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John Fulghum, PI, walked through the pine woods in the early morning smoking a cigarette with Randy Mortensen, a fellow war hero and friend from their Special Forces days in Afghanistan. Randy’s family had owned this farm for six generations, and the former soldiers had just visited the Mortensen family graveyard set among old, live oaks in the middle of a three-acre meadow surrounded by pine. The one freshly dug grave that focused their attention was the occasion for Mortensen’s having called Fulghum and paid for his flight to Durham. Randy told John that he had no idea who had dug the fresh grave or put the body in it. However, the badly mutilated remains that had been buried there were verified by the coroner as belonging to Randy’s younger cousin, Quentin Mortensen, and Randy wanted Jack to find out who had killed his cousin.

“Jack, all I need is a name. I will take care of business when I get the name. I’ll pay your normal hourly rate plus all your expenses.” The man had plenty of money, Fulghum remembered, in trust funds mostly from insurance money. This Quentin business was not about money, though. Randy had gotten the same far-off look in his eyes as when he had discovered the whereabouts of a terrorist cell whose IED had killed his company commander. He went alone at night and cleared out the camp of terrorists single-handedly, and he pinned an ace of spades on each of the bearded corpses with a separate knife through the heart. Fulghum knew this because he surveyed the terrorist camp the next day while on patrol, and he marveled at the bloodthirsty thoroughness of Randy’s unsanctioned slaughter. Fulghum was the only member of the SF team who knew that Randy had done the deed, and he never told anyone about it. 

“I hear you, buddy,” Fulghum said, “Tell me as much as you can about Quentin’s past. I can’t make promises, mind you, but I’ll do what I can, and then it’s goin’ to be up to you.”

“Jack, Quentin was a good boy and he would’ve made a fine soldier, but he became a lawman instead and took a job in Raleigh busting drug rings, mostly from what I hear. Occasionally he’d come here just to walk the farm with me and visit the graveyard just as we did today. He was worried lately about a woman named Lucy May Brown, a blonde belle with an attitude and legs all the way up to wherever. She needed help gettin’ out of a bad situation with a local drug lord named Bobbie Sanders.” Randy took a long drag, exhaled, looked at the tip of his cigarette and decided to chain light another. Jack did the same so they could both digest the story so far.

“Lucy May is a slut, but Quentin loved the girl. Hell, Jack, Quentin was on a scent like a blue-tick hound dog you couldn’t call off, no way. If I knew that Sanders had murdered Quentin, this would be easy and I wouldn’t have called. Trouble is, Sanders disappeared about the time of the unofficial funeral for my cousin, and with him, or separately, Lucy May disappeared too.” Randy reached in the pocket of his flannel shirt and pulled out the picture of a knock-out Marilyn Monroe look-alike. “That’s Lucy May—take the photo; I don’t need it. I don’t have a snap of that bastard Sanders, but I know his last address in Raleigh, which is on the back of Lucy May’s picture in Quentin’s writin’.”

John Fulghum wasted no time driving to Raleigh to check out Sanders’ address, an apartment that was now for rent. According to the landlord, the last tenant had left town without notice and without paying what he owed. “His girlfriend must have left with him,” the wizened man said. With a wicked smile and a wink, he added, “A real looker,” and his hand made an appreciative hourglass shape. Fulghum showed him her picture, and the man said, “That’s her, and her legs ...” 

“Yeah, they went all the way up, I heard. Did they have any visitors to speak of?”

“People were always coming and going. I got complaints from the other tenants all the time. Sometimes they partied and once someone fired a gun and the police came, but everyone had scrammed before they got here. Came time for my monthly look-see, they tidied everything up, but I could still smell the mary-jane. They smoked it all the time. Some say they sold it and other things, but none I ever saw. They had two rough, hard-eyed out-of-area customers just before they split. I can’t blame them for skedaddling. ”

Fulghum made a visit to the police station. Introducing himself as a friend of Randy Mortensen of Durham, and  that  he was investigating the death of Officer Quentin Mortensen, to the duty officer, and asked to see, not someone from Homicide, but the chief detective for Narcotics. 

Clem Atkins ambled out of his cluttered lair, shook Fulghum’s hand and asked whether he had been SF like Mortensen. When he said he might have been, Atkins said he had been Marine Recon, waved the detective into his office, offered him a cup of coffee and asked what Fulghum wanted to know. He offered Fulghum a cigarette, so the two lighted up and thought for a few moments before Fulghum told Atkins, he was looking for two people who had probably been dealing drugs. Fulghum gave their names and showed Lucy May’s photo.

Atkins whistled as he eyed the photo and squinted slightly, “Anyone would have a hard time forgetting that one.”

“Yea, with legs that go all the way up.”

“You got it. Yes, I know the man and the woman. Mortensen had them under surveillance. They were dealing weed, crack, amphetamines, but no blow—connected right up to a New York mob. Last I heard, the mob had a contract out on the man, and now they are both gone and my officer is dead.”

“He is more than dead. His body was badly mutilated with no fingers, feet, hands, face, in fact, unrecognizable, and buried in the family graveyard by someone who knew how to use a shovel. So do you have any leads?”

“I’ve got nothing and neither does Homicide. Since it would be hard to find the mobsters who visited town—they were connected to the Bonano crime family, by the way, I would be looking for the girl. One other thing—has anyone done DNA testing to see if that corpse is, indeed, Quentin Mortensen? Anyway, if you find something interesting, I hope y’all share with this old fellow warrior. I’ll reciprocate, cross my heart. Cop killers cases remain open forever or till they’re solved. Some day we will get the folks who killed him. Bet on that. Quentin was one of the best I ever had. Give my condolences to his cousin when you see him again.”

Fulghum called Mortensen to give him a run-down on his progress, which was not much. He asked about the DNA testing, and Mortensen said the results came back definitive—the body was Quentin’s with no doubt whatsoever. Even though the body was placed in the grave reserved for Quentin and was presumed to be his body, Mortensen was no fool, and he had ordered the tests. Incidentally, Fulghum asked where Quentin liked to hang out when he was not working in Raleigh or walking the family farm, perhaps where he would have taken a special friend. 

Mortensen caught the drift of their conversation, and he gave Fulghum an idea, “He liked to go to the seashore, to Nags Head particularly. He often stayed at the Whalebone Motel right down on the beach side of the highway. It is off season now so the place is likely to be deserted.” 

It took Fulghum a few hours to find the Whalebone Motel and a few seconds talking with the owner to confirm that he had seen Lucy May on many occasions, with two different male companions. In fact, the woman was a guest now, and if she was not in her room with her current friend, she was likely out walking on the shore. 

Fulghum checked out the room, and not finding the couple inside, he returned to the office and made a call to Atkins asking for his presence ASAP at the Whalebone Motel. Fulghum then walked down over the dunes and scanned the beach. Far up the north beach he thought he saw a silhouette of two people walking in the mirage. He took out his .38 police special, checked its load, set its safety and tucked it under his belt. Then he set out down the dry line towards the couple.

It took ten minutes to get close enough to the couple to recognize the woman in the picture. She bettered the artificial image because she did not have a pasted smile and makeup—and bombshell was a mild word to use for her beauty in cut off shorts, even though she wore a T-shirt that read ‘Hot Crabs’. The man with her was good looking, but fierce and potentially hostile. Fulghum introduced himself to the couple as a PI with a few questions about Quentin Mortensen. 

“Before you try anything unwise, I warn you that I am armed and will shoot you dead if you pull a weapon on me. Is that clear?” Apparently it was as the couple relaxed somewhat. “I am not here to arrest you. I am here to find out what you know about Mortensen’s death.”

“Mr. Fulghum,” the belle said flashing her brilliant blue eyes, “Quentin was a lamb in a lion’s den.”

“Lucy May, you shouldn’t be saying anything to him. We don’t know who he is.” Bobbie, turning red, was clearly upset that she was taking charge of the situation. Her eyes told him to let her continue. 

“I knew him, but Bobbie didn’t. Bobbie and I didn’t kill him, but we know who did.”

“Lucy May, you’re going to get us into hot water. Shut the hell up,” Bobbie was waving his arms excitedly, but she ignored him now.

“Y’all know about the New York mob and drugs. Well, they wanted to shut down our two-bit operation and set up their own. Bobbie did not like that and told them so. They put out a contract on his life. We decided to shut down our operation and come here. That was Quentin’s idea. He liked this place because of privacy, and he had brought me here a couple of times—we had some good times together, he and I.”

Bobbie was scowling at her now, jealous of what she had done with Quentin.

“Stop looking at me like that, Bobbie. It was for us, and now he’s dead.”

Bobby was looking dejected. He looked like he might do something rash.

“Two goons came looking for us at our apartment, and Quentin was there to meet them. I guess they tore him apart to get information on where Bobbie and I had gone.”

“And that is all y’all know? Well, Lucy May, I don’t think so. I think those two New York goons could not have known about the graveyard where Quentin was supposed to be buried. They made a mess of Quentin, and they buried what was left of him there. Who showed them where his burial plot was? Did Quentin take you for long walks through his family farm and show you?”

Bobbie started edging towards Fulghum with his fists clenched.

“Bobbie, if you make the smallest move, I will kill you where you stand. Keep your hands where I can see them.”

“I went there with him as you say, but I did not tell the two murderers about Quentin’s secret place. I don’t know how they knew about that.”

“Let’s try this one more time, Lucy May, and this time let’s get all the facts right. We are talking about complicity, at minimum if I read things right. So, start again. Tell me what actually happened.”

She looked at Bobbie and shrugged. “Bobbie does not like my being with Quentin. He sees it as a threat to our drug operation, and besides he was jealous. He has no reason to be jealous, he just is that way.”

Bobbie was looking at Lucy May with a dead-eye stare as she continued the story. He looked angry and trapped.

“So, he wants to go wherever Quentin and I went. He wants to see the grave and he wants to see this here Whalebone Motel so I showed him. He beat me when I showed him the grave, and he forced me to have sex with him on that grave. He brought me to the motel, and he forced me to have sex with him in the bed where Quentin and I—” 

Bobbie tried to draw, but he was way too slow, and Fulghum’s .38 barked twice resulting in him crumpling face-first into the sand. Fulghum picked up Bobbie’s handgun and stuck it in his belt. 

“That’s Bobbie, always getting excited and doing the wrong thing at the wrong time,” this Venus-on-the-half-shell said with a shake of her golden locks. Her lips trembled and her eyes teared up. She was talking one cool game while her emotions were telling her that her partner and lover was likely dead.

“He’ll live—I only winged him in the leg and the shooting arm. Let him lie there in shock while you continue the story. I am keeping this gun out in case you try to surprise me too.” He waited, feeling the cool breeze and hearing the sounds of gulls as they rose and fell over the pounding surf.

“You are one cool detective, Mr. Fulghum. Well, Bobbie is a coward, and Quentin advised me to tell him to leave town before the mob boys arrived. He said Bobbie should go to the Whalebone and wait for me to follow. Quentin then moved into Bobbie’s place with me to wait for the mob to arrive. He planned to let them know that they should stay out of Raleigh or he would arrest everyone involved in their operation. When the two muscle-bound hit-men came callin’, they listened to everything Quentin said and then they took the two of us for a ride to Durham. They drove us to the Mortensen farm—I did not tell them how to get there or what it meant. They walked us out straight as an arrow to the grave at gunpoint with two shovels, and then they told me to scram before I got myself killed. I ran and did not look back. I hitched a couple of rides to get back to Raleigh, stayed at Bobbie’s place only long enough to get my things, and then I drove to the Whalebone where Bobbie was already. That’s all I know.”

“If you didn’t show them the way to the farm, then how did the mobsters know about Quentin’s grave? Think. We haven’t much time because the Raleigh police chief is on his way here right now with reinforcements so you had better get the story straight, sister, before we hear the sirens. Bobbie is waking up, and he must be hurting. He is also losing a lot of blood. While we talk, why not tear off Bobbie’s undershirt and make tourniquets for his arm and leg to stop the bleeding? That’s right. Now, where were we? Oh, yes, how the mob knew about the grave. Since Bobbie has come around, he might be able to fill in some gaps.” 

“I’m not sayin’ anythin’ and neither is she. So shut the hell up, Lucy May, ‘cause the mob will come and kill both of us like they killed that cop.”

“And then you won’t be able to take advantage of the sweet deal you two cut with the mob for giving up the narc who was putting a crimp in your operation. Since you two are playing dumb and mum, let me guess what really happened. You were getting heat from the mob, who did not feel they were getting a fair share from you. There never was a contract out on Bobbie. He cut a deal with the mob for a better share of the action, and he sweetened the deal by giving up Quentin Mortensen, who was a pain for anyone doing narcotics sales in Raleigh. I’ll buy that Quentin was dumb enough to answer Lucy May’s plea for help—because the fool was in love with a viper. So at some point Bobbie had walked through the plan with the mobsters and showed them where to bury Quentin’s body after they had killed him. He would get his jealous revenge and rid himself of a rival. The happily-ever-after ending was that with Quentin out of the picture, you two would return to Raleigh under the mob’s protection and make money together forever. Touching, really.” He cocked his head to the side as if he were looking for some sign of approbation if not actual applause, but it was a familiar distant music he heard instead.

“I think I hear the sirens and down the beach come the reinforcements. Enter the U.S. Marines. If you want to polish the story, you had better think fast.” When they arrived, the police took over the situation, bound the belle and carried the blackguard to their awaiting chariot. As the officers did their duty, Atkins offered the PI a smoke, and the two men surveyed the beauty of the beach scene that lay before them. The narcotics officer said that he would need a deposition from the PI, and he offered a recorder that would automatically transcribe the statement and provide a means of a digital signature. Chain smoking continuously while he did so, Fulghum dictated his statement in the room at the Whalebone. He signed the statement and forwarded one copy of it to his own email address. In all, his statement took forty minutes, and by the end the narcotics officer was nodding his head in appreciation of all the PI had uncovered.

“You know this is not the end of the matter,” Fulghum said.

“Well, it is the end as far as Raleigh’s jurisdiction is concerned. Now it is up to the Feds and the mob interdiction teams and such. My work is done, thanks to you.” The men shook hands with mutual respect, and Fulghum drove all the way to the Mortensen farm to relate the story to his friend. He made a stop along the way to pick up his old friend Jack Daniels to share with Mortensen, and he foresaw a long night of planning ahead.

****
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“WHEW, SO LUCY MAY, the slut, was double-dealing on Quentin and somehow was mixed up in his murder. That cowardly rat Bobbie was equally culpable. And now both are in the hands of the law. I’m not entirely satisfied that we’ve finished.” Mortensen took a long drag on his cigarette and got that faraway look in his eye.

“Well, we could probably find the two goons that did the dirty work of torture and murder and ace them. We could probably do something about the mob connection to Raleigh. We could probably try to do something about the Bonano family as a working organization. We definitively cannot go off half-cocked to kill two people in the custody of the local authorities even if they may walk free on the streets because of dirty mob money and expensive lawyers. The question is what do you need from me to do whatever you choose to do next?” Fulghum poured another three fingers of Jack Daniels for himself and the same for Mortensen. Then he looked right into his friend’s eyes implicitly asking for an answer.

Mortensen clinked his glass on Fulghum’s glass and they each sipped the heavenly amber JD liquid and took drags on their cigarettes. At one point, they pulled out and compared their wallet-sized certificates as Tennessee Squires. They then talked out every angle on the situation just like they did in Afghanistan when they planned their nighttime raids on tangos in hostile territory. Mortensen talked about how he might deal with the prisoners without being detected. Fulghum talked about how he might find all the names of the right mob figures and their Achilles-heel vulnerabilities that Mortensen could exploit. Mortensen thought that another three fingers might stand him in good stead so Fulghum poured. They drank to old times, to fallen warriors and, finally, to Quentin Mortensen whose mangled remains at least lay where they belonged, though much too early. 

“The police officer, my cousin Quentin, had fifty years of life taken from him by mindless murderers—for money and territory. In Helmand Province, he might have stood a chance. I must see this matter to the very end. If you want to help, I’d welcome it. Before I forget, let me write you a check to settle up to this point with a bonus for early delivery.”

“I can’t argue with that sentiment, and while you are writin’, I’ll be pourin’.”

At three o’clock in the morning, the two took a walk out through the pines to the graveyard. Fulghum had a check in his pocket for twenty-five thousand dollars. The two men had cigarettes in their hands whose tips glowed like fireflies in the pitch dark. They arrived at Quentin’s grave and stood silently contemplating the ironies of life and the ineluctable meaning of one particular wasted life. Fulghum stayed the night in one of the many bedrooms in the mansion of his friend’s estate. After an enormous breakfast of scrambled eggs with cheese, biscuits and gravy, and grits with butter, he flew home where he returned to the bustle of his daily routine. 

Things had piled up while he was away—or was it just that he noticed how piled up everything was because he had been away? Junk mail littered the floor where it had dropped through the mail slot in the door. His racing forms were still piled up everywhere. An ashtray with stale butts and ash needed emptying. Everything needed dusting, especially his medals display with his three Bronze Stars and his Purple Heart. He used an old handkerchief to dust the glass over his medals and retired to his armchair behind his desk. He took out the check that Mortensen had given him. Looking at it carefully, he endorsed it, and then flattened it out before putting it in his copy of James Ellroy’s, The Cold Six Thousand, which he put back on the shelf in its usual place. Lighting a cigarette, he pulled open the second desk drawer from the bottom, where his friend Jack Daniels lay and decided, quite consciously, not to raise his old friend for a grand reunion because he still had work to do. 

Fulghum closed the drawer carefully and pulled out his cell phone. He had a reservation to make at a hotel in New York, and a call to make to an old friend in the insurance business. As he recalled, his insurance salesman friend had once tried to write a policy on the life of one of the ‘made men’ who happened to be a lieutenant in the Bonano family. The agent had been summoned by his manager who told him to back off because known members of crime families were considered uninsurable. Fulghum reflected that the insurance rule was going to be proven to be well-founded very soon. The mortality tables for mob members have never been calculated. Everyone knows why.
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Ritual Slaughter
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Randy Mortensen brooded for two weeks after he had learned the truth about the brutal murder and mutilation of his cousin whose almost unrecognizable remains had been deposited in the Mortensen graveyard as a message. Randy had gotten the message and called his former fellow-warrior John Fulghum, PI, to sort things out for him. Fulghum had done that handsomely within ninety-six hours, and Randy thought the man’s services were well worth the twenty-five thousand dollars he paid him for his work. 

Having just received from Fulghum the names and addresses of the five mobsters who had been responsible for the murder, the former Special Forces operator now had seven names on a special list he had compiled. The additional two names belonged to drug dealers. A man and woman who were involved in the murder but were walking the streets of Raleigh free since they had been released from jail after some shady maneuvering by a mob lawyer in the city. So much for ordinary justice, Randy thought. The soldier in him knew what he must do now, and he made all deliberate speed doing it.

His first target was Lucy May, the woman who had lured, then betrayed his cousin Quentin. She was the classic blonde beauty, a southern belle who knew how to use her charms to get whatever she wanted. She knew about the family graveyard in the oaks because his cousin had taken her to the secluded site on the Mortensen farm, and shown her where he was one day destined to be buried. 

So, Randy thought, she should be the first to die. With gloves on, Randy sharpened his Bowie knife with his whetstone until it could slice through a feather, and weighing the two stilettos in his hand, oiled and wiped them of any fingerprints. He then sheathed the weapons and dressed in ninja black. He picked up a special deck of cards—all were aces of spades like the ones he used in Afghanistan. He drove from Durham to Raleigh after midnight to the neighborhood where the woman Lucy May resided with her boyfriend Bobbie, the drug dealer who was to be the second to die as if order mattered. Bobbie was the one who had been shown the grave site by Lucy May. He in turn, shared the location with the mob and recommended the plan that ultimately put his cousin in his grave prematurely.

Having parked well away from the drug dealers’ apartment, Randy, wearing night-vision goggles, moved invisibly like a black cat through the streets. He then effortlessly climbed three stories at the rear of the targets’ apartment building. Randy entered through a window after cutting through its glass with a special, silent tool. Quickly searching the apartment, Randy found his targets asleep in their king-sized bed, turned away from each other. Perfect, he thought. 

Unsheathing his Bowie knife, he neatly sliced through both their necks with such speed that his victims were unaware of what had happened until they awakened. Each tried to cough, silently flailing their hands at the flaps of flesh where their Adams apples had been slit, as they choked in their own blood. 

Calmly Randy waited for his moment. Then he pierced two aces, face up, with the stilettos and using only his gloved hands drove the needle-like knives through each victim’s heart. He stepped back to admire the two, now-lifeless bodies with the blood still running onto the bedding and the stilettos holding his messages against the victims’ chests. He made some adjustments of her arm and his leg until he was satisfied with the tableau. He then went into the bathroom where he washed the blade of his Bowie knife and dried it with a towel before he sheathed it. Then he exfiltrated from the apartment through the window where he had entered it, moved swiftly through the streets to his car, and then drove back to his farm in Durham to plan his next move. As far as he could tell, no one saw him or his car during the operation.

Fulghum had informed Randy that the mob faction that aced his cousin was not, as the police had initially thought, the Bonnano family or any of the other four major New York crime families. Instead, it had been an upstart family from Connecticut that had broken free of the five majors and was trying to make a name for itself by acquiring Raleigh as a territory it thought vulnerable. Fulghum told Randy that it was only a matter of time before one of the major crime families decided to terminate the upstart in the usual way. So, Randy knew he did not have much time. He did not particularly want to end up in the middle of a mob war, but he would not mind that. What he wanted was very specific—to take revenge in such a way that he left a message that the mafia understood. 

Randy did not know how Fulghum had acquired his intelligence, but it was succinct and actionable. The mafia chain of command within the break-off group included one man who was the point for Raleigh as a territory, one lieutenant in Stamford, and two goons who did the occasional dirty work for the lieutenant. Additionally, the boss of this break-off crime family, who also lived in Stamford, was a brutal killer named Bruno “The Butcher” Calometti. While he packed his kit for his trip to Connecticut, Mortensen smiled to think of the irony of having to butcher a man whose nickname was “The Butcher.” Randy smiled grimly to think that The Butcher would understand the motive of a revenge killing for family honor, and he decided to leave the boss as his seventh, last and crowning victim.

Randy started with the two goons. These two monsters had coolly marched his cousin Quentin through the Mortensen family farm, to the family’s graveyard to murder, mutilate, and bury him. The local drug dealers had led them to the graveyard, and that is why he had dispatched them first. Now he staked out the apartment complex where the two goons lived in adjacent rooms. He used stolen NY plates he took from an automobile in a parking garage. He knew that the two mob hit men worked as a team, and he thought it would be fitting if they died as a team as well. They were enormous, strong and ruthless men, so he decided to take each separately and with a bit of finesse. A silenced pistol followed by a sledgehammer to the cranium would provide the necessary outcome. He had brought just the right kit for the job.

Randy waited for one of the two goons to leave the apartment complex to run errands. Dressed as a plumber, he knocked on the door of the remaining goon, and when the Incredible Hulk peered through his peephole to see who was there, shot him neatly in the forehead through the door with his silenced weapon. Randy broke the lock with his sledgehammer, heaved the dead body deeper inside the apartment and closed the broken door from the inside. He lowered the sledge onto the man’s cranium with a resounding crack. Drawing out his Bowie knife, Randy quickly dismembered the corpse and finally lifted the facial tissue from the skull to place it in a Ziploc bag. He then sliced the torso from navel to neck as in a hospital operating theater. As a final touch, he rammed his signature stiletto with the ace of spades card into the lifeless heart. 

The goon’s cell phone was a bonanza for law enforcement and Randy did not want to spoil their fun, but he wanted to have some fun of his own. Being innovative, Randy snapped a picture as if it were the goon taking a selfie of a jumble of torso and limbs and emailed it to his companion’s cell phone. Randy managed to wash up and get free of the man’s apartment, place the ziplock bag on a string around the other goon’s doorknob, and retreat to his car where he waited for goon number two’s return. 

He did not have long to wait. As goon number two entered the building in a blind, stumbling rage, Randy followed him inside and listened to him run into his own door. Randy heard a low groan as the goon spied the Ziploc bag and pulled its hideous contents out. Rushing to his companion’s door, he forced his way into the apartment. 

Coolly Randy walked up the stairs, and when the goon, frantic with fear, appeared at the door with his gun in his hand, Randy shot him in the forehead with his silenced weapon. He pulled the massive body into the apartment, administered his sledgehammer to the mobster’s cranium and stripped the body so that it lay alongside the mutilated body of his companion. This second body was treated like the first, and he rammed his signature stiletto with the ace of spades into the heart-side of the corpse’s divided chest. Randy surveyed his work and found it satisfactory. He took a picture of the two mutilated corpses and emailed it to the man who gave them their orders. He dropped one of the goons’ cell phones between the bodies while taking the other’s with him. Removing his latex gloves, he withdrew from the unsecured apartment with two Ziploc bags, each containing one goon’s facial tissue. He quickly departed from the apartment complex and returned to his motel, where he changed his plates to another stolen pair of New York plates. 

That night Randy, dressed again in his black ninja clothing, paid a nocturnal visit to the suburban house of the mob lieutenant’s assistant, the man who had ordered the goons to kill his cousin. Randy was working up the food chain, rung by rung. He easily circumvented the man’s home security system and arranged the two zip lock bags with the goons’ faces in the man’s refrigerator in front of the orange juice and butter. He then went back through the house, reactivated its alarm system and returned to his motel. 

Using the remaining cell phone, Randy made an anonymous 911 call to the Connecticut police warning about a mob war in progress. He told the watch captain that he could not reveal his name for fear of reprisals, but the New York Bonanno crime family was collecting its debts in blood. Randy gave the address of the goons’ apartments as proof and then he hung up. He guessed that the police would trace the call to the goon’s cell phone and immediately inform the mobsters about the trouble that was brewing on their turf. Randy had no illusions about the relationship between the police and the mob in the mid-Atlantic states. He also understood enough about security to change motels immediately after he made the 911 call. 

The next morning Randy reviewed the bidding. As he expected, nothing appeared in the media about the horrible double murders of two men in an apartment in Stamford, Connecticut. There was a brief mention of a possible mob war in New York City, but nothing about Stamford linked to that. Randy decided to make a cautious visit that night to the house where he had left the two faces in the refrigerator. Equipping his back ninja outfit, he added his knives, a silencer-fitted handgun, and two fully-loaded Sig Sauers. 

This turned out to be a good thing because when he arrived in the neighborhood, security had been beefed up considerably. Two men walked the perimeter of the house, and two others appeared inside at the windows to check out what was happening outside. It seemed that the house was under siege. For Randy, this was not an impediment but a liberation because he was psychologically back in Afghanistan, the only difference being that the enemy here were not convinced that their deaths would open Paradise for their souls. Randy sincerely hoped that their deaths would open only the door to Hell.

Hell is what came to that house that night, starting with the two men walking the perimeter, falling dead to headshots from Randy’s silenced weapon. Randy didn’t waste stilettos, but dropped an ace of spades, face up, on each dead body. He then moved in on the house, but not through the doors. He climbed to the second story and went through the bedroom window. 

Randy was glad that the man he was hunting had no family because of the complications that might have incurred. Listening carefully, he deduced from the downstairs sounds that the three men were seated in the living room. One man kept rising from his chair to check the front window. Randy waited until the man said he was going outside to check on the watchers, and when the man exited the front door for his look-see, Randy silently slipped down the stairs and put a bullet in each of the heads of the two men left in the living room. He dropped his trademark aces on their dead bodies as he waited for the last man to come back through the front door. 

As the man came through the door with his gun drawn and yelling something about the watchers being dead, Randy shot him in the forehead. The mobster dropped on the floor. Flicking an ace of spades face up on this last corpse of the night, he dialed 911 on the goon’s cell phone and dropped it on the living room floor before leaving the house. Done for the evening, Randy stealthily made his way to his car and drove back to his motel.

The next morning Randy was pleased by his progress so far. No innocent people had been killed—only hostiles and Randy had met all his objectives walking up the mob chain of command. It is now time, he thought, to raise the sights and aim for the mob lieutenant. His security is bound to be on a far different level than I’ve encountered so far. 

As a certified assassin and an expert marksman proficient in long-range headshots in Afghanistan, Randy decided to position himself where he could make an assured kill from a safe distance and escape a significant counter-attack by both mob and law enforcement personnel. 

The brownstone estate of the mob lieutenant offered only one vantage point for a long shot, and surveillance noted that location was covered by an overwatch. So Randy had to eliminate the overwatch and shoot from that position or eliminate the overwatch and then move to the ideal site below it. The disadvantage of the former strategy was that the overwatch was ideal to cover the sniper location but not ideal to make the shot. Randy decided on the latter approach, hoping he could reposition quickly enough to make the sniper shot and get away too. He did not like to trust luck because he had been burned too many times in war to do that. He was fortunate to be alive, and he intended not to push his luck, though he was determined to complete his mission.

Randy dressed in his camouflage outfit and blended into the leafy green foliage of Connecticut. He infiltrated the overwatch without trouble and took out the two watchers there with his silenced weapon. They had been careless, but then they were only mob and not SF. Now they wore aces of spades as their reward. Randy collected their cell phones and made his way to the ideal site where, to his surprise, another sniper lay ready to shoot with a spotter by his side. Randy did not hesitate to kill them with two shots from his silenced weapon. He rolled their bodies aside and made ready to fire, but his mind was whirling with possibilities. He checked out the spotter’s gear and discovered that the middle area of the mansion’s entry was the intended path of the bullet. After comparing calibration with the other sniper’s weapon, Randy realized his readings were a bit different.

Randy thought that the only reason for the overwatch’s allowing the sniper placement was that the sniper was to take out a target for the lieutenant. That target could only be the mob boss himself, or the mob boss of one of the major crime families. Randy began to think about taking two shots, not one. He decided that he would take out the lieutenant first in any case. Then he would take out the other target of opportunity. The lieutenant would consider himself safe because this was his property and his security, so he and his inner circle would be taken entirely by surprise. Randy calibrated and recalibrated his shot, using the available spotter scope to verify his protocols. A white stretch limo pulled into the circular drive, and two men stepped out of the rear with weapons drawn. After verifying all was safe, two other men stepped out of the limo and walked towards the door. Randy aimed at the back of the head of the man on the right and pulled the trigger. He quickly reloaded and shot the back of the head on the left. As the confusion built down by the limo and others joined the defenders, Randy began taking out targets one by one. Five mobsters in addition to the two who went down first—all dead from headshots. One man had communicated on his cellphone in the commotion, so reinforcements were probably on the way now.

Randy might have waited a little longer, but he knew when he had stretched his luck to the breaking point. He packed his gear and withdrew from the sniper position leaving the other sniper and the spotter dead but without leaving his signature aces of spades. Psychologically, this omission was a major factor. Randy rationalized that the change in signature might deflect pattern hunters from linking the killing of these men, to the murder of his other victims. 

He retreated to his motel and scanned the news for any mention of today’s activities around the estate of the mob lieutenant. In fact, nothing was reported about his assaults. His slayings were evidently considered ‘family’ business as usual. As such, Randy figured that he had done what was required up to the level of the lieutenant. He did not know who the man with the lieutenant had been. Randy decided to wait for three days and then check whether he had taken out the upstart mob boss as well as the lieutenant. 

Scouting the vast and very secure estate of that powerful man would have been impossible except that a funeral cortege was moving out of the main gates as he drove past. Randy decided to turn on his headlights and follow the long line of cars in the funeral procession. Police on motorcycles guarded the motorcade from front to rear. Randy would have smiled at the fact that he was covered by two of Stamford’s finest except that he had to keep a mournful look for decorum’s sake. The procession halted at Our Lady Cathedral and everyone participated in a high mass with all the flourishes. The assemblage proceeded to a Catholic cemetery and stopped near a huge mausoleum where an avalanche of flowers had been arranged. Randy thought he had seen enough, so he decided to pull out and depart but spotted a person who made him do a double-take. 

Instead of leaving the cemetery, Randy parked and made his way on foot to a hillock overlooking the mausoleum and waited for John Fulghum to break away from the five elderly men with whom he had been talking. Walking through the gravestones towards him, Fulghum was dressed in tasteful black and looked as if he had been mourning for the last three days.

“Hello, Randy, I thought you might be here to pay your respects to the dead. A minor mob boss, killed in the mob wars—imagine that! So now will you be going back home to Carolina, or do you have more work to do up here?”

“Hi, Jack, I just came to say thanks to you but I didn’t know I’d get the chance. Things work out that way sometimes.”

“Randy, the ways of the Lord, are mysterious, but His patterns can be found if you know how to read His signs. Take for instance the black iron spikes that surround this graveyard. If you looked carefully at those spikes, they look just like the design on your favorite card, the ace of spades.”

“If you look at things just right, the ace of spades is everywhere you look. Sometimes they bring good luck.”

“And for some, bad luck, but not for you. So you take care, and by that I mean, watch your six!”

“What about you, Jack? Are you okay with all this?” Randy gestured towards the internment.

“Randy, I have to run to catch a plane. I have a friend waiting for me back in my office back home.”

“Would that friend have the initials J and D?”

“Sir Randy, would I lie to you? His initials are, indeed, J and D.”

The two former warriors shook hands, walked to their separate cars and drove out of the cemetery to the airport where they took separate planes back to their separate, lonely lives.

The mob wars in New York and Connecticut did not last. In fact, after the death of the upstart mob boss, things settled back into the normal run of contract hits; drug running; extortion; theft; and plenary cordial meetings of the heads of the five crime families. 

Rumor has it that Fulghum met all five mob bosses during a funeral at a Catholic cemetery in Connecticut, but the rumor was never substantiated. When someone asked him about it, Fulghum just laughed at the idea, took a long pull on his cigarette, expelled a wreath of smoke and went back to his three fingers of Jack Daniels.
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The Fabergé Egg
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Stately, plump, Buck Mulligan, John Fulghum thought as the thirty-something, dark-haired, six-foot-three suit opened the door to Fulghum’s second-floor office and stepped inside. The man had a military haircut and bearing, almost standing at attention while waiting for Jack to offer him the only chair in the room besides the captain’s chair that the detective occupied himself. He did not flinch before the sight in front of him—the three full ashtrays, racing forms piled on the desk and on the floor along the wall, or the dust motes dancing in the rays of early morning light that streamed through the grimy high window behind John.

“Relax, Colonel, and take a pew. Just lift those racing forms and put them on top of the others on the floor by the wall. This is the maid’s day off, and we are on our own.”

“Lt. Colonel, retired, actually, my name is Jim Arthur, and you must be John Fulghum.” He extended his hand and shook Jack’s hand with a firm grip while he sized him up with his eyes through the thick smoke of many chain-lit cigarettes. When he had shut the entry door, removed the racing forms and settled into the chair across the desk from Jack, Jim said, “That is an impressive rack you have on the wall.” He indicated the glass-framed rack with Fulghum’s war medals, including three Bronze Stars and one Purple Heart, plus all his expeditionary ribbons. 

Jack nodded and guessed, “Special Forces?”

“Delta Force. Maybe sometime we can swap war stories, but I haven’t much time for that today. I’m here for an initial consultation on a matter that requires discretion and may involve danger for all who know about it.” He stopped for effect and reached into his suit coat pocket and withdrew from a handkerchief a jeweled egg that he set on Fulghum’s desk. “Do you know what this is?”

“I watch James Bond movies, so I guess it is a Fabergé egg or a reasonably good fake.”

“Right you are. This is an excellent fake. Now let me show you something.” Jim took a pair of tweezers from a small leather case he carried in his shirt pocket and reached delicately into the miniature coach that adorned the egg where he extracted a small piece of celluloid. He then pulled a piece of paper from his inside coat pocket and handed it to Fulghum. The paper contained a blow-up of a miniature photograph with chemical formulas and a list of steps. “What you are looking at now is a recipe for GaN manufacturing. GaN is Gallium Nitride, which is used in chip production for a wide range of purposes, like communication, radar and radar jammers.”

“So I’m looking at a recipe that comes from something like a microdot that was hidden in a Fabergé egg like the fake one sitting on my desk.”

“You got it, and you can guess that the recipe is sensitive but unclassified, or I would not be showing it to you. In fact, the microdot has cost the life of a promising young engineer in Thailand. The deceased man’s father, who is a former Navy SEAL, came to me because our government—specifically the State Department­—has backed off the case. The public reason for the State’s standing down is our relations with both Thailand and the People’s Republic of China.”

“And the decedent’s father wants you to do what?”

“He wants me to find the man who can sort out what really happened to his son in Thailand, and that is why I came to you.”

“Reading a little deeper, you came to me because no professional PI would take a case that reeks of Agency involvement, and you or whoever sent you, figured that I would step right up to bat for flag and country and do what the government has decided to bury and forget?”

“The brilliant young engineer was suicided. The Thai authorities bought that scenario. This is a picture of the young man two days before he was found hanging dead from a ceiling fixture in his bathroom with almost all his things packed and ready for his ticketed flight home. Do you see in that picture any sign of depression that might lead to suicide?”

“I get your point, but this case still smells to high heaven. Whoever arranged the death was well connected to, or working directly for, some intelligence organization—Thai, Chinese, U.S., perhaps another—or some corporate entity name with a motive unknown. No one will get anything from those organizations or companies, and you know that. I’ll bet the murder scene, assuming that is what it was, was found completely clean of fingerprints except for the decedent’s. Further, I’ll bet that the girl shown in the picture with the man is nonplussed by the death and knows no good reason for it.”

“So let me tell you what I want from you if you should accept the job. At your normal rate on a 24-hour-per-day basis, plus expenses and a healthy six-figure bonus at the end, I want you to go through every shred of evidence that we’ve already gathered. Integrate that with everything you can find out independently about this engineer and his activities prior to his death then pull together a compelling scenario as to why he died. If you determine that the man committed suicide, fine. I want a final report no longer than ten pages long telling the story that emerges from your investigation. You will be working for me, not the man’s father or anyone else. Only I will know the purpose of your work, and you will report only to me no matter what you find or where this takes you.”

“Okay, level with me. What is your motive and where are your means for supporting this investigation?”

“I am the deputy chief of security for TechTechCubed, LLC, the company that hired the young man and paid for the air ticket he was to use to leave Thailand to join our group in Orlando, Florida. Here is my card.” Fulghum read the card carefully.

“So, your card lists two Florida addresses, one in Orlando and one in Tampa, still the home of USSOCOM if I am not mistaken. What kind of timeline have you projected for this work?”

“I have a budget to support seven weeks of round-the-clock billing with international and domestic air and per diem as well as funds for a performance bonus. If you should finish the job early, the remainder of the hourly budget is yours as an additional bonus. I know enough about your history to know that you don’t usually work only for the profits.” When he said this, he rolled his eyes around the dingy room. “I don’t care where you have to go, or what you have to do, as long as you keep me in the loop at every major turn and give me a SITREP as you make significant finds but at least by the end of every week.”

“What if the opposition, whatever that might mean, becomes a problem?”

“I can provide whatever security you need. Just let me know when you think the so-called opposition is becoming a problem.”

“Did the engineer inform you of a problem before he died?”

“Are you aboard, or not?”

“Yes, I will take the job.”

“Yes, the engineer called me and told me he was in trouble. I sent my crack team to Thailand to cover the man’s exfiltration, but my team failed. I take the matter seriously, both professionally and personally. I would do the job I have asked you to do myself except I am far too close to the matter to be objective and I have more pressing duties than this to attend to. You will be objective and see what I could never see.”
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