machinations have become transparent to us and they are moving to contain the situation, and so far, I hate to say, they’ve been rather adept at doing so.”

“But how could they?” Lip said.  “Mixminion, JAP?  Both of those are entirely anonymous.”

“I can only deduce they are blanketing, shutting down entire networks,” Johnny Two-cakes said.  “I tried other approaches, and we even sent someone.  With Mei’s help a suitable courier was found.  He flew out three days ago.  He was supposed to go straight to your office and deliver you a disk drive, but he never reported back.  I can only assume they got to him, as well.”

“What was on the disk drive?” Lip said.

“Enough to validate what I’ve suspected from the beginning,” Johnny Two-cakes said.  “Thank god I took the precautions I did before I came here.  I never thought they’d actually be needed.  The letter to you and my wife, which I had Lawrence personally deliver if I wasn’t on the return flight.  The stick in my office was also insurance, in case something happened to me.  Even if I couldn’t get messages through or if I was captured, or worse, I figured at some point you’d go to my house and discover it, and find out what I knew.  I’m impressed by the way, Lip.  You pieced it together rather well.”  

“You mean that crazy theory is on the level?” Marks said.  “They’re going to hack the election and tank our financial markets?  And China Telecom is involved?”

Johnny Two-cakes double blinked.  “Yes, but it’s more than just that.  This is a Cold War, gentlemen, and it’s been going on for some time.  The nine members of the Politburo Standing Committee are in a struggle for survival.  They view democracy as their biggest threat and they mean to take it out by any means necessary.”

Johnny Two-cakes told them of some of the things he’d found in the last week.  Some of the things that were on the disk drive that they never received.  Marks and Lip listened.  

“Jiminy,” Lip said, after Johnny Two-cakes was done.  “That’s a lot of crackers.”  He looked at Mei.  “What’s your take on all this?”

“It is very simple,” Mei said.  “The Black Widow is being used to track my people.” 

Johnny Two-cakes nodded.  “Make no mistake, gentleman.  We are aligned here, and we’ve got the green light from our side and Mei’s.  We’re taking it down.”

“China Telecom?” Lip said.

Johnny Two-cakes blinked twice.  “Yes.”
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MARKS frowned.  “You, me, Lip and Mei?  We’re going to infiltrate China Telecom and take it down?”

“Yes,” Johnny Two-cakes said.  “But we’ll have help.”

“Help?” Marks said.  “You mean these kids with their pop guns?  Fifteen of them and us?”

Mei nodded; her face was very serious.  “Yes, but there are more than fifteen kids.”

Johnny Two-cakes suddenly had the gleam in his eyes again.  “Tell him Mei.”

“There are fifteen million of us,” Mei said.  “And we don’t need guns.  Each of us has a laptop.”

Lip whistled.  “Fifteen million.  Holy moly.”

Mei smiled winsomely.  “And we’re ready.  We hit China Telecom tonight.”

“And everything else,” Johnny Two-cakes said.

“Hold on,” Marks said.  “Fifteen million?  How are you going to orchestrate that?  You’ve got to be kidding me.”

“No kidding now.  This is not a joke,” Mei said.  “Have you forgotten when we first met?”

Marks cracked a smile, thinking about it.

Little Mei Ling.

That was over a decade ago.  Back in 2001.  Mei was nineteen.  She and her club of hackers took down the White House website.  They used a DDoS, a “distributed denial-of-service attack”, and they didn’t just hit the White House, but they hit over a thousand American sites, including the US Navy website.

I AM CHINESE replaced the US Navy’s regular web page.  CHINA HACK replaced the Department of Labor web page.  Mei and her network had some fun.  They ended up taking down almost every US government website.

And it was all prompted by a little incident where a US spy craft collided with a Chinese F-8 fighter jet.  The American pilot ejected safely, but the Chinese pilot was killed.  That was the spark, and the Chinese youth jumped all over it in a nationalistic fervor.  Mei and her club, which she called the China Girl Security Team, linked up with other clubs throughout China.  They let it be known they didn’t appreciate what had happened.

That’s when the magnitude of things hit Marks, Lip, their SCS team, and the greater NSA community.  China had an army of kid hackers.  At the time, they were able to determine the clubs contained hundreds of thousands of kids, and all of them were savvy with computers.  Being a hacker was akin to being a rock star in Chinese culture.  It was what most elementary-school students aspired to be.

“Well, we’ve all grown up,” Mei said.  “And we’re a little more sophisticated now.  Not to mention the fact our numbers have grown.”

“I’ll say,” Lip said.  “Fifteen million?  That’s pretty heavy.  How’re you keeping under the radar?  The Black Widow must make it difficult for you.”

“Yes, it does.  We’ve had to adapt.  But we manage.”

“As I recall, you and your network were pretty keen on the nationalism thing,” Lip said.

“And we still are,” Mei said.  “We love our country.”

“And they know what it can be,” Johnny Two-cakes added.

“Free,” Mei said.
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MEI rose.  “We need to leave.  Final preparations need to be made.”

She went and spoke with the kids in the next room.  Marks got a glimpse of her giving them each a hug.  Marks noticed that they looked at her with respect.  No, it was more than that, he realized.

It was adulation.

Mei had definitely grown up.

He remembered the feisty little girl that didn’t mind giving him a piece of her mind.  Marks and Lip had been dispatched to pay Mei a visit back in 2001.  It was the first of many meetings with Mei.  Their relationship had evolved over the years.  From adversary… to what they had now.

And what is it we have now?  Mei had asked last time.

It’s good, whatever it is, Marks had said.

Not what I wanted to hear, Mei had said.

Women.  Not Marks’s strong suit.

Marks and Lip waited halfway down the steps.  Johnny Two-cakes lingered upstairs, still in the room.  Marks still had some questions.  Namely, how the plan was going to go down.  Next to him, Lip fidgeted.

“What is it?” Marks said.

“Nothing.”

“Give it up.”

Lip shrugged.  “Just thinking about the fact we could be here for a while.  Revolution?  Tell me when those ended in a day?”

“So?”

“So, I have one pair of underwear.  And it’s not like its spanking clean.”

Marks smirked.  “Life is hard.”

Lip snorted and glanced up the steps.  “You notice anything different about Johnny Two-cakes?  And I’m not talking about him getting us.”

“Clarify that—he got you, not me.  But yeah, man has loosened up.”

“I think I know why.”

Marks raised an eyebrow.

“Marion,” Lip said.  “Guy is finally getting some.  I need to get on that bandwagon.”

Marks shrugged.  “Well, you got twenty million here.  Say half are female?  Say half of those aren’t picky?”

Mei hustled down the stairs in her spiked heels.  Another bit of appreciation on Marks’s part: baby could really move it with them on.

“Don’t get his hopes up, Marks,” Mei said.  She winked at Lip.  “Move it, Casanova.”

The four of them went outside.
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CHINA Telecom owned the soup of the Chinese people.  Their whispers, their dreams, their secrets, their failures, every bit of daily correspondence that transpired in China went through China Telecom’s lines.  They owned the land lines.  They had the largest network of wireless broadband in the country.  Their mobile telecommunications weren’t too shabby either.

They were a state-owned monopoly whose size could only truly be appreciated by putting them in proper context.  Think Sprint, Verizon, AT&T, BellSouth, Cingular and all the other telecommunication providers in the US all under one umbrella.  That was China Telecom.  You spoke, they heard.

And as Lip reminded Marks and the group, they didn’t just own the soup of the Chinese.  They had bigger ambitions.  China Telecom had hijacked the Internet not that long ago.  They’d rerouted 80% of all Internet traffic for thirty-two minutes and ten seconds.  Wasn’t the first time they’d done it either.

Now, according to Johnny Two-cakes, they had a Black Widow.

That was a dangerous mix.

It was one thing when the country in possession of such a beast was democratic.  The Black Widow in the US was technically owned by the “good guys”.  They used it to keep tabs on emerging terrorists around the world.  Spot the buggers before they took off their diapers.

But in the hands of a communist country like China, a Black Widow was another beast altogether.  When Cray designed their Black Widow supercomputer they designed it to handle calculations on an unfathomable scale.  The
exabytes of data that had to be sifted through was too enormous to be handled by networks of computers.  They just didn’t have the capability.  Couldn’t handle the “flops”—that was a Lip and Johnny Two-cakes term.  Something about how when you cluster computers together “they don’t scale well… what is needed is something that can do an exaflop… do one quintillion operations in one second.”

For that, what you needed was something like the Black Widow.

The soup was an abyss.  So much chatter that it was like a fire hose.  To pull any actionable intel out of that you needed something that could analyze trillions and trillions of bytes per second—hell, it was the only way you could make sense of anything.  Otherwise all that you were listening to was blabber… white noise… a black hole of endless voices.

That was where the Black Widow came into play.  If the Chinese had one, then it was a no brainer what it could be used for.  Spotting terrorists was one thing.  Spotting dissidents before they could propagate and give voice to their ambitions of freedom, was quite another.  Used that way it could suppress a population of 1.4 billion.  Clamp down on a Chinese youth in an Internet café having a harmless web chat with his friend about the oppression of The State.

Bam!  Men in black could whisk that boy away faster than you could say ma’am,
may I have another, please?

Marks understood the deal and it wasn’t even his bag.  Mei, Johnny Two-cakes and Lip lived and breathed that exabyte shit.  They knew the implications of a Black Widow.  And Mei knew it personally.  It was targeting her people every day.  Finding them in Internet cafés, in their homes, on the bus, on the street, anywhere they were chatting or texting on a phone or logging onto the Internet.

“It must be taken down,” Mei said.

 

THEY were ensconced in another safe house.  Safe was a relative term here.  Their safe house—or rather, their very accommodating hotel suite with fresh towels and clean sheets—had a direct line of sight on China Telecom.  It was less than three blocks away.  The telecommunications facility was a behemoth of a building.  Made Fort Knox look like a kid’s sandbox.

“We’re attacking that?” Marks said.  “And we’re not using Tomahawks?”

Marks wasn’t talking about the Indian hatchet version.  From what he was looking at a BGM-109 Tomahawk, long-range, all-weather, subsonic cruise missile would have done the trick.  If you used a hundred of those babies.

“Easy cheesy,” Mei said, smiling.
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THEY were in the prosperous “shiny” part of Shanghai.  Glittering skyscrapers everywhere, well-heeled pedestrians, lots of fashion, and lots of style.

Two faces.  One shiny.  One not.

There was no Shoney’s in China.  That would be a not.  For their needs, in this shiny locale, Pizza Hut was the next best thing.  Fit the bill as a place to chow and go over the plan.  Plenty of tourists and foreigners, which allowed them to fit right in; no need for old man masks.  Pizza Hut in China was not your funny-roof version you get in the States.  The décor and menu made that very clear.

“What are you having?” Marks said.

“I think I’m going to try their escargot,” Lip said.  “Least for starters.  What are you having, Mei?”

Mei wasn’t looking at the menu.  She was taking in the mood lighting and ethereal atmosphere.  Place looked like the most upscale restaurant you’d find in Vegas or Chicago.  Very hip.  White tablecloths, linen napkins, and nattily-dressed waiters.

No shit.  Pizza Hut.  Who would think it?  You had to be there to believe it.

“I do like this place,” Mei said.  She looked at Marks with just the hint of a smile.  “You remember coming here?”

Marks nodded.  “Yeah.”

Lip’s head swiveled.  “When did you two come here?”

“Last time you visited,” Mei said.  “Didn’t Marks tell you?”

Lip’s brow knit and he looked hard at Marks.  “No.  He didn’t.”

“I thought I did,” Marks said.

Marks felt something under the table.  It caught him off guard.  At first he thought it was Lip kicking him, but he relaxed.  It was soft.  Not Lip.  No, it was very nice.  It touched his leg, rubbed against it once, and then was gone.  He could almost see the cute little foot in his head.  Mei didn’t have one of her heels on.

He looked across the table at Mei.  “That was fun.”

“It was,” she said, smiling coyly.

Johnny Two-cakes was still absorbed, looking at the menu.  “Do they even sell pizza?”

“Yeah,” Lip said, his brow still clouded.  “Turn the page.”

Johnny Two-cakes flipped to another section.  “Oh… thanks.”

 

THE plan.

Johnny Two-cakes and Mei had one.  And it wasn’t so bad.  Needed some work, though.  That’s where Lip and Marks lent their expertise, which prompted a round of lively discussion.  It took some time for them to hash it out.  Once common ground was found, they stitched it all together and worked out the kinks.  Mei’s insider knowledge was invaluable.  She knew what would work, what wouldn’t.  They went over it.  Went over it again.  And one more time, just for kicks.

Fix it.  Strike it.  Exploit it.

Except in this case, the exploiting part was going to be limited.

“No souvenirs this time,” Marks said.

Lip was bummed.  “What about a little one?  Maybe some hard drives?”

Johnny Two-cakes shook his head.  “It needs to be clean.  They can’t know we were ever there.  Can you two handle that?”

“No problem,” Marks said.

Lip grumbled.  “Fine.  Whatever.”  Man was still pissed.  He was eyeing Marks and Mei like a hawk.

“Something’s going on between you two,” Lip said as they were leaving.  Mei and Johnny Two-cakes were up ahead.

“Nothing is going on,” Marks said.

Lip frowned.  “Nothing, huh?”

“Nothing.”

Lip smirked.  “I didn’t just fall off the turnip truck yesterday.  By the way—I approve.”

“Thanks.”

“Don’t mention it.”

 

AFTER lunch, they got their gear.  No Roady’s Truck Stop this time.  They had to settle for Wang’s.  Place sold everything they needed and could tailor clothes on the spot.  Mei knew the owner personally.

“What about wangs?” Lip asked the owner.  “Do you sell wangs?”

The owner smiled and made no reply.

“Not funny, Lip,” Marks said, as they walked outside with their loot.

“He wasn’t just being funny,” Mei said.  “Wang means hope.”

 

THEY sure as hell were going to need it.  This whole thing was hinging on hope and a prayer.  Getting in didn’t sound fun.  Least not the way they wanted to do it.

“What do you think?” Lip said.

“I think we’re crazy,” Marks said.  He was poring over the plans that Mei had provided them.

“No I didn’t mean that,” Lip said.  “I meant this.”

Marks turned and looked at what Lip had in his hand.  It was a jump drive; not the same one with the emails and PDFs on it, but another one that Marks recognized.  It was the same type of stick they’d used for another job.  Back in 2009, the Stuxnet deal, worm thing, affected those centrifuge thingies
back in Iran.

“Works like a charm,” Lip said.

“Boring,” Marks said.  “I wanted to blow something up.”
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AS the city began to light up, Johnny Two-cakes looked out the windows.  He needed to tell them, he realized.  On past missions he’d had no qualms keeping certain things from them, but this was different.

When Marks and Lip finally roused themselves from their naps and came into the room, Johnny Two-cakes knew that it was now or never.  Mei was finalizing things with her lieutenants and wouldn’t be back for a few hours.

“Gentlemen, we need to have a talk,” Johnny Two-cakes said.

Marks and Lip looked at him with curious expressions.  

“I have not been completely upfront with you regarding our mission,” Johnny Two-cakes said.

“This is about Costa Rica, isn’t it?” Marks said.

“I must be like a book,” Johnny Two-cakes said.

Marks shrugged.  “Figured there was more to this.  Whatcha got?”

“I want to give you an out, if you want it,” Johnny Two-cakes said.  “Hear me out, and then tell me if you still want in.” 

He told them his story.  This was about Costa Rica.  Or at least that was where this journey had started.  Six years ago, when Marks and Lip left the SCS, he decided he was done, as well.  It took him a month to know, and when he made the decision a month after that, he didn’t do it halfway.  Done was done.  Even DC had gotten tedious.

He’d been ruminating on it for a while, and it seemed the best time to do it.  His years at the NSA had guaranteed him a healthy pension.  (Not that he needed the financial subsidy for support, as unknown to everyone, Johnny Two-cakes had always been quite wealthy.  That was one detail that Johnny Two-cakes chose not to share with Marks and Lip right now, as he knew that would only open a door he didn’t feel like opening at the moment.)  Nevertheless, money needs or not aside, he decided to move to Costa Rica.  He didn’t sell his house in North Arlington, as he figured he could always move back if things didn’t work out.  Of course, in hindsight, knowing that the house would burn down, perhaps he should have sold it.  

Anyway, moving past that sore point before he got tangentially off track.  

“Costa Rica,” Johnny Two-cakes said.  “I chose that area because I’d always liked the beaches and jungle down there.  There is something preternatural about the place.”

He went on and told them how he’d found a place to live.  Nothing fancy, just a humble abode that met his basic needs.  He wasn’t looking for a job, but stumbled on one all the same.  A man he met needed a cybersecurity consultant to train his IT personnel.  At first Johnny Two-cakes wasn’t interested, but there was something which gave him pause about the man’s offer.  The man was obviously at his wits’ end.  Johnny Two-cakes had met him at an ad hoc AA meeting made up mostly of expats.  The man, like himself, was a recovering alcoholic.  And like himself, hadn’t touched a drink in years.

Over coffee, the man was quite frank with him, and explained his plight.  He owned an online gambling site.  Costa Rica was unusual in the fact that they had a profusion of such companies, and for some reason Johnny Two-cakes had noticed during his short time here, they seemed to come and go quite quickly.  

Johnny Two-cakes soon learned why that might be the case.  Gamblers weren’t selective in their site of choice.  Like alcoholics who simply wanted to get tight, and any liquor would suffice, gamblers wanted to gamble, and do so at all hours of the day.  If a site was down, customers would soon find another gambling site that would take their money.  With such non-discriminating patrons, keeping a site up and running 24/7 365 was key to its survival.  As long as that was accomplished, the business raked it in.  But unfortunately, for this man, his company’s success had drawn some unwanted attention in the last year.  

Over the last several months, his Web business had been plagued with denial-of-service attacks.  It was the attack du jour of cyber criminals.  They realized they simply needed to overwhelm a site and crash it, and botnets, or “zombie armies”, were their DoS vehicle of choice.  Cyber criminals would amass thousands of compromised computers and use them to take down a site and get it offline, so that when a customer tried to log on they would get a busy message, such as Temporarily unavailable.  Those two words meant doomsday for the business.  Their site was down.  Indefinitely.  And then would come the phone call.

Johnny Two-cakes soon experienced the type of phone call the man was talking about.  He agreed to see things firsthand, and went to the man’s business.  It wasn’t a fancy set of offices, but the equipment the man owned was impressive.  The servers, computer systems, basic infrastructure was all top-of-the-line.  And the security firewalls in place weren’t too bad.

Johnny Two-cakes spoke with the man’s head of IT and got the full tour.  It was just as that tour was coming to a close that the site was hit with yet another DoS attack.  Not three minutes later, they received the phone call and were told the terms.  The head of IT put the call on speaker.  

They wanted forty thousand to stop the attack.  That was the first day.  On the second day the price went up to eighty thousand.  Every day it would keep going up.  They were told all of this by a man with an Estonian accent.  The man gave an account where the money could be wired.  We receive money, we stop attack.  No money, no site.  Those are our terms.

The owner of the business, right there, wanted to pay immediately.  

“May I?” Johnny Two-cakes said.  He sat down at the command terminal and sized up the extent of the attack with a few rapid clicks.  His pragmatic side quickly analyzed the problem, looked at the pros and cons, and saw the futility of acquiescing to the cyber criminal’s demands.  Paired with that reasoning was also the principle of the matter.  Johnny Two-cakes despised bullies, in any and all forms.  

“Don’t pay,” he told the owner.

Puzzled, the man watched as Johnny Two-cakes went to work.  It took him thirty-five minutes to stop the attack and get the site back up and running.  After he got that done, he took down those responsible, permanently.  They wouldn’t be bothering this man’s business anytime soon, not now or in the near future.  Johnny Two-cakes eviscerated the cyber criminals.  Their botnet army was now his, as were their bank accounts, which he soon divested in every one of his favorite charities.

Hearing that, Lip was impressed.  “Thirty-five minutes?”

“Maybe it was a little longer.  But I did accomplish the first part, stopping their attack within thirty-five minutes.” 

Anyway, after that minor episode, word spread.  In a few short weeks, Johnny Two-cakes had a viable thriving consultancy business.  It was quite profitable.  He made more in six months than what he made in twenty years working for the NSA.  The money was fine, but the fact it was fun was what kept Johnny Two-cakes engaged.

“Fun?” Lip said.

“Yes, fun.”

Every day somewhere around the world some individual or group of individuals would test him.  There was never a dull day.  And he had to say, he started to enjoy the fringe benefits.  He didn’t elaborate.

“Our boy was living large,” Lip said.

Johnny Two-cakes nodded, preferring that read into it, over the alternative.  What he didn’t share with Marks and Lip was the emotional aspect of it; the transformation that was occurring within himself.  It wasn’t the money that did it, it was more a state of mind, than anything.  He’d felt himself stretching his wings during his time in Costa Rica and it actually made him rethink some of his life decisions.  While tuna fish in the can was good, pan-seared bluefin tuna paired with a great salad, he had to admit, was better.  Of course, he didn’t become an epicure overnight.  But the baby steps he was taking were significant.  While he’d always had money, he hadn’t always felt comfortable spending it.  In incremental ways that mindset was changing and he was beginning to partake of the occasional indulgence.

“I guess I did start to expand beyond my normal comfort zones,” Johnny Two-cakes said, truncating the issue.

As good as things were becoming, it only got better when he met Marion.  His frame of mind was in a good place, and it seemed good things sprung from that.  He was the happiest he’d ever been.  Marion was amazing.  Life was amazing.  It was as if he’d come out of the Dark Ages and discovered Voltaire.  But unfortunately, his Age of Enlightenment was not to last forever, as storm clouds rolled in.  Almost overnight, his business was upended.  Another caliber of player entered the picture.  They weren’t your typical outfit.  They hit every client of his.  And they didn’t resort to your typical DoS attacks.  Their tactics were like nothing he’d ever seen.

“Prime?” Lip said.

Johnny Two-cakes looked at Lip, puzzled.

“That’s my name for him… or her.  The numbers: 487, 499, all those you had in your office,” Lip said.

Johnny Two-cakes nodded.  “Prime?  Yes.  But I have another name for him: ‘the man in the white mask’.”

Lip snickered.  “Is that like the boogie man?” 

“Bear with me,” Johnny Two-cakes said.

He relayed the rest.  Every client of his was targeted.  And it was
only his clients.  Johnny Two-cakes’s business had grown in five years.  He was protecting approximately 68% of the companies in Costa Rica that relied on online connectivity for their businesses to run.  It was very profitable, and maybe he became complacent, because it completely caught him off guard.

Each of the attacks against his clients was different, and they seemed to be coming from thousands of different vectors.  At the time he had thirty-seven people working for him.  They were all top notch and he’d trained them himself.  Usually the way it worked was he would assist when they were outmatched.  It didn’t happen often, as they were very good.  But this time, every one of his employees was outgunned.

He assessed the scope.  There were SYN floods, which were very sophisticated.  If that was the only type of attack, it wouldn’t have been a problem.  But there were IRC floods, banana attacks, fork bombs, ping of deaths, microcode exploitations, nukes, reflected attacks… he could go on ad infinitum.  Some of the variations he’d never even seen before.

Then the phone calls started coming in.  He traced them, of course.  They were coming from all over the globe.  It couldn’t be the same person, owing to the locations of the calls, but the voice was the same.  The amounts asked to stop the attacks were three times the going rate.  One hundred and twenty thousand American per site.  Pay or no play.  That’s what the message said.  The voice was like a robot.  After hearing it over and over, it became personal.

There was no way he wanted his clients to pay.  But after a day of being down, many of them capitulated and paid up.  The ones that didn’t, the ones that stuck with him, stayed down.  He couldn’t stop the attacks.  He’d counter one, and there would be a dozen that took its place.  All the clients that stayed with him were penalized heavily.  One paid three hundred and sixty thousand after three days to stop the attacks.  Two of the clients had to pay over half a million—they stayed with him for five days.  The others, and there were some, never paid.  He never got them back up.  Their businesses are now gone.  And the two businesses that paid half a million never recovered.  Their customers left and never returned.

Within a week he was finished.  And some of his clients didn’t take it so well.  Hits were contracted out on him.  He and Marion barely escaped in time.  In that business there were some characters, to say the least.

They had to lay low.  And his house in North Arlington fit the bill.  It was under the radar and as safe a place as any.  There was nothing that anyone could trace back to him.  The place when he purchased it over twenty years ago wasn’t even in his name.  He was very careful with Marion’s and his own flight itineraries.

Once they got there, they kept a low-profile; made no contact with any friends or relatives.  Johnny Two-cakes concentrated his energies on figuring out what in the world had happened.  Who had targeted him?  And why?

He started looking at each attack.  On the surface they appeared to be coming from all over the globe.  He used some of his best techniques to trace their almost nonexistent cyber trails, and ultimately had some success hacking into computers used by several of the perpetrators.  He started seeing a few common denominators.  There were emails to the perpetrators that were coming from the same source.  He traced those to a server at China Telecom.  Not the Beijing headquarters, but a divisional branch in Shanghai.  What he found was perplexing to say the least.  The emails all contained PDFs of recipes.  And they were all coming from China Telecom, going to these unsavory cyber-criminal organizations around the globe.  Organizations in Pak Kret, Thailand; Sofia, Bulgaria; Kano State, Nigeria.  And those were just the ones he backdoored.  There were so many vectors.  The emails and recipes didn’t make any sense.  And the addresses varied each time.  They were all sent—

“Using onion routers,” Lip said.

“Yes, TOR,” Johnny Two-cakes said.  “You examined the jump drive.”

“But how did you get all those emails?  There were thousands of them on the stick?” Lip said.

“I went to our friend in the shop,” Johnny Two-cakes said.

Their old colleague Lawrence Simpson, who was still at the NSA, helped him out.  He was anxious to help, particularly after Johnny Two-cakes explained what had happened in Costa Rica.  At first they both thought the text in the recipes would yield some sort of hidden code or means of encryption.  But pursuing those avenues proved fruitless.  

At the time he had about twenty emails with twenty PDFs.  After getting some special clearance, they ran those PDFs through the Black Widow, but came up empty.  That’s when they noticed a common peculiarity about the emails.  Although they were all different addresses, each of them contained a prime number.  It could have just been a coincidence, but in twenty emails the odds of that happening were remote.  Johnny Two-cakes convinced them to put the Black Widow to work again, to pull from the soup, specifically from the archives.

The NSA had data centers whose sole function was to store the soup.  Years of material was stored there.  Exabytes upon exabytes of information.  They culled every email in the system that had prime numbers for the last characters in the address.  There were tens of millions, of course, but they narrowed the search by focusing on those that had PDF attachments.  He had all the recent ones printed, which still amounted to a pretty impressive pile, but in this case we were talking thousands now, not millions.  Those emails filled dozens of boxes.

“We saw them,” Marks said.

“At my house, yes,” Johnny Two-cakes said.

“How did you manage that,” Lip said.  “They let you take that home?”

“Yes,” Johnny Two-cakes said.  “I soon outstayed my welcome.”  They didn’t get any headway with any of it.  Utilizing the Black Widow for a merry goose chase didn’t sit well with the Director.  It wasn’t long till it got shelved.  But Johnny Two-cakes didn’t let it go.

The breakthrough came when he discovered the .exe file.  It had been sent along with a PDF.  And with that he was able to unlock the PDFs.  After that things went very quickly.  He discovered all sorts of things.  Horrible things.  The video content and the way messages were being sent to different organizations with certain instructions.  He went back to Lawrence with what he had, but not before running things down himself.  He locked himself in his office for days.  It was during that time that he discovered the attempt at media sanitization; how online records, newspapers, news sources had had records expunged in the last few years.  It was so pervasive and directly linked to content in the emails that it couldn’t be incidental.  The implications behind such a whitewash, if that’s what he was seeing, was frightening.

“I’ve told you some of it,” Johnny Two-cakes said.  “And you’ve obviously put together some of the pieces as well.  The deaths of the individuals, certainly stood out.  But some of the other material was equally, if not more, alarming.”

He elaborated on some of the details.  How the volatility of the stock market over the last few years had not been by accident.  Through computer trading and using intermediaries around the globe to place certain large investments, China Telecom had been manipulating the markets, causing stocks to rise and fall precipitously.  By using sophisticated computer algorithms run through the Black Widow they’d figured a way to move the markets at will.  Certain volumes of trades when combined with certain cascading hedging of bets could trigger certain unusual results.  With such manipulations China Telecom could move markets in seconds.  Computer trading was the new norm.  And those computers would respond in milliseconds if they sensed shifts in the market.  

China Telecom was essentially exploiting a fatal flaw in the system.  On more than one occasion they’d triggered complete sell-offs.  A drop of a 1,000 points in mere minutes, for example.  Usually, though, they were more cautious in how they orchestrated the movements of markets.  And each time, with their prudent buying and hedging, China Telecom was in a position to profit obscenely.

For the last few years they had been making trillions of dollars by rigging the markets.  “I was unable to trace where the money went, but I can only assume that money has been filling the coffers of the China Machine,” Johnny Two-cakes said.

He explained his theory.  China’s unsustainable economy had to be sustained in some manner or another.  And they’d found a way.  Even the blackmailing of those gambling sites in Costa Rica was all for the cause, another vehicle to bring in revenue.  Europe’s insane volatility in the last two years was also no coincidence.  China was reaping, while the rest of the world was weeping.

“Holy cow,” Lip said.

Johnny Two-cakes had connected the many dots by using of all things, old newspapers.  He’d gotten them on loan from NSA’s archives.  Even still, it was impossible to determine the full scope of what was going on.  It was too far reaching.  There were too many incredible connections he was seeing.  The upcoming presidential election, the voting machines and possible tampering…

In the end, even with all the damning information he showed the NSA, the Director didn’t buy it.  It was too fantastic, too incredibly improbable.  Perhaps she was gun shy; it was hard to say.  She’d recently been embarrassed with an intelligence fiasco and perhaps she didn’t want to go to the President with anything less than a sure thing.  Whatever the reason, she demanded Johnny Two-cakes furnish something more concrete than the content he was providing.  A way to validate these over-the-top charges that Johnny Two-cakes was bringing to light.

Johnny Two-cakes had managed, with some difficulty he might add, to get the nod to make an unofficial visit to Shanghai to obtain just the sort of confirmation she was demanding.

“And I did find it,” Johnny Two-cakes.  “At least enough to confirm some of the material.  I sent it back to the NSA using our encrypted protocols.  But I heard nothing in response.”

“Nothing?” Lip said.

“That’s right,” Johnny Two-cakes said.  “Not a peep.  Either the protocols are compromised, or individuals within the NSA have been compromised.  Either way, our communications have been severed.  Gentlemen, as I said, I haven’t been upfront with you.  The crux of it is, is that we have no green light.  This is not a sanctioned operation.  But inaction at this point is simply not acceptable, and an opportunity like this may not come again.  Mei’s team is aligned with us.  If we strike now, we can accomplish several aims.  Take out the Black Widow, hamstring the Politburo’s ability to oppress their people, and lastly and perhaps most importantly, prevent certain actions that unchecked have the capability of triggering World War III.”

“Wait a second, before you start listing the obvious benefits, go back.  You mean we’re not on the gravy train?” Lip said.

Johnny Two-cakes sighed.  “No, we’re not.  But if it’s money—”

Marks interjected, “Ignore Lip.  Who’s the man in the white mask?”

“He’s the individual orchestrating all of this,” Johnny Two-cakes said.  

He explained how the man in the white mask ran the division within China Telecom that had the Black Widow.  He wore the mask due to some extensive burns he once received on his face.  He was very connected within The Party, and was one of the nine members of the Politburo Standing Committee.  

“At this point,” Johnny Two-cakes said.  “With what I’ve uncovered, I’m not invisible to him.  He knows I’m on his trail and has been making moves to take me out.  His going after Marion is further proof of that.  As I see it, to use a certain vernacular, this has become like a game of chicken.  Either he takes me out, or I take him.” 

“I think you got that wrong,” Marks said.

Johnny Two-cakes frowned.  “How so?”

“You forgot to say ‘we’.  We take him out,” Marks said.

“Hell yes,” Lip said.  “You’re not going cowboy without us.”  He broke into a grin.  “So you finally found it?”

Johnny Two-cakes looked confused.  “Found what?”

Lip looked at Marks.  “Never thought I’d say this, but Mr. Happy found the smoky room where they’re pulling all the strings.”  With that, Lip laughed diabolically.  Waa ha ha ha!
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THE hit started at 0230.

Fifteen million kids with laptops can do some damage.  Lights went out all over Shanghai.  Every network, every business that was still open at this hour, every street light, everything
that was hooked up to the grid went down.

It was on.

And then it was off.

Like flipping a light switch.

“I’m impressed,” Marks said.

Mei nodded.  She had her game face on.  Man she looked sexy.  Marks and her were away from the group.

Mei looked up at him.  “I did miss you.”

“Likewise.  You look great.  Been thinking that all day.”

She reached up and put her arms around his neck and planted a big sloppy.

“Afterwards can we…?” Mei said.

“I think that’d be a yes.”

“Good.  I’d like that.  Now let’s get this done.”
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WOMAN could put pep in a guy’s step that’s for sure. 

Marks locked that in the vault.  Time to get this done.  This wasn’t your typical in and out deal.  For starters China Telecom’s perimeter, with its fifteen-foot-tall walls that went around the entire complex, multiple guard houses, and two rolling security gates at the only entry point, made it a challenge.  First glance, place seemed more secure than The Farm.  The Farm: CIA’s little training camp they had down at Camp Peary.  Infiltrating that joint would have been a cake walk compared to this.

Best way, of course, was coming from the top.  Particularly when in doubt, go in high.  But of course that scenario got scratched during their Pizza Hut discussions by Johnny Two-cakes and Mei.  Lip and Marks had to adjust to accommodate the haters.  Would of worked, though.  Maybe.

Granted, those cats had been planning this for a little longer than they had, so Marks and Lip deferred to Mei’s “one-hundred percent perfect plan”.  It was an inside joke.  “Not funny,” Lip said.  Last time his partner heard that, he’d ended up stuck in a drainage pipe.  It was actually pretty funny, till the sluice gates started to open and Marks had to yank him out.  It was like something out of Winnie the Pooh, when Pooh got stuck in Rabbit’s House.  For three years running, Mei had been sending Lip jars of honey every time the man’s birthday rolled around.  

“No zip line from above,” Mei said.  “Small ducts up there, we don’t want Pooh getting stuck.”

“Again, not funny,” Lip said.

Since going in high got nixed, they did the exact opposite, they tunneled in.  No digging involved.  They used one of the underground trunk lines that led right into the facility.  Thing was used for utility purposes, grossly over-designed, three times as big as it needed to be.  The trunk line looked like a midsized sewer pipe, but fortunately for them was infinitely cleaner.  Headroom, however, was beyond lousy.  Lip and he had to rig themselves to rolling sleds with wheels that tracked the sides.  Good old Chinese ingenuity being put to work.  Mei’s team had set them up with some tricked-out sweet rides.  Things were mechanized.  Like lying on a skateboard and going down an incline.  Nothing to it.

Lip wasn’t too happy about it, though.  Couldn’t really blame the guy.  It was going to be a mile journey of claustrophobic panic for him.  No doubt with flashbacks of getting stuck.  To top it off was the fact they’d be relying on the power staying down.

Yeah, that little part was reassuring.  One small detail: the trunk line they were using was crammed full of 480 volt wiring.  Think overhead power lines, but amp that up ten times.  They were going down a concrete tunnel that normally had enough juice flowing through it to light up half of New York.

Fun stuff.  Never a dull moment with these guys.

“Couldn’t find your own guinea pigs to do this?” Marks said to Mei.

“No one is dumb enough,” Mei said.

“Reassuring,” Marks said.

They accessed the trunk line near the power station that supplied China Telecom.  The power station had one customer, and one customer only: China Telecom.  When the power went down, it was time for Lip and Marks to do their stuff.

Lip made Marks proud.  Man manned up.  Not a peep of complaint from him.  They went feet first on their backs, arms tucked to their sides, with halogen headgear to illuminate their way.  Not much to see except for bundles of wires and braided cables speeding over their heads.

Had the juice been flowing, one errant touch would have fried them to the size of a burnt Oscar Mayer wiener.  That thought wasn’t exactly comforting.  Mei’s team may have taken power down temporarily, but there was no guarantee it was staying down.

Lip, no doubt, was thinking the same thing.  They breathed easier when the sleds started to slow and came to a stop.  Mei’s team was right on the money with their calculations.  They were at the junction tee, just as Mei had promised.  The concrete pipe had emptied into a square vault-like tube.

Headroom was better in this area.  They could almost stand up.  There was an access hatch on one side of the tube.  Lip took care of it with some clips.  Hatch was rigged with sensors; a contact alarm system of sorts.  Nothing that Lip couldn’t handle, even on a bad day.

Once the green LED gave the thumbs up, Lip used a screwdriver to carefully remove the hatch and set it aside.  There was an access corridor on the other side.  Space was illuminated and tracked left and right.  They said goodbye to their sleds.  This was a one-way trip in.  Lip did a few adjustments to their sleds, setting them on autopilot, and sent them back on their merry way.  Lip and Marks watched the sleds recede into the darkness.

No time to dally.  They crawled through the access hatch, and Lip positioned it back in place, securing it as it was before.  They could stand now.  Corridor was wide enough for them to walk side by side.  Fifty feet ahead it opened up even more.  They passed equipment, some lockers and what looked like main control panels.  Pipes were running along the ceiling.

 

TIME for trick or treating.

They adjusted their masks, making sure they hadn’t gotten off-kilter during the ride.

“How do I look?” Lip said, making sure his glasses were on straight.

“It’s an improvement.”

“You ready?” Lip said.

“Yep.”

They fist bumped and moved down the corridor.
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JOHNNY Two-cakes typed rapidly on his keyboard.  He could see the lights of China Telecom from his window.  Power was down everywhere, but China Telecom was better insulated than most industrial complexes.  The telecommunications center was not affected by the blackout.  While the main power to the complex was shut off, it had several arrays of on-site backup systems, redundancies upon redundancies, and all systems inside the complex were still working perfectly.    

It was time to change that situation.  

Johnny Two-cakes made some adjustments on his screen.  His portable signal booster gave him wireless access to one of the back office administration systems inside China Telecom.  It had taken some doing to hack in, but now that he was virtually inside he was in a position to do what he needed to do.  On his screen was the interface for one of the peripheral systems that regulated temperature and humidity in one of the zones inside the facility.  It was the first link in the chain; the beginning of what would be a chained exploit.  You never go through the front door, you always find some forgotten back door and surreptitiously work your way in.

Johnny Two-cakes cracked a rare smile and looked at his watch.  He was proud to be working with Marks and Lip again; proud to have such friends.  He did the final steps.  He was almost there…

Okay.  Here goes.  He watched the seconds tick down.

Fifty-seven, fifty-eight, fifty-nine.  He tapped a key.  And with that, he shut off power to the FM-200 fire suppression system inside China Telecom.  It was the first link in the chain.  Now for the second link, which was in Marks’s and Lip’s court.

Do what you do best, gentlemen.
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“COVER your ears,” Lip said.  He clipped the wire.  

“That it?” Marks said.

“Bang,” Lip said.

Partner was a gas.  Marks watched as Lip put away his snips and pen-looking device that detected live wires.  He took out some electrical tape, quickly fashioned a splice and joined the wires back.  He was careful to prevent the copper wires from reconnecting.  They weren’t ‘live’ now, obviously, but when Johnny Two-cakes switched the juice back on for this piece of equipment they would be.  

First glance, any scrutiny of this cabinet would give the impression all was as it should be.  It could take them days before they figured out what had been done.  And by then Marks and Lip would be long gone.

Lip closed the red control panel.  It was for the FM-200 fire suppression system.  Nearby were several large nitrogen tanks.  Those tanks helped pressurize the system.  Distributed throughout the facility were other tanks, which contained a different agent.  That agent, which was in a liquid form, became a gaseous form when released that suffocated any fire within about 10 seconds.

“Next stop,” Lip said, moving to another panel.  He opened a gray panel this time and took out a ‘scrambler special’ from his little bag.  While this particular one wasn’t Made in the USA, it was identical to ones they’d used before.  Johnny Two-cakes had it custom-made by one of Mei’s engineers for their unique purposes.  The device was a gray box, about the size of a pack of cigarettes.

Once in place it would enable Johnny Two-cakes to override certain commands to environmental systems within the complex.  That included the cooling systems and monitoring devices, like thermostats and humidity indicators that measured the thermal environment. 

Lip began to hook it up to the innards of the cabinet.  Again, scrutiny of the cabinet would reveal nothing out of sorts.  Unless, of course, the person opening the cabinet had a spec sheet in front of them and noticed the addition of the box.  But that was the beauty of these things; too often even spec sheets were full of discrepancies.  A person auditing might not think twice seeing the additional component, and just assume it was meant to be there.  

Lip checked another device, and then satisfied the scrambler was working, closed the cabinet.  He took out a mini-screwdriver and began to unscrew a cover that was beneath the cabinet.

“Hold this,” Lip said, handing Marks the metal cover.

This was the third panel Lip had messed with.  Johnny Two-cakes, working on the outside, had managed to infiltrate past one of the firewalls, but it was this stuff now that was going to exploit the situation.

Marks looked around the joint.  This utility area, adjacent to the main complex, was full of mechanical and electrical equipment.  There was a noise coming from the generators that sounded like a train rumbling.  Mixed with that noise was a humming sound as if somewhere there was a hive of giant bees.  Insulated pipes and ductwork tracked everywhere.  The ceiling was a good thirty feet above them, but in some cases it barely accommodated the massive boxcar-sized pieces of equipment.

Power may have been taken down all over the city by Mei’s team.  But in a joint like this there was independent uninterruptible power, gas operated generators, and banks and banks of huge megawatt batteries.  Course Lip knew the names for the things: PDUs,  UPSs, and other meaningless acronym diarrhea.  Marks had never seen a setup quite like this.  The switchgear alone was enough to give him pause.  Knowing how many volts were teeming through those things didn’t help.  One ill-placed touch on his part and it would fry him to a crispy.  

Lip seemed unconcerned.  Anything technical and the man just rolled up his sleeves.  Wasn’t afraid of a little elbow grease.  

“That it?” Marks said, after Lip finished putting the cover back.  

“Getting impatient on me, aren’t you?” Lip said, adjusting his glasses. 

Marks was still getting used to Lip’s altered appearance.  The latex mask Lip was wearing completely changed his physiognomy.  It was only a partial mask, but it was damn effective.  While the rest of Lip was Lip, the upper part of his face: hair, forehead, brows and nose, looked distinctly Chinese.  Even his mom wouldn’t recognize him.

To go with the mask, Lip was wearing a China Telecom uniform.  The uniform consisted of matching pants and shirt.  The fabric was thick and coarse and colored light tan.  There was a red China Telecom logo on the left breast pocket.  According to Mei, not all workers wore uniforms, just certain personnel.  In Lip’s case, it was a snug fit around his midsection.  Marks was wearing the same style uniform and it was equally tight, just in other areas.  

“Not easy to find your size,” Mei had teased them.

No kidding.  Lip and Marks weren’t exactly your average-sized Chinese worker.  The tailor at Wang’s had done a good job altering their uniforms to fit, but there was only so much he could do with the fabric he had to work with.  The hem of Marks’s pants had to be added, using extra fabric.  It was either that or sport some serious high waters.  

Marks had a mask, as well.  Lip thought he looked like Yao Ming, the famous NBA baller.  Marks had to admit there was a resemblance.  At least in the face.  Height wise, Marks wasn’t fooling anyone.  Yao, as Marks recalled, was 7’-6”.  

“Alright, where to next?” Marks said.

Lip wiped away some sweat that had trickled from under his mask and collected on his upper lip.  The mask made perspiring problematic.  And it didn’t help that the equipment around here exuded some serious heat.

“You tell me.  You got the map,” Lip said.

Aside from a weapon strapped under his shirt, Marks wasn’t carrying diddly, except for what he had in his head.  There was no sense carrying maps when he could use his recall ability.  Mei’s sources had furnished blueprints of most of the complex, along with other good intel.  That was now all stored in Marks’s sponge for a brain.  So far, he was managing the headaches.  

“Guess we’ll follow the Yellow Brick Road then,” Marks said.   

Mei had used a yellow highlighter on the blueprints to map their path.  Marks was seeing that now, like it was laid on a table in front of him.

This complex was huge and without familiarity a person could get lost and wander for days.  Mei had plotted them a course that should take them to the “target”, ideally, of course, without them encountering any insurmountable roadblocks.  There were security cameras situated throughout the complex and many of those couldn’t be avoided.  But if Johnny Two-cakes was doing his job, the ones along their path would be buttoned up before they got there.

Should.  Could.  And would.  Lots of oulds.  Mei’s one-hundred-percent perfect plan was not without its holes.  Marks was still amazed they hadn’t seen one technician or guard, yet.  Granted, the equipment around them was all monitored in a control room located elsewhere, but still, you’d think they’d have someone roaming this joint.

“They do,” Mei had informed them earlier during their briefing.  “But not between 3:00 and 4:00 AM.”

Hence, their timeline.  Stick to it and hup hup.  No time for sightseeing.  At this hour, China Telecom was manned by a smaller crew.  Instead of the usual 12,000 employees they had during the day, the night shift was about a tenth that number, and was comprised of guards, technicians, and operations support.

Marks’s and Lip’s uniform matched those of personnel that worked in a certain area of the complex.  Mei’s source had furnished the details.  For some reason those employees were dudes.  Not a female among them.  They were part of some elite team, and had top security clearance.  For the most part, they were engineers, but part of their required skillset was English proficiency.  They had to speak and write English flawlessly.  The testing to join the group was comprehensive, and only certain individuals made the cut. 

Mei’s sources had limited intel on what their actual duties were.  They worked around the clock in a restricted section of the complex.  The layout of that section wasn’t fully known, as Mei’s blueprints were not complete.  But based on certain electrical and mechanical plans they did have, it was obvious that was where Marks and Lip needed to be.

China Telecom was overwhelming in its size, but once you broke it down into its component parts, it was a little more manageable in terms of understanding the layout.  The complex was essentially three massive facilities all joined together into one.  There was the utility operation, where they were now, which supplied the power and cooling for the entire complex.  The second part were the offices and cubicle areas, which were contained within a sprawling network of buildings that formed a horseshoe shape around the third piece of the puzzle.  The data center.  

The data center was the largest of the three divisional areas of the complex.  Its footprint could be measured in the tens of hectares, which was acres and acres.  Those acres accommodated the miles and miles of servers, all of which were lined up like library shelves.  

Data centers may flex in size, but they were predictable in their basic configurations and needs.  The lining up of the servers reminded Marks of farms with their rows and rows of crops.  And those crops, or “servers”, needed two things so they could grow and be healthy.  Power and cooling.  You give them that and everything was fine.  

The distribution of power and cooling had to be carefully monitored and regulated.  Servers were power hogs and put off massive amounts of heat.  That heat had to be addressed with sophisticated cooling systems, or otherwise those sensitive circuit boards within the servers got fried like Ore-Ida taters left in the oven too long. 

From what they could tell looking at the plans they did have, levels 2 thru 5 of one section of the complex appeared to be nothing but servers.  But there was an area on the ground level that looked promising.  The power needs of the Black Widow would be considerable.  The Black Widow, for all its badass capabilities, was not an enormous piece of equipment.  It was big, but not crazy big.  And the room that housed it wouldn’t need to be that large.

On the ground level was an unusual configuration of rooms.  It wasn’t wide-open like the levels containing the servers, and the rooms were setup differently than you’d expect for your typical offices and cubicle spaces.  The area had the look of a control center.  In the mix of those rooms was a medium-sized room that was being fed by a trunk line of power.  Easy bet that was it.  The Black Widow.  

The power distribution was the giveaway.  They just had to follow the juice to the target.  And once there, Lip would need to find a diagnostic hub and insert the stick.  Once he’d downloaded the Stuxnet software program that would be all she wrote.  That malicious software would take root and go to work.

Their job would be done.  And then it was just a matter of them getting out of here.  Hopefully, if it all stitched together, they’d accomplish that by mingling with all the other personnel that would be jettisoning this building en masse.

Plan sounded simple enough.  Course they always did till the first complication reared its ugly head.  In fact, Marks was already looking at one right now.

“Man, you’re even uglier as an Asian, as you are as an American,” Marks said.

“Shut up, Yao,” Lip said.  “And take us to the Black Widow.  We’ve got seventeen minutes before the alarm goes off.”
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SEVENTEEN minutes.  Sounded like a heck of a lot of time.  It’s amazing how quickly that span of time could get eaten up.  It was like Pac-Man was on their trail gobbling up all their seconds. 

It didn’t help that they had a lot of ground to cover.  The distance to the target, zigzag it was going to be, was easily more than two football fields in length, and it wasn’t like they could move at a trot.  Lip’s palm-sized device, which was now in his pocket, was allowing Johnny Two-cakes to track their movements.  

The differential GPS receiver that Lip had inserted beneath one of the panels in the utility area was one of three fixed ground-based reference systems that was relaying their global position.  The other two DGPS receivers had been placed earlier outside the perimeter walls of China Telecom.  With those three receivers in place, Johnny Two-cakes could lock onto them and pinpoint their location inside the complex.  It wasn’t fancy on his end; it was a lot like a Pac-Man blip on his screen, but it could nail Lip’s and Marks’s location within a few feet.

It would have been nice to have ear mikes, as well, so they could also be in direct communication with Johnny Two-cakes, but the signal would never work with the electromagnetic shielding they had in this joint.  It blocked certain radio frequencies.  Subsequently, they had to improvise.  And the differential global positioning system was it.  Johnny Two-cakes could see their location and pave the way for them.  That included taking care of certain obstacles along the way.

Marks and Lip could walk, but no running.  It was bad for two reasons.  Johnny Two-cakes needed time to do what he needed to do.  And secondly, running, when everyone else was walking, had the bad habit of drawing attention to oneself.  And that was not in the plan.  

The majority of the security features inside this complex were on the perimeter.  Getting in was the big challenge.  And they had already accomplished that.  Now that they were inside, they could head to the target, just so long as Johnny Two-cakes took care of the few obstacles in their way.

The first obstacle was already served up.  Marks and Lip stopped at a door.  This particular door, by way of a vestibule, connected to the sprawling network of offices and work areas.  The vestibule was actually a mantrap.  There was one door on either side of the vestibule.  A secure card ID was needed to open each door.  The secure card ID generated an authentication code at fixed intervals.  It was all about algorithms, which generated one-time passwords.  If you had a legitimate card, it was as simple as swiping the card in the slot beside the door and the door would open and let you pass into the vestibule.  

Inside the vestibule was a security camera.  Before the second door opened, the first door needed to shut.  If for any reason a person needed to be detained after viewing them, it was a simple matter to keep both doors locked by overriding that individual’s secure card ID and trapping them inside.  Hence the term, “mantrap”.

Outside the door was another security camera.  It was on them right now, recording their presence.  Hopefully Johnny Two-cakes already had that buttoned up.  Just in case, Lip took a dummy card out and pretended to swipe it in the slot by the door.  It was a card that hadn’t been configured.  Same spec as the house used, but it wasn’t in the system.  Totally worthless, but if there was anyone watching on the cameras, it would appear that Lip had just swiped a card.

They waited.

The red LED by the door handle switched to green.  Nice.

Lip opened the door and the two of them stepped into the vestibule.  The door closed behind them.  Above their heads was another camera.  Lip did the same deal, and pretended to swipe the card again.

The green LED blinked.  Johnny Two-cakes was two for two.  So far so good.

They opened the door and left the mantrap.  They stepped into a corridor.  They were officially leaving the utility section of the complex and entering the office area.

Marks took the lead with Lip glued to his hip.  They took a left and walked down the corridor.  This was where things could get dicey in a hurry.  This was a secondary circulation corridor, but it was likely they’d encounter someone.  Trick was going to be looking like they belonged.  They had the uniforms and they had the masks.  Still wasn’t exactly comforting.  Doors were all along the corridor and many of them led into personnel rich areas.

They weren’t fifty yards down the corridor when the first door opened.  A man stepped out.  He was wearing a suit.  He had all the look of senior level management.

The man started walking their way.

“If he says something, let me do the talking,” Lip whispered.

“Like I could say something,” Marks whispered back.

They kept their stride.  Man seemed distracted.  He was reading some sort of report as he walked.  Just keep on reading, buddy.

The man got closer and glanced up at Lip.  Nothing registered on his face.  The man walked right on past.

That was too friggin’ easy.

“You know, this just might work,” Lip said, a little further on.

Marks kept them on the Yellow Brick Road.  They went through a cased opening, and the corridor they were in veered towards the left.  The place reminded Marks of a hospital.  There was an antiseptic look to everything.  Light-colored linoleum floors, the poured kind, where there weren’t any tiles.  The walls were plain, and the lights overhead were fluorescent troffers that were inset in the ceiling.

Speaking of lights, Marks was still amazed that nothing had changed in this joint with power being off around the city.  No emergency lights were kicking in.  Place wasn’t missing a beat.  It appeared to be business as usual inside here.

They passed a bank of windows and saw a large room where employees were sitting in front of monitors.  It looked like a telemarketing setup: long tables arranged in parallel rows with workers sitting right next to each other.  All the employees had headsets, and were talking and typing away.  Not one of them looked up from their screens as Marks and Lip walked past.  It was either one-way glass, or those guys were seriously focused.

The corridor kept veering to the left.  There should be another mantrap ahead, which would take them into the next section.  Just like in Marks’s head, the corridor finished its bend and opened up.  There was a long run of corridor ahead of them, well over a hundred feet in length, which ended with a pair of double doors.  Halfway down the corridor, before you came to the double doors, was the mantrap.  It was on the right. 

“There it is,” Lip said.

They kept an easy stride.  No hurrying in their step.  They were twenty feet away from the mantrap when they saw the double doors at the end of the corridor swing open.  Three men walked through.  They were wearing uniforms and had utility belts, which each held a flashlight and covered sidearm.

Security guards.

This was where things could unravel fast.  They kept cool.  Nothing else to do.  Pretend they were just walking in the park.  Guards ahead of them seemed relaxed.  That was a good sign.  But as the men drew closer, sizes were going to become a little more apparent.  Marks was going to tower over these guys, and Lip wouldn’t exactly blend in either.  On top of it, the guards looked small.  That certainly wasn’t going to help Marks’s and Lip’s cause.

“Knew this plan sucked,” Marks whispered.

“Should of spoken up when you had the chance.”

“I did,” Marks said.

“Yeah, me too.  Fuckers didn’t listen to us, did they?”

“Nope.  Should we take them out?” Marks said.

“Let’s give Mei’s one-hundred percent perfect plan a try first.”

They reached the mantrap and came to a stop.  Lip kept it casual and pretended to swipe his card.  The guards drew closer.  One of them seemed to be looking at Marks.  There was a curious expression on the man’s face.

That wasn’t good.

Marks looked at the door.  The red LED light was on by the handle.  Come on Johnny Two-cakes, open the door.

 The guard was staring at Marks intently now.  Marks paid him no attention.  The men were fifteen feet away now.  The LED light by the handle changed green.

About time.

Lip opened the door and held it for Marks.  Marks stepped through casually and as he did so the guard said something to him in Shanghainese.  Marks ignored him and stepped into the vestibule.  The guard raised his voice and said the same thing again.

Shit.
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THE guard’s voice hung there.  The man was looking directly at him.  He had stopped walking and was obviously waiting for Marks to respond.  The man’s other two compatriots had stopped walking, as well, and were standing there, just looking at him.  Three expectant faces.  Not a smile in the bunch.

Lip didn’t miss a beat.  He rattled something off in Shanghainese.  The guard glanced at Lip and said a few words.  Lip said a few words back.

The guard chuckled.  He looked at Marks and said something to him directly.  Damn.  Man expected him to respond.  Lip couldn’t bail him out this time.  Marks shrugged and said, “Dui.”

The guard’s eyes went wide.  His taciturn face changed to one of surprise.  Lip said something else.  The guard laughed again, and waved Marks off with a hand.  He began walking down the corridor, and the other two guards joined him.

Lip stepped in the vestibule and closed the door behind them.  Marks didn’t say a word.  The camera was on them now.  Lip pretended to swipe the card again.

They waited.

The door stayed closed.

Marks could see through the door’s view window into the room beyond.  There was a large room.  The place was full of employees, all dressed like them.  Lots of activity with people walking around, while others were at workstations typing away.  There were banks of blinking equipment in the middle of the space and flat screens were along one wall.  The place looked like some sort of operations hub.

The LED light by the door handle was staying red.  Not the time to be slipping here, JTC.  Any second now, if the door didn’t open, people were going to notice them and wonder what the heck was up.
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THE man in the white mask was awakened by the soft peel of an alarm.  It intruded in his subconsciousness, its tendrils tugging and pulling, vying for his attention.  At first he thought it was part of his dream, but as his eyes opened he realized there was an alarm going off.

He stared at the plush canopy over his bed, his eyes adjusting to the foreign intrusion of light.  It wasn’t the dim grayish light that morning typically brought, but another type of illumination.  Brighter.  Coming from outside.

He sat upright in his enormous bed and looked over at the ornate clock on his bedside table.  Even with the light, he couldn’t quite make out the hands on the clock.  He squinted his eyes and focused.  It appeared the hour hand was nearing the roman numeral four, and the minute hand was ten or so before the hour.  3:50 AM?  His head felt fuzzy.  Vaguely he recalled those three nightcaps he’d had before retiring. 

The alarm continued.  Annoying.  Grating.

What was that bloody noise?

He put his feet on the floor and found his slippers.  Out his windows, night was being kept at bay.  He stood up and found his silk robe where he’d left it on the ottoman at the foot of his bed.  Putting it on, he walked over to his large bay window.  Floodlights were illuminating the grounds.

His bedroom was on the third floor and he could see a good breadth of his estate from this vantage point.  Manicured grounds stretched beneath him.  Floodlights were illuminating the trees and plantings.

There didn’t appear to be anyone out there.  Just the lights making it daytime again.  The alarm stopped.  The lights that were on outside went off.  Darkness took over again, except for a few dim landscape lights that were always left on at night.  Curious and a tad bit alarmed, he fastened his robe and went to his master bathroom.

As he entered the room, dimmed lights came on automatically.  His bathroom was enormous and opulently appointed.  The low light shimmered off the gilded mirrors, gold faucets, and alabaster-colored marble.

The man in the white mask looked in the mirror.  Sleep had softened his features, giving his cheeks a puffiness they normally did not have.  His skin in the soft light was preternaturally unblemished and was as smooth as a woman’s.  Pigment wise, it was luminous, barely a shade darker than ivory.  Only his cheeks and lips had a rosy tint.  Overall the face was masculine, but those lips had a femininity in their plump curvature.  There was something vaguely aristocratic in his bearing.  He had a strong jaw line and piercing blue eyes.  

The man in the white mask attended to himself, forgoing his normal ablutions.  Coffee-colored contacts were put in place.  The white mask, which was resting on a mannequin’s head that was on the marble countertop, was picked up.  The man put the mask on and adjusted it in the mirror.  That done, he left the bathroom and went to see what was causing the commotion.

 

ONE of his servants was waiting for him at the foot of the marble staircase.

“What has happened?” the man in the white mask said, annoyance in his tone.

The man bowed low.  “I’m sorry master.  It was the power.  It just came on.  The outside lights were triggered, as was the alarm.  Everything is fine now.”

“The power?” 

“Yes,” the servant said.  “We lost power for about an hour, but it has come back on.”

How perfectly annoying.

“Well, what are you standing there for?” the man in the white mask said.  “I’m awake.”

The servant needed no further instructions.  “I will see that your breakfast is prepared,” the man said with another bow.  He quickly left the room.

The man in the white mask stood there in thought.  It was rare that power was lost.  He yelled the servant’s name and the man hastened back into the room.

“Was it just my estate that lost power?”

“Oh no, master,” the servant said.  “The entire city of Shanghai lost power for almost an hour.”
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IT wasn’t looking good.  The LED light on the door handle was stuck on red.  The fact no one had noticed them, yet, stuck in the vestibule for the last two and a half minutes, was nothing short of amazing.  Marks glanced at his timepiece.  They had seven minutes till the alarm wailed.  Once it did, everyone was going to notice them stuck in here.

“Any suggestions?” Marks whispered without moving his lips.

“Mary,” Lip whispered.

“What?” Marks whispered back.

“Sturgeon,” Lip whispered.

Marks looked at Lip like he was daft.

“Haddock,” Lip whispered.

Ah.  Marks pegged what the heck track Lip was stuck on.  Partner was spouting lines from his favorite Marx Brothers movie, Horse Feathers.  Figured Lip would find humor at a time like this.

“At’s a-funny, I got a haddock too,” Marks whispered.

“What do you take for a haddock?” Lip whispered.

“Sometimes I take an aspirin, sometimes I take a calomel,” Marks whispered.

“Y’know, I’d walk a mile for a calomel,” Lip whispered.

“You mean a chocolate calomel?” Marks whispered.  “I like-a that too, but you no guess it.”

“Knock knock,” Lip whispered.

Marks was eyeing all the faces out there.  It was hard to believe that not one of them had noticed them, yet.

“Hey, what’s-a matter,” Marks whispered.  “You no understand English?  You can’t come in here unless you say ‘swordfish’.  Now I’ll give you one more guess.”

“Swordfish… swordfish… I think I got it,” Lip whispered.  “Is it swordfish?”

The LED light by the door handle went green.

 

NO f-ing way.  Marks and Lip stared dumbly at the LED light.  It was definitely green.

“Slap me,” Lip said.

Lip took the handle.  “Ready?”

Marks nodded.

Lip opened the door and they stepped out.
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MARKS’S face was impassive, but his eyes were alive and capturing everything.  Several people looked their way as they came through the door, but nothing registered in the red flag department.  Those that noticed them seemed unconcerned; only routine awareness or utter boredom read on their faces.  These jokers were just doing their thing, absorbed in the various tasks at hand.

It was a good start.

Key was to keep this moving, keep things fluid.  There were so many people in this joint, all Marks and Lip had to do was look like they belonged and blend in.  Marks took a right.  The went past some equipment.  The carpeted floor had a big blue stripe.  Marks followed it.  They went past an endless row of workstations.

Lip was half a step behind him.  They were off the map, at this point.  The Yellow Brick Road in his head had disappeared, replaced with this blue-striped carpet.  Mei’s plans for this area had only been electrical plans.  It had showed general wall locations, but not much in terms of the specific layout.  Well, they were certainly seeing it now. 

The place was hopping.  Cubicles everywhere with employees typing away on keyboards.  Marks got a glance of what was on several of the screens.  It was strange stuff.  Each workstation had two flat screen monitors set up.  The flat screen on the left showed stuff in English, while the one on the right was showing Chinese.  It appeared the Chinese information was being inputted by the employee, as the keyboards, which were bulkier, were all configured with Chinese characters.

Marks made a mental snapshot of the English information on several of the screens as he passed.  For a moment he thought these guys were surfing the web, but then realized that wasn’t quite it.  On one screen was the logo for Valspar Corporation.  There was some technical jargon.  The font was too tiny for Marks to pick up the actual text, but he did see what looked like paint formulations.  On another screen at another workstation was letterhead for McDonnell Douglas.  Again, lots of the text he couldn’t quite get with his flyby.  He was just picking up logos and the gist of what was on the screens.  In one case, there was some kind of business memo from Boeing.  Another screen had an email string where the sender was from Google.

Lip was catching some of this, as well.  At one point, Marks and Lip shared a look.  He’d obviously seen something funny too, as his face just barely masked his surprise.  Marks kept them on track.  They continued on, past the workstations.  It seemed to be endless in this joint, just a maze of half-height cubicles.

Must be three hundred desk jockeys just in this room.  Marks kept it casual, his stride steady, moving like he had somewhere to go.  Wasn’t a lot of banter happening in this place.  Employees were focused.  No such thing as a water cooler anywhere.  It seemed gossip time wasn’t high on the agenda.

Good thing.  Chatty types were to be avoided.  Marks tried to steer them towards another section, out of cubicle land.  They had the Black Widow to find and their timeline was narrowing.  In less than five minutes that alarm would sound and they needed to be in position to do what they had to do.

Up ahead was a tee in the corridor that seemed to lead to a different section.  The workstations were not manned in this area.  Marks hung a left.  Lip was like a caboose, half a step behind him.

A voice split the air.  Marks could sense that Lip had stopped.  Marks stopped, as well, and looked at who had spoken.

There was a guy dressed like them, but he was definitely up on the rank list.  Man had an officious look to him.  His face was pinched like he’d bitten into something sour, and he was holding a clipboard.

He rattled off something in Shanghainese and waved his clipboard towards the open workstations they’d just passed.  Lip bowed and then responded.  Marks was smart enough to know they were being reprimanded for something, and he gave a short bow, as well.  One more exchange occurred between Lip and the clipboard guy and then Lip started walking towards the workstation area.  Marks kept his head bent down and followed Lip like a scolded puppy.

The man with the clipboard emitted a grunt and then started walking a different direction.  Lip took them to a pair of matching workstations that were just off the main thoroughfare.  The closest employees to them were four cubicles away.  Lip sat down at a workstation.  Marks sat down at the workstation on his left.

“Look busy,” Lip whispered.

Marks looked at the two screens in front of him.  Both were on, judging by the green LED lights, but the screens were in sleep mode.  There was no mouse next to the keyboard, only some pad looking thing that was too small to be a mousepad.  Marks stole a glance at Lip.

Lip double tapped the small pad on the worktop of his desk.  His two screens fired to life.  Marks mirrored Lip’s move and suddenly his two screens fired to life, as well.  On both his screens was some sort of portal window and lots of Chinese text.  There was a blue background and a blinking cursor.

Marks stole a glance around.  The clipboard guy was nowhere to be seen.  Marks looked back at the screen.  He moved his finger across the small pad.  The cursor moved.

He glanced at his watch.  The alarm was set to go off in three and a half minutes.  Guess he could move the cursor back and forth for that span of time.

Next to him Lip was being a showoff.  He’d managed to navigate to some other screen, and began typing on the keyboard.  Marks glanced at his keyboard.  It had at least two more rows of keys of any keyboard Marks had ever seen.  Chinese characters were on each key.  Three characters to a key.  Friggin’ kidding me?

Marks looked at Lip again.  Partner was ignoring him.  Marks felt like he was in sixth grade again, taking a math test he hadn’t studied for, and was trying to spy what the guy on his right had scrawled for an answer.

Three minutes ten seconds.  Run and wait.  Story of his life.
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LIP typed away.  There was a directory of sorts.  It was all in Mandarin.  The spoken Chinese language had about two dozen different dialects, and hundreds of sub-dialects, but of those there were only a handful of main ones.  Shanghainese, or “simplified Chinese”, was a dialect of Wu Chinese.  It was very different than Standard Mandarin, which was what was on the screen.  Mandarin was as close to a lingua franca for China, as any of the dialects.  It was considered the official spoken and written language of the People’s Republic of China, and was similar to Pekingese, which was a dialect principally found in the capital city, Beijing.

Luckily for Lip, he knew Pekingese and he knew Standard Mandarin.  Clicking to various screens, he got his bearings.  There appeared to be <chits> in the queue, and there was a section designating finished projects that were ready for review.  Lip pulled up one of the finished projects.  The two screens at his workstation appeared to be mirror images of the same project, except on the left the text was in English, and on the right it was in Mandarin.  The English version was an internal memoranda from The Department of Defense.  That would be the ‘US’ Department of Defense.  There was the seal with the eagle.  The memo was signed by General Martin E. Dempsey, who was acting Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff.

Lip skimmed the contents of the memo.  It was addressed to the SecDef and the contents were stamped ‘Confidential’.  One quick look told Lip this was not a public announcement, but was privileged internal correspondence between the Joint Chiefs of Staff and the Secretary of Defense.  On the right screen was a Mandarin translation of the memo.

Holy moly.

Lip closed the project and pulled up another.  He navigated to other screens, barely paying attention to the contents.  One glance of each was enough to get the general idea.  It was unbelievable what he was seeing.  The contents were all over the board, but it was obvious what this stuff was.

The projects were categorized and labeled.  Aeronautics, automotive… chemical engineering… electronics… industrial manufacturing…  Lip saw at least two hundred US companies on one of the lists, and that was just in one folder.  Lip flipped to other screens.  He opened a few projects, skimmed them, and closed them out.  A chill went up his spine.

There was one series of folders that were subcategorized under <combat battle>: <land>, <sea>, <air>, and <virtual>.  Some of the names in those files popped off the screen like they were in red neon.  Aegis Defense Services, Ball Aerospace & Technologies Corp., Carlyle Group, DynCorp, General Atomics, Intelsat, Northrup Grumman, Pinnacle Armor…  

It was a seemingly endless list of companies.  These were all US Defense contractors.  Lip opened other screens, clicking open specific projects.  It was a treasure-trove of intellectual property.  All the latest technology from these companies was available at his fingertips.  Lip opened a Lockhead Martin file and industrial specs for LM’s fifth generation stealth fighter, the F-22 Raptor, displayed on his screen.  The specs were all translated into Mandarin on the right.

You’ve got to be kidding me?  

At that moment, the alarm started to wail.






  







 

 

 

 

139

 

 

MARKS took in a breath.  He’d been watching Lip do his stuff.  He didn’t need to be fluent in Mandarin to understand what this was all about.

Back home, the news on TV covered it from time to time.  Seemed every month some company was issuing an announcement they’d had a security breach and hackers had stolen intellectual property.  Lip, of course, read about such breaches every day.  Man liked to be up on things.  He’d once told Marks that the country was being robbed by script kiddies sneaking through the back door, and that one of these days we were going to wake up and find ourselves flat broke, buck naked, our jobs gone, our livelihoods stolen, and wonder what the hell happened.

Intellectual property, hard-earned knowledge, was the true wealth of the good ole USA.  Marks put together the dots he’d seen in the last five minutes.  Valspar Corporation for one; a company based out of Minneapolis.  Those paint formulations Marks had seen had obviously been cribbed.  Industrial specs, which no doubt was the result of thousands of hours of labor by America’s best and brightest.  Engineering minds coming up with the perfect latex that would bond to substrates, withstand the elements, and basically beat the global competition by being a better paint.

That was soon to be ‘Made in China’ for one fifth the cost.  Ditto for the other things he’d just seen.  But that was nothing compared to the US military IP, he’d glimpsed.  Now that was a whole new ballgame.

As he’d watched Lip click from screen to screen one thought had jumped to the forefront in his head.  Forget just taking out the Black Widow.  They needed to vaporize this place.  Erase it from the map.

His thought earlier about using Tomahawks was so on point.  In fact, the way the alarm was wailing it almost sounded like that was about to happen.  They didn’t kid around with their alarms—it was like klaxons going off, warning of impending doom, as if there really were tomahawks raining from the sky.  Guess they didn’t want folks around here ignoring it.  Well, small chance of that happening.  The place around them exploded with activity.

The employees, who till now were working diligently, to a man stood up from their desks.  Marks quickly decided he should do the same.  He stood up and scanned the place.  The desk jockeys—or perhaps he should call them ‘cheater, cheater, pumpkin eaters’—began to funnel out from the workstation areas.  They seemed to be heading two different directions.  One section was heading one way, and the other section, the one furthest from Marks and Lip, was heading another direction.  Must be the evacuation protocol.

Lip was still clicking from screen to screen.

“Nix it,” Marks whispered.

Lip ignored him and continued to type away.  Partner was going to draw attention to himself.  No one else was still sitting.  People were beginning to file out of this joint, and fast.

“Lip,” Marks whispered.

“One sec,” Lip whispered back.

What the hell was he doing?  Marks watched the employees stream past.  

The alarm that was going off was courtesy of Lip and Johnny Two-cakes doing their stuff.  When Lip had tinkered with those control cabinets back in the utility part of the complex, he’d cut several relay lines.  Those relays were needed to send signals to the FM-200 fire suppression system.  Johnny Two-cakes had disabled some of the peripherals, and Lip’s little hands-on work had done the rest.  What should be happening now with the alarm going off, was a stepped-down shutdown sequence, which would systematically protect the equipment inside this facility.  That was still going to happen, but there was going to be a slight delay.  That slight delay was needed so that Marks and Lip could download the Stuxnet virus.

Course they needed to be somewhere else to do that, and where they were now was definitely not the place.  While Marks wasn’t exactly Mr. Swifty in the computer department, he knew enough.  These workstations didn’t have any connection ports, like a USB port.  Without a port, they couldn’t download Jack.  Or Jill, for that matter.

“Buddy, we gotta move,” Marks whispered.

Lip stood up.  “Follow me,” he whispered.

Fine by him.  The Yellow Brick Road was gone.  Lip moved down the aisle and went left.  Against traffic.  Now that was just asking for it.  They’d pushed their luck, so far.  What the hell, Lip?  Not that Marks could voice an objection.  Dumb and mute, he followed suit, doing everything except saying, “excuse me, excuse me”.  Instead, Marks had to resort to grunts.  He was feeling more like a caveman, every bleepin’ second.

Lip kept at it, moving against the flow.  Marks saw several curious expressions on the faces of employees streaming past, but not one of them stopped them, or voiced objections.  You cheater, cheater, pumpkin eaters.

A part of him wanted to smash in each of their cheerless faces.  But paired with that thought was bitter acknowledgment of the reality of this operation.  These jokers were just patsies, bunch of mindless automatons doing what they were told.

No, to put a round in this, Marks needed to go to the top.  Johnny Two-cakes had called it.  This whole operation was a Party deal.  The Central Politburo of the CPC had put their stinky mitts on this.  They had one of their own guys leading this operation.  The man of the hour.  ‘Prime’.  Aka the ‘man in the white mask’.  

Whatever Mr. ‘Soon to be put out of commission’ was called, it didn’t matter.  He was in charge here, and the buck stopped with him.  Him and his cronies on the Politburo Standing Committee needed to be brought to account.

And it started with this place.

If it was Marks’s call, it would be fifty fifty right now.  Flip a coin.  Heads this place became rubble now, or tails, everyone got a five-minute head start before he sent the Tomahawks. 

The last couple of employees filed past.  Lip and he had come to a break where the traffic was petering out.  Most of the employees in this section had already funneled past them.  Lip hustled, double-timing his walk, as Marks kept pace.

Lip and he caught up to the last stragglers ahead of them.  Those employees were going a different direction.  The way they were going led into a different part of the complex.  Off to the left, Marks saw the area they’d come in with the flat screens on the wall and blinking equipment.

The alarm was still wailing and the computers around them were still on.  Not one of them had winked out, yet.  That would soon change, and once these babies went offline, it would be too late.  Lip needed to find the Black Widow, and find it pronto.  Let’s hope you know where you’re going, buddy.

Lip darted down another aisle, reached a door, and opened it.  Marks followed.  They entered a corridor that dead-ended with another door.  A biometric scanner was by the door handle.

That sucked.  Johnny Two-cakes, hope you’re paying attention.

Lip tested the handle.  The door clicked open.  Lip looked at Marks with a smirk.

“Security around here leaves something to be desired,” Lip said.

They went through the door.
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MARKS expected they’d see someone.  And he was ready to give them a quick nighty night, if it came down to that.  Wouldn’t think everyone would jet this joint when the alarm went off?  Least you’d think that would be the case.  But judging by the rooms Lip and he quickly walked through, everyone was long gone.

Security around here was shitass sorry.  These jokers raid every US company, bypass sophisticated security systems to steal the goodies, but when it comes to securing their own store they leave the vault wide open, just begging someone to walk in and take the dough.

Well, Marks and Lip were all too happy to oblige them.  It was payback time.  

“That it?” Marks it.

“Beautiful, isn’t it?” Lip said.

Not exactly what sprang to mind.  The Black Widow.  All the fuss was about this?

Marks wasn’t impressed.  Thing looked like three large refrigerators standing back to back, corner to corner.  Whole thing was done in matte black.  A few blinking lights on it, but other than that, it wasn’t all that.  Hard to believe it could do what Lip had told him it could do.  Somehow this hunk of junk was putting the entire free world in jeopardy.  Marks had half a mind to find something and just start swinging.  Do it caveman style.  Club, bat, anything would do.

“You see a port anywhere?” Marks said.

Lip shook his head.

Marks took in the rest of the room.  It looked thrown together—not permanent at all.  More like some temporary set-up you’d find in a mobile operation.  Bunch of huge cables were tracking across the floor, stuck in place with colored duct tape.  Least they could do was properly cover those things up.  Place looked completely disorganized.  There were mismatched pieces of equipment over by the walls.  One of the ceiling tiles overhead was out of place.  Marks caught a glimpse of hundreds of cables up in the plenum area.

“Well, what do you want to do?” Marks said.

“We need to find a hub, somewhere I can plug in,” Lip said.

“What about those?” Marks said, nodding towards the mismatched equipment along the walls.

“That won’t work,” Lip said.  “Those are dehumidifiers and space coolers.”

“You’re kidding?” Marks said.  But a second look confirmed that Lip was right.  These guys had a two hundred million dollar piece of equipment and they were managing the environment with a bunch of plug-ins.  Unfreakinbelievable.

Lip walked over and checked them out.  “Should I unplug them?” Lip said.

“Would that work?” Marks said.

“No, not unless they didn’t notice for a week.  And it’s not exactly what Johnny Two-cakes had in mind.”

“About that?” Marks said.  “The plan we had.”

Lip smirked.  “You thinking what I’m thinking?”

“What we saw in there changes things,” Marks said.

“I agree,” Lip said.  “Let’s check the next room.  I have a feeling we’ll find everything we need.”
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CHINA Telecom’s data center, just a short distance from where Lip and Marks were now, was a “lights-out” facility.  It was remotely operated.  No direct access was allowed.  Temperature and humidity was strictly regulated and kept within certain narrow parameters.  Any deviation, such as a one-degree temperature shift or a shift in the humidity level, would sound a passive alarm.  Shifts of more than an incremental point sounded an audible alarm.

Temperature and humidity, if not controlled, were equipment killers.  Too much humidity in the data center and water could condense on the delicate components inside the servers.  Too little humidity and things like static electricity entered the picture.  Damned if you do, damned if you don’t.  There was little room for error.  That went double for temperature.  There was a band of temperature where everything was fine.  Outside that band and everything went bad in a hurry.

Owing to the precision necessary, operator error was taken out of the equation.  Almost everything within the data center was automated.  The ‘thermal guidelines’ were all inputted beforehand and the environmental systems were essentially on autopilot.

When this complex was initially designed it was intended to be scalable.  An entire wing that was five levels, totaling over 150,000 square meters, was originally reserved for expansion.  To put that in context that was the equivalent of over one and a half million square feet, or put in more layman terms still, like thirty extra football fields waiting on the sidelines, ready to be put in play.

It was a significant amount of expansion space.  The architects of the data center had foresight, but even they could not have anticipated the exponential growth that would be needed.  In two short years all of that space was absorbed by the ever-expanding sea of servers.  In another year the complex was bursting at the seams; all available server space had been utilized, optimized, and then put in a permanent stasis of overextension.  The environmental systems were managing, but it was always a challenge.  Incredible heat was emitted by the servers, and that heat needed to be managed.

While Lip did not know all of the background regarding the data center, its origins, how it got to where it was today, or why the Black Widow had such a ridiculous set-up using plug-ins to help manage the environment, he was informed enough.  Data centers were one of his specialties.  He understood them, knew their needs, and knew exactly what levers to pull.

Power ran the beast.  Power to drive the servers, and cool the facility.  And that power was strictly regulated.  Any tampering with the equilibrium of power in, heat out, could have dire consequences.  Then, of course, there was the humidity thing.  That had a lever too.  Lots of levers.  Levers that should never be pulled.  Because when they did get pulled—“oops”—bad things happened.

 

MARKS watched Lip tap the last button.  They were in some sort of control room.  The space felt cramped.  Equipment seemed to be crammed everywhere in the room.   

“I was hoping for something with a little more bang,” Marks said.

“Oh don’t worry,” Lip said, getting up from his chair.  “You ready to get out of here?”

“Guess.  Any ideas?”

“No.  You?”

“Guess we’ll walk out.”

“Think that’ll work?” Lip said.

“Hell no, but you can talk us out of the jam.  Do your usual magic.”

Lip smirked.  “Like with the guard?”

“Whatever works,” Marks said.  “By the way, what did you say to that guy?”

“You really want to know?” Lip said.

“Sure.”

“Well the first time he asked where you were from that you came so big.  And I responded,” Lip said.

“And said?”

“Well, it doesn’t translate well, but let’s just say I said you were big everywhere, but where it counts.” 

“And what did he say to me?” Marks said.

“Is that true?” Lip said.

“And I said ‘dui’ to him,” Marks said.  “Which means ‘yes’.”

“Yep,” Lip said.  “That about sums it up.  Alright Tiny, let’s get out of here.”
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UNEASINESS gripped the man in the white mask as his chauffeur-driven Mercedes went through the gates.  Power had been restored throughout the city, but during the thirty minute drive from his manor estate to China Telecom he had seen sights that did not sit well with him.  People were in the streets.  There was disorder and confusion seemingly everywhere.  He’d been relieved to see that the bright lights of China Telecom were blazing as usual as he’d approached the massive complex.  

But his relief was short-lived.  As his Mercedes drove past the guard house, he saw that all was not as it should be.  Employees, hundreds, perhaps thousands, were clustered and milling about in the yard.  China Telecom was an enormous complex and its grounds could accommodate quite a number of folks.

He watched the sight through his dark-tinted windows.  The employees were moving.  It took him a moment to realize they were moving back into the complex.  Their faces, those which were near, were dutiful and resigned.  As they should be.  Still, for a moment there as he’d approached he’d sensed an undercurrent within the crowd—something less docile, something almost unruly.  Not a comforting thought.  So much hinged on this complex operating smoothly.  Such elaborate plans were at stake.  He did not like the fact that everything depended on these employees doing their jobs without question.

Human operators, as he knew from experience, could be unreliable.  He would have preferred everything being automated.  Like the Black Widow.  It was told what to do and did it without question.  And six weeks from now with the US presidential election it would change the world.  Trigger panics in the global markets like the world had never seen.  The free markets would crumble, and in the ashes would emerge a new world power.  Power that would be his.  The glorious architect of it all.

His driver parked the Mercedes at his usual reserved spot.  The man in the white mask composed himself and stepped out.  He was greeted almost immediately by Hu, Head of Operations.  Hu was a compact, stern-faced man; a Party man, religiously committed to the cause.

“What is going on?” the man in the white mask said.

Hu bowed reservedly.  “There was a false alarm.  Everything is fine now.  The workers are going back to their stations.”

 “Alarm?  What kind of alarm?”

“It had to do with our fire suppression system.  There was a glitch, a malfunction, I’m told.  Nothing serious, but we—”

Hu did not finish.  A noise suddenly split the air.  It was the intercom system issuing an announcement for individuals to leave the building.  Hu’s face imperceptibly flushed.  He bowed.  “Excuse me, I will go see, and attend to immediately.”  He quickly walked away.

The man in the white mask stood there, next to his car.  The employees that had been filing back into the complex had stalled.  They stood in wavering lines, as if uncertain what to do.  The man in the white mask watched.

At that moment there was a cry within the crowd.  The cry was picked up by others.  Suddenly the docile crowd was not so docile.  It began to bulge, and the lines of employees broke.  They were moving again, but this time away from the complex in what soon became a disorderly rout.  Behind them came a low rumbling sound, which began to build in size.  In disbelief, the man in the white mask watched as part of the facility burst into flames.

 

TWO hours later, the man in the white mask was still watching, only this time from a more removed spot.  Before him the gigantic complex that was once China Telecom, was now a raging inferno.  Firefighters manning water cannons were attempting to douse the thirty-foot-tall flames.

Hu shared the news.  “We have accounted for everyone.  It appears only a few people were hurt.  No fatalities.”

“Do you think I care about that,” the man in the white mask said.  “When I am finished with you—”

He didn’t finish, as he was distracted by the fact his driver was standing behind him.

“What is it?” the man in the white mask said.

His driver was holding a phone.  “You have a call, sir.”

The man in the white mask looked at the phone.  He knew without having to ask who was on the other line.  It would not be the first call.  No, there would be seven more where that one had come from.  His fellow members on the Politburo Standing Committee all wanting answers.  They loved him when he made them filthy rich, when he enriched the coffers of the State, but now things would be different.  Things would change.

“Sir?” his driver said.

The man in the white mask ignored his driver and looked back at the flames.  He saw one color, and one color only.

Red.
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IT had taken a while.  Leaving wasn’t as simple as just walking out.  The fire and initial explosion, however, had created the sort of diversion they needed.  Security was overwhelmed by the terrified employees and weren’t exactly in a position to maintain building access and egress procedures.  When the employees began to pour through the front gates, it was easy for Marks and Lip to ride the wave.  

Some time later, they joined their crew at the rendezvous spot, ten blocks from China Telecom.  Around them a new day was dawning.  In the smog, for a moment there, Marks actually thought he saw the rising sun.

“What took you so long?” Mei said.

“Ah, thought we’d take in the sights,” Marks said.

“Yeah,” Lip said.  “How often do we get here?  It’s no fun when you rush it.”

 

LIP pulled the short straw.  It was his job to debrief Johnny Two-cakes.  

As he walked away, Marks looked at Mei.

“About that later thing?” 

Mei batted her eyelashes.  “What later thing?”

“You already forget?”

“Maybe.”

“Let me try to remind you then,” Marks said.

He leaned down and kissed her.

“Hmm… I’m still not remembering,” Mei said.

“Me either.  Let’s try it again.”

 

CELEBRATIONS that night were definitely in order, particularly since Johnny Two-cakes finally forgave them.  Lip spun it well.  It was Marks’s fault.  Man pushed the wrong button.  Nothing like passing the buck.  Marks had to explain what they discovered.  Johnny Two-cakes quickly saw the big picture.  Taking out the Black Widow would have only accomplished one piece of the solution.  Leaving all that stolen intellectual property, and allowing the CPC to exploit and use it was simply not an option.

Johnny Two-cakes grudgingly admitted they’d actually made a good call.  “Say that again,” Lip said.  He held out his Blackberry to record it.  “I want a new ringtone.”

Johnny Two-cakes sighed.

“That’ll do,” Lip said.  He played it over and over.  Didn’t take much to amuse him.

Afterwards… 

Well, there was a saying.  Practice makes perfect.  And Mei and he, in a new hotel room, were both committed to the program.  With kissing and other things.

“I think we’re pretty good at this,” Mei said, snuggling under the silk sheets. 

“I don’t know, maybe we should practice more.”

“Again?” Mei said.

“You too tired?”

Mei climbed on him.  She was even more ridiculously delicious without her clothes.

“Every revolution needs some fireworks,” Marks said.

Mei giggled.

“Do that again,” Marks said.

“What?” Mei said with the sexiest voice imaginable. “You mean this?”  She moved in the most indescribable way.

“Yes that,” Marks said.

“You like that?”

“Yes.”

“Me too.”

No more giggling.  Not till after the fireworks.  And there were fireworks, which seemed almost never-ending.

 

“I’M going to miss you,” Mei said.

“You be safe,” Marks said.  “I’ll try and get back soon.”

“You better—I can’t keep turning down marriage proposals.”

Marks picked her up and they embraced.  Baby could hug.  “I’ll be thinking of you, Marks,” Mei whispered in his ear.

 

THAT voice stayed with him.  And he wouldn’t have had it otherwise.  Not long afterwards, Lip and he were rolling.  New identities this time.  Mapother and D’Abruzzo had served their use.  One of Mei’s connections set them up with Australian passports.  A little Web magic avoided any scene at Pudong Airport.  Add in another expensive pair of tickets—this time comped by Johnny Two-cakes.  Least the man could do was spot them a return ride for their troubles.  And snap.  They were on the plane.  Heading for home.  Lip and Marks were flying shotgun in business class.  Johnny Two-cakes was up front in first class.  Only tickets I could get, he said.  Yeah, right.  Man had gotten soft.  But Marks wasn’t complaining.  He was still hearing Mei’s whisper.  Made for nice sheet music.

“Real sneaky you and Mei leaving me last night,” Lip said.

“Hmm… what are you talking about?” Marks said.  “You had company.”

“Mei’s friend was great,” Lip said.

“And?”

“Wasn’t quite my type,” Lip said.

“Beautiful, smart, and digs über-hackers?  Not your type?”

“Must still be sick,” Lip said.  He checked the restraint for his seat and looked at the laminated card that showed where the emergency exits were located.

“You’re not going to look at this?” Lip said, tapping the card.

Marks smirked.  “If this baby goes down I won’t need to know where the exits are.”

“Why not?”

“Because I’ll be dead.”

“You’re not helping me here.”

 

NINETEEN hours later, they landed.  No time to waste.  They had loose ends to tidy up.

Rudy.
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RUDNITSKY received the email from TConnery35487@yahoo.com

There was a PDF attached.  He opened it and an audio file of a familiar voice gave the instructions.

This is what I want.

A video played.  It was some of Monster’s work.  Rudnitsky remembered the woman.  Fat and doughy—the wife of some mark that had refused to cooperate and was now facing the consequences.   She was strapped to the table.  Duct tape was across her mouth.  The fear was radiating off her, like waves.  Naked, her pendulous breasts and rolls of fat looked like white slabs of blubbery meat.

He’d liked watching this one at the time.  All that meat made for good entertainment.  The six-inch diameter steel pipe was already flush against her belly; its end mushing those gobs of meat out, like lips puckering for a kiss.  The pipe was locked into place with the brackets.  The camera panned to the floor, taking in the rat in the cage.  The cage was raised and put against the open end of the pipe.

The gate of the cage was lifted and the rat scurried into the pipe.  The end of the pipe was closed with heavy wire mesh, trapping the rat inside.  Another bracket was locked to secure everything and the contraption was ready.

The woman’s eyes were wide.  The duct tape was ripped off her mouth.  She babbled something incoherent… crying and begging.

The heat element under the pipe was turned on.  The rat immediately began to feel the heat and tried to scurry away.  It first tried to gnaw through the wire mesh, but quickly gave up trying to use that route to escape.  Frantic now, it then went to work on the woman’s belly, clawing and biting and digging.

The woman screamed… kept screaming…

Blood oozed, then gushed, going down those fat white blubbery thighs till it pooled on the concrete floor.

The video ended and the voice continued.

Their flight arrived and they are en route.  Consider this confirmation.  They will be at this address within the hour.

An address flashed on the screen and Rudnitsky wrote it down.

Bring your entire crew, or at least what is left of it.  In addition to Lipkin and Markston, there will be two women and a man named Claiborne for you to dispose of.  There will not be any security systems for you to deal with—those will be taken care of at the proper time.  Although you will have the element of surprise, proceed with caution.  Do not fail this time, as you will not be given another opportunity.

The message ended.

His laptop screen went dark.  Rudnitsky grated at the tone of the message, but he let it go.  The contents of the message gave him what he needed.  He made some phone calls.
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THE men approached the farm from the woods.  They had parked a good distance from the site.  They were all heavily armed.  Twelve men and Rudnitsky made thirteen.

Rudnitsky would have preferred having more men, but this is what his crew amounted to now.  He’d lost twenty.  These men were good, but he didn’t have Monster, or some of his best men.  Those men were dead.

No matter, though.  These twelve would be enough.  They were all killers.  And they were hungry to enact vengeance upon those who’d killed their brethren.

The plan was to secure the marks first.  Once that was done, the rats and necessary devices would be retrieved from the vehicles, and then they would go to work.  Lipkin and Markston would be left for last.

They would suffer the most.

Rudnitsky would do the honors himself.

They moved across the field.  The darkness cloaked them.  No moon was visible.

Ahead was the lit farmhouse.  Three vehicles were parked in front.  Two pick-up trucks and an old Jeep.

Rudnitsky saw movement inside the house.  It was a woman.  Just her silhouette behind the gauzy curtains.  She looked big.

It was a good thing they’d brought plenty of rats.

Lots of meat tonight.  It was going to be a regular feast.  Rudnitsky let slip a predatory smile.
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MARKS smoothly glassed the scene with his night vision binos.

“Baker’s dozen,” Marks said.

He put the binos down.  He was already in prone position.  He picked up his weapon and soon was holding center mass on the leader.  His night scope made the night look like day.  He was using special armor-piercing supersonic rounds.  No need for head shots.  Not with these babies.

“You take back five, I’ll pick up the rest,” Marks said.

Several paces away was Lip.  He had Alice, his favorite sniper rifle.  Man was belly down, legs spread in his own unique shooting stance.  It was an unorthodox prone position, but it worked for him.

They were situated on high ground.  Nothing in front of them to obscure the targets.

“Like shooting fish in a barrel,” Lip whispered.

They went to work.
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RUDNITSKY heard the first crack.  It was a strange sound, and it broke the stillness.  The cracks came in rapid succession.

Crack, crack… crack, crack… crack, crack…

Five men in front of him fell.  It happened in less than two seconds.  The men were moving across the field, and suddenly they dropped.  Each in quick succession.

Sniper!

The other seven stopped moving.

Crack, crack…

Two more went down.

Rudnitsky dropped to the ground.  He scurried on his belly, hearing more cracks.  His ears made the distinction—there were two snipers shooting!

He had been in the rear, and was still close to the tree line.  He crawled as fast as he could back towards it.  The grass was wet with dew.  At first he thought it was blood and fear gripped him, but he realized it wasn’t blood.  He hadn’t been hit.  He would have felt it.

No.  He was alive.  And he intended to stay alive.

He crawled over the ground, using his hands and knees, hearing more cracks.  Grimly, he realized they had walked into a trap.  His head wasn’t concentrating on that fact, however.  It was focused on staying alive.

He reached the tree line.  He didn’t get up at first; he waited till he was deep within its cover.  When he was, he rose and ran.

 

RUDNITSKY reached the closest vehicle; the one with the rats.  Again, he was cheating death.  He heard the remaining cracks as he got in the car.  The last of his men, no doubt, falling on the field.

The key was already in the ignition.  He went to turn it and suddenly something rapped on his window.  Rudnitsky turned and looked.

A man whose face was painted black was pointing a pistol at him.
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“HELLO Rudy,” Marks said.  “I see you got our email.”

The man had a face that would scare children.  His left ear was just a mass of marbled scar tissue.

“And I see you also brought the rats,” Marks said.  “You can leave ‘em.  We won’t be needing them.”
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RUDNITSKY licked the blood from his lip.  “Big man, I see.  There’s nothing you can do to me that hasn’t already been done.”

The man with the black face paint nodded.  “Maybe.”

Rudnitsky appraised his surroundings.  He was in some barn; a newer one.  They’d tied him up.  Smacked him around a little.

They wanted his laptop.

Why?  Didn’t matter.  But if they wanted it, they weren’t getting it.  Rudnitsky was not weak.  He’d never broken and many better men had tried.

The chunky one, who he recognized from the photo as being Lipkin, brought out a syringe.  Rudnitsky winced as the long needle was jammed into his neck.  He felt the warm surge of something going into his bloodstream.

“Truth serum?” Rudnitsky sneered.  “Is that the best you can do?”

Lipkin and Markston just watched him.

Rudnitsky felt a tingling.  It began first in his chest and then traveled throughout his body.  He could feel it reach his outer extremities, fingers, toes...

It wasn’t painful.  If anything it was soothing… and warm.

Rudnitsky smiled.  His mind was lucid.  This was nothing.

He’d had truth serum before and beaten it.  He’d beat this.  He was going to die he knew, but they wouldn’t have the pleasure of seeing him break.  Or making him talk.

The men stayed looking at him.  The big man, Markston, checked his watch and nodded to Lipkin.  The two approached and cut the binds from his feet and wrists.  They then proceeded to take his clothes off.  Rudnitsky tried to move, but realized he couldn’t.  Whatever they had given him had done something to him?  He was paralyzed.

The men finished taking his clothes off.  One of them took hold of his feet and the other took hold of him under the arms.  They picked him up and lugged him towards some type of pen.  He saw a gate, a fence.

What were they doing?

Rudnitsky could see.  He could hear.  His mind was fine.  But he couldn’t move.

The men opened the gate, and walked him inside the pen, and closed the gate.  They lugged him some more, then dropped him.  Rudnitsky heard the sound of himself hitting the mud.

The side of his face was flush against the mud; not that he could feel anything, but the view he had told him so.  He heard a sound coming from behind him.  It was a snorting, snuffling sound.

What was that?

Then hooves came into view.  Hooves of pigs.  They began to cluster around him.  
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Silver Spring, MD

Five weeks later / Election night

 

MARKS cracked another Pabst.  It was their beer of choice for this event.  Red and blue label.  Fitting colors.

They did this every four years.  It was tradition.  This would make their fourth time running.  Not a bad stretch of time.  They were tied up, and this was the game breaker.  Lip had the tally on the coffee table.  He’d scrawled it on a piece of paper.

Lip 2.  Marks 2.

The results of the last four elections.

Lip won the first with the ’96 presidential election.  Marks tied it up in 2000 with Bush, and took the lead in ‘04.  And then Lip had scrambled in ’08 with Obama.  Got lucky.

2 to 2.

Tonight there’d be a definitive winner.  Bragging rights for four years.  It was also the way they figured who’d pick up the tab for the next twelve-pack of Pabst, which would be bought four years from now.

“You feeling lucky?” Marks said.

“Always.”  Lip took a drag on his Pabst.

They were in Marks’s crib.  Marks had home court advantage.  42 inch screen.  Plasma.  Nice picture.

Plasma sucks, Lip said.  Burns in.  You need to upgrade.

TV worked fine.  No way was Marks spending a grand just to get the same thing he had right now.  They watched the results come in.  Red states, blue states populating the screen.

“I forgot to tell you, Johnny Two-cakes and Marion invited us for dinner again at their new place,” Lip said, taking another pull.

Marks looked up.  “Really?  When?”

“Tomorrow night.”

“What did you tell ‘em?”

“Said we’d be there as long as he cooked something other than tuna steaks.”

Marks took a pull.  “Good.  I’m getting tired of those.  By the way, what’s up with Brit?  Said she called you?”

“Yeah.”

“What about?”

“She’s getting a divorce.”

“No shit?”

“Yeah.  Kind of weird.  Don’t know what to make of it.”

“Did you tell her about the kids—the college funds you set up?”

Do right Lip.  Man had set up college funds for the kids they saved.  Used Rudy’s funds.  Had managed to hack into every one of the man’s accounts.  Took every dime.

“Nah,” Lip said.  “Oh look at that… I took Massachusetts.”

“Weenie state.”

The newscaster on the screen paused and adjusted their mike.  More breaking news.  Stuff was actually starting to get old.  All of it coming from China.

The newscaster didn’t miss the opportunity to make a salient point, tying these proceedings with something happening half a world away.

Democracy in motion… 1.4 billion… freedom…

“And the Nobel Peace Prize goes to Leonard Markston!” Lip said.

Marks smirked and got up.  “Another beer?”

“Hold on,” Lip said.

“What?”

“Listen.”

One interesting development, the newscaster said.  Sources tell us that a young woman is leading the movement.  She’s anonymous and goes by the name Ivona Tinkle.  It’s her call sign… excuse me… her Internet handle.  Seems she’s quite the Internet sensation.  There’s another moniker being bandied about to label her: Ms. Freedom.
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