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Tyrone Jackson insisted his crew call him T-Rex because it invoked the image he had of himself: powerful, untouchable, invincible.  He knew the FBI watched everything he did, yet he conducted business right under their noses.  His mother always told him what a smart boy he was, and he knew it was true.  Otherwise he would have gone to prison years ago, just like his old man.

His secret was layers.  He was the top.  The second layer was made up of the men who met with him to discuss business.  These men had no direct contact with the merchandise they sold.  Each was in charge of a different portion of the next layer; those who received and distributed the merchandise to the sellers.  Most of the sellers, the bottom layer and most likely to get pinched, had no idea they worked for Jackson.  Even some of the third layer didn’t know.  If they were picked up by the police and pressured to turn on their boss, they didn’t know who to turn on.

The restaurant had been a stroke of genius.  Originally, he bought the place because his girlfriend fancied herself a chef.  It quickly became a place for him to conduct business, launder money from his illegal enterprises and safely meet without having to worry about unknown waitresses overhearing his conversations.  The girlfriend turned out to be a lousy cook.  Getting rid of her made his wife happy, and hiring one of his old friends, with culinary training, to take over turned the place around.  If the illegal moneys were taken off the books the place still turned a profit.

On this morning, he pulled his Cadillac up to the curb in front of the restaurant at 8:00am, just like any other morning.  The ever-present SUV pulled up right behind him and the two men he hand-picked and tasked with protecting him stepped out and scanned the area for threats before giving him the all-clear signal.  He stood to his full height, just over six feet and took a deep breath.  The smoker behind the restaurant was already hard at work.

He saw the homeless man coming out of the alley the same time his bodyguards did.  The man had appeared a couple weeks ago, and Tyrone had his men run the bum off twice since then, threatening serious harm if he returned.  Yet, here the man stood.  If it wasn’t for the FBI watching him, he would put a bullet in the man’s head and be done with him once and for all.

Homeless people disgusted Tyrone.  They never bathed, never changed clothes.  Here it was, the middle of July and this guy wore a long coat, his head bowed, and hands shoved deep in the pockets like he was cold.  Granted the torn, threadbare coat offered little protection from the elements, but it would be a hundred degrees by mid-day.  Tyrone could only imagine how bad the man smelled inside that personal oven.

“I thought I told you to get rid of him,” Tyrone said to the guard nearest him.  “This doesn’t look gotten rid of.”

“J.C. drove his ass all the way out to the tracks,” the bodyguard said.  He turned to the homeless man.  “You got some nerve comin’ back here.”

“Maybe I’ll cap him this time,” the other bodyguard leaned toward the man and pointed at his chest with his fingers held in the shape of a gun.

“Not while the feds are watching you,” Tyrone said.  “Just get rid of him.”

Tyrone watched the homeless man, with his unkempt hair and covered with dirt, stumble and lurch forward.  The bodyguards reacted, each reaching out to stop the man’s momentum, to prevent contact with their employer, exactly as they were trained to do.

The man, however, was not losing his balance.  As the bodyguards’ hands came up, reaching for him, the man took a quick step back just out of grasp.  The motions that followed were not those of a sickly homeless man, but expertly timed and with the precision of practiced choreography.

Tyrone watched in horror as the man’s hands, still buried inside the coat, rose in a flurry of tattered cloth.  The unmistakable glint of metal revealed pistols in each, the first shots coming while still in the upward arch.  Bullets slammed into each guard, throwing them back and down.  By the time Tyrone reached for the weapon inside his sport coat, it was far too late.

Only thirty-two years old, Tyrone had many enemies.  He did not know the man killing him, did not know which of his enemies may have sent the assassin.  In the few seconds of life he had left, he did not think of his family as he always thought he would.  His last thoughts were that he was too powerful, too smart and too cautious to die this way.  His hand clasped the handle of his gun even as two simultaneous shots struck him center mass.  His life ended before he hit the ground.

The entire event took only seconds and the shooter vanished back into the alley before the echo of the shots faded.  The street erupted in hysteria, a bursting dam releasing waves of panic.  
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“Shots fired!  Shots fired!”  A frantic voice screeched into Hank Gibson's headset.  The voice, belonging to his long-time friend and partner Special Agent Victor Reynolds, confirmed what the FBI Special Agent heard just moments before.  He had immediately crossed to the window of his third-floor vantage point, but it was already over.

“Subject down.” The voice of Special Agent Jeff Tiller, assigned to the team just two weeks ago, crackled through the speakers.  His words were broken by deep breaths.  “Shooter . . . in alley . . . In pursuit.”

“Careful, Tiller,” Hank said into his mic.  “There's no way out of that alley.  He may be ready for a fight.”

The alley was a dead end, a space between businesses where garbage trucks could collect the trash and delivery vehicles could off-load goods.  The restaurant stood to the left, a clothing store to the right and a large furniture store, facing the street on the next block, sealed the back.  

“Anybody I.D. the shooter?” Hank asked.

“It was the homeless man,” Victor answered.

“You’re kidding,” Hank was honestly surprised.  The homeless man hadn’t just appeared.  He had been there every day for the past two weeks, maybe longer.  He had been living in the alley in a homemade shack of cardboard boxes.

Hank checked his earpiece and his weapon as he left the surveillance room.  In the stairwell, he took the steps two at a time with one hand on the rail and one holding his 9mm berretta.

On the ground floor, Hank pushed his way through the exit and onto the street just as Victor reached the alley.  Hank had to squint his eyes against the sun, scanning the area as he crossed the street.  There were three bodies in front of the café.  He knew one to be Tyrone Jackson, the most powerful drug dealer in the city.  He and Victor had been collecting evidence on Jackson for almost two years.

They were the fourth team to work the case.  The first two had failed.  The third had simply vanished.  Hank and Victor were finally getting close to building a case to take Jackson down.  Now all those man hours, all the expenses were wasted.

“Damn it.”  Jeff’s frustration was impossible to mask.

Hank responded, “What's the situation, Tiller?”

“He's not here,” Jeff answered.

“That's impossible,” Hank said, entering the alley.  He could see Victor and Jeff ahead of him with weapons drawn and ready.  No one could get out of the alley without going through one of the businesses.  Hank switched off his headset as he neared.  “Did you check the doors?”

“All locked,” Victor said.

“Well, he went through one of them,” Hank said.  The blare of sirens threatened to drown out his words, so he raised his voice.  “Victor, secure the scene.  Jeff, find out which door the shooter used.  Maybe someone inside can tell us where he went from there.”

The other two agents followed their orders and Hank turned his attention to the makeshift structure the man had been living in for the past two weeks.  The odor of rotting food, and worse, assaulted his nose.  Hank could see dirty blankets covering the ground inside.  He wondered what could turn a homeless man into a killer.  Was he paid, or could it be personal?

Hank knelt to get a better look inside.  The structure, that looked to be cardboard boxes from the outside, was constructed of plywood.  There were hinged peep holes facing the street.  But it was the décor that gained Hank's full attention.  The walls were covered with photos of the drug dealer, the dealer's men, as well as Hank, Victor and every other FBI agent working the surveillance detail.
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Alex Dunn stood in the mall bathroom staring at his reflection in the mirror.  Gone were the black wig and fake beard.  He scrubbed his face red to remove the dirt from his skin.  Satisfied, he stepped into a stall and stripped what remained of the homeless man persona.  The red duffle bag at his feet contained a change of clothes and shoes.  After dressing in designer jeans and polo, he turned the specially designed bag inside out.  The result was a black backpack.  He quickly placed the remains of the homeless man inside the pack along with the pistols.

Stepping out of the stall again, Alex positioned a ball cap over his wavy brown hair and adjusted the rim to hide his face from potential cameras.  He left the restroom a preppy athlete, possibly a student.  The stolen car he used to leave the scene was parked outside the west mall entrance.  Alex turned toward the east.

When the authorities found the car, they would check the mall's security cameras.  They would see the man they were looking for enter the mall.  They would never see him leave.  They would also discover one disabled camera, the one that would have captured Alex walking into the public restroom as one man and walking out as another.  

With the pack slung over his shoulder, Alex walked casually through the mall, stopping from time to time to look at window displays and the oddities the many kiosks had to offer.  He entered a men's store and browsed the racks just long enough to look like a customer.  He entered a department store and exited to the parking lot beyond.  Even before the door closed behind him, a green sedan pulled up to the curb.  He opened the passenger door and climbed in.  He buckled in and nodded to the dark-haired woman behind the wheel.  She smiled briefly and pulled away.

Half a mile from the mall, she pulled into a parking garage and dropped Alex off beside the black BMW he had left there.  Tossing the bag in the passenger's seat he opened the glove box and took out a cell phone and Bluetooth.  He put the earpiece in place and dialed, listening to the rings as he backed out of his space.  The call connected just as he drove out of the structure.

“Hey, Alex,” the voice on the other end of the call said.

“How’re you doing Jack?” Alex said.

“You know me,” Jack answered.  “Life is just one adventure after another.  I’m thinking of going mountain climbing.”

Alex became silent.

“Come on, Alex,” Jack said.  “It’s a joke.  You don’t laugh at jokes anymore?”

“I do,” Alex said.  “I’m just not always sure if you’re joking or being sarcastic.”

“Sarcasm is funny, Alex,” Jack said.  “Being stuck in this chair is a fact of life.  I’m not bitter about it.  Well, not anymore.  Do I still think about that night and wish it had gone differently?  Who wouldn’t?  But I have come to accept the hand that has been dealt to me.”

Jack Olson had been Alex’s partner for ten years when they were patrolmen on the police force.  A bad domestic violence call had put Jack in a wheelchair and left Alex with issues of his own.  He became difficult to work with, aggressive toward suspects.  He went through two new partners in rapid succession.  After the second one requested reassignment, the brass gave Alex the choice of counseling or leaving the force.  At the time, he did not think he needed help and chose to resign.  Alex later got the help he originally resisted and now urged Jack to do the same.

“Since I can’t chase bad guys anymore,” Jack said, “I just help how I can.  I’m good with that.”

“Speaking of that,” Alex said, “the items you got me for this last job . . .”

“Yeah?”

“Very nice,” Alex said.  “Wouldn’t mind using them again.”

“No problem,” Jack said.  “I found a good source.  Same place I got your special request from.”

“Thanks for that,” Alex said.

“So, it went well today?”

“Smooth as silk,” Alex confirmed.

“That’s good,” Jack said.  After a pause he added, “I sure miss being out there with you.”

“Me too, buddy.  Just not the same without you,” Alex said.  “Which brings me to why I called.  Interested in going to a late dinner after my game with Sam?”

“Sounds good,” Jack answered, “I’ve got nothing better to do.”

“I’ll pick you up at eight, then,” Alex said.

“I’ll meet you there,” Jack corrected.  “The Fire House?”

“Where else?” Alex confirmed and hung up.

Alex found a parking space on the street in front of his office, a tall building with a glass exterior, which at certain times of the day drew criticism from offices across the street for reflecting sunlight.  Alex placed the backpack in the trunk and removed a small black case.  Pushing down on the trunk lid until the latch engaged, he walked toward the building’s entrance.  He pressed the button on the remote and heard the familiar beep of his car alarm system being activated.  He would normally dispose of weapons he used in a hit immediately, but he had a meeting at one-thirty.  Just before entering the building he had the uneasy feeling of being watched.  Glancing up and down the street, he saw nothing unusual.  With one last look at his car, he slipped inside.

“Good afternoon, Mr. Dunn,” the watchman greeted him.  A round faced man filled with the mock authority his job allowed him, the watchman took pride in knowing everyone in the seventeen-story building and could tell you the precise time each person arrived and departed.  Alex often had the feeling this kind, elderly man would someday be his downfall.

“Afternoon, Bert,” Alex said as he moved through the lobby. 

The elevator stopped on the fourth floor and Alex stepped into a short hall with only two doors.  The word ‘STAIRS’ clearly marked one door.  The only identification on the second was the number 415 painted in large white digits just below eye level.  Beyond the door, a small room contrasted the hall with bright fluorescent lights.  To the left four straight back chairs lined the wall, with a coffee table centered before them supporting stacks of unread magazines.  The chairs stood vacant as always.  To the right artificial trees in freestanding terra cotta pots flanked a painting of the Grand Tetons.  Opposite the door Alex entered, a desk guarded the two doors leading to offices beyond the wall.

An attractive woman in her early thirties sat at the desk, her dark hair pulled away from her face with decorative combs.  Theresa Martin served as secretary and receptionist for the offices behind her though she had never stepped through the doors over which she kept watch.  She smiled brightly at Alex when he entered, her green eyes sparkling despite the diffused light.

“Hello, Alex,” she said.  “They’re in the conference room.”

“Thanks,” he returned the smile and walked past her desk to the door on the right.  He slid an electronic card through a scanning device on the wall and waited for the light to turn green before silently disappearing through the doorway.  Theresa returned her attention to the book on the desk in front of her, a romance novel in which the hero swept in to save the day, carrying the heroine off on the adventure of a lifetime.
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“Can anyone tell me what the hell happened?”  The veins at Hank’s temples bulged as he slammed his fist on the table beside him.  The tabletop shook violently, toppling several items.  No one attempted to catch them nor moved to right them again.  They sat and watched as the barrel-chested man began to pace, eyeing them accusingly, perhaps searching their faces for an answer to the question they all believed to be rhetorical.

“I want to know who this guy is,” Hank pointed at a photo of the homeless man that had hung on the edge of their war board for several days.  “He had photos of us.  Not just random shots with us in them.  These were professional surveillance photos.  He was watching us.”

“Whoever he is, he's good,” Victor said.  “Four kill shots in a matter of seconds.”

“There were only three kills,” another agent corrected.

“He double-tapped Jackson,” Victor said.  “Both kill shots.”

Victor Reynolds, a tall man with a solid build, sported thinning gray hair.  The deep grooves in his face suitably suggested he was nearing retirement.  He stood at the front of the strategy room which was filled to capacity.  Usually, when they met, at least part of the team was watching Jackson.  A collage of photos covered the wall they called the war board.  Among them were images of Tyrone Jackson and his crew along with hundreds of notations; the product of two years of investigation.  Hank moved the grainy photo of the homeless man just to the right of Jackson’s prominent mug shot.

On one side of the room two tech agents hunched over computers.  One labored, searching through hours of video looking for any images of their new suspect they might have.  The other worked to pinpoint the day and time they had first seen the man in the alley.  Two more agents were logging in every scrap of evidence they had collected from the scene, including dozens of photos of themselves taken from the man’s shelter.

Hank stared at the wall.  “Twenty-two months of work gone,” he said to no one in particular.  His eyes focused on the single photo of the homeless man.  “How did he get away from us?”

“I can answer that,” Jeff said.  He had just entered the room and all eyes fell on him.

“What’ve you got?” Hank prompted.

Jeff sat at the table next to the Senior Special Agent.  

“As we guessed, he escaped through one of the businesses, the furniture store,” Jeff said.

“How did he get through the locked door?” Victor asked.

“The owner wondered about that too,” Jeff said.  “Said the guy ran through his back room, through the showroom and out the front door.  But the alarm on the back door never sounded.  He found that odd because a fire marshal had been there this morning for an inspection.  Paid a lot of attention to the back door making sure the alarm worked.  The owner said the marshal latched the door and reset the alarm himself.”

“This morning?”

“Cited them for three violations,” Jeff said.  “Gave them a week to fix the problems before he returned for a follow up.”

“He actually gave them paperwork?” Hank asked.

“And it looked legit,” Jeff confirmed.

“So, he comes in to inspect and disables the alarm and latch,” Victor summarized.  “Then after he makes the hit, he uses the door to get away, removing whatever he used to disable it in the first place.”

“That’s what it looks like,” Jeff nodded.

“What about prints from the door or the papers he gave the owner?” Hank said.  “Maybe we can I.D. this guy.”

“I thought of that,” Jeff shook his head.  “I mentioned that we would want to dust for prints, but the owner said the guy wore gloves.”

“Gloves in the middle of July?" Hank said.  “That didn't look suspicious to the owner?”

“The marshal offered an explanation,” Jeff said.  “He told the owner that he had burned his hands on the job as a fireman.  He became an inspector because he couldn’t pull the hoses anymore.  The gloves hide his scars.”

“I told you the guy was good,” Victor said.

“Let's call and check,” Hank said.  “Maybe we've got a disgruntled fireman out there.”

“Already called,” Jeff smiled.  “No inspection scheduled for the furniture store this morning.  And no inspectors on their payroll with burned hands, ex-firemen or otherwise.”

“Did anyone see what he drove away in?” Victor asked.

“A white ford sedan,” Jeff said.  “The owner noticed it in the parking lot when he arrived at work this morning.  Was going to call and have it towed.  So, he wrote down the plate number.”

“Finally, we have a break,” Hank said.

“Not exactly,” Jeff said.  “Ran the plates.  The car is registered to a Roger Steinburg.  Called his residence and spoke to his daughter.  Turns out Mr. Steinburg and his wife flew to L.A. two days ago, leaving their car in long term parking at the airport.  No chance he’s our shooter.”

“Put an A.P.B. out on the car,” Hank said.  He turned to the techs along the wall.  “Somebody get me a name.”
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Alex entered the conference room and nodded to each of the four men sitting around the long, mahogany table.  At the head, a man wearing a gray pinstriped suit with white oxford shirt and black silk tie stood as Alex approached.

“Alex,” the man offered his hand, “You made it.”

“Sam,” Alex shook the hand, sitting to Sam’s right.  “Just finished the assignment.”

Sam Johnson was Alex’s boss and friend.  He recruited Alex when the ex-cop was at his worst.  Unemployed and staring at the bottom of a bottle, Sam came to him with an offer.  An offer that saved his life.

Alex looked across the table at the mountainous man who sat to Sam’s left.  The man’s linebacker sized neck stretched the collar of his shirt until the top button was near bursting.  Even with his tie and jacket, the man appeared disheveled.  

“Got something for you, Frank,” Alex said.  He placed the case he had brought with him on the table and slid it toward the man.

Frank Sowinski reached for his coffee cup.  Ignoring the handle, he wrapped his big hand around the cup and raised it to his lips.  He looked up at Alex, then down at the case.  In a deep baritone he said, “You shouldn’t have.”

“Just open it,” Alex said.

Frank downed the rest of his coffee and set the cup aside.  His thick fingers fumbled with the latches until he finally lifted the lid.  Inside was a .45 automatic with enlarged grip and trigger guard.  The corner of Frank’s lips curled as he lifted the weapon from the case and held it in his hand.

“Where did you get this?” Frank asked.

“Jack had it made for you,” Alex said.

“Well, thank you,” Frank said, his eyes focused solely on the gun.

“We ex-cops have to take care of one another,” Alex said.

Frank looked up and tilted his head.  “You need something from me?”

“No, Frank,” Alex assured him.  “Just thought you could use a gun you could actually fire without cutting off the safety features.”

The conference room door opened and a woman with blond hair pulled tight into a ponytail entered.  She took a seat and settled back.  After dropping Alex at his car, she had obviously changed which explained how he managed to arrive before her.

“You know, Karen,” Alex said.  “You should have stayed a brunette.  It suited you.”

“Bite me,” Karen said, drawing laughter and comments from the others at Alex’s expense.

Sam raised a hand and the room fell silent.  All eyes turned to him.

“Let’s get started, shall we?” Sam said.  Taking two folders from his briefcase, he glanced at each before passing one to Alex and the other to Frank.  “New assignments.  Review them and let me know if there are any questions.  They just arrived, so I haven’t even reviewed them yet.”

Both folders were stamped with ‘Lexington Project’ in bold letters.  Alex opened his and scanned the first page of the report.  The name and photo of his target was unfamiliar to him.  Unusual, but not unheard of.  He closed the folder and returned his attention to Sam.

“There is another matter we need to discuss,” Sam said.  He looked at each of the five sets of eyes looking back at him.  The silence lingered, becoming awkward.

“Hard to discuss it if you don’t tell us what it is,” Frank’s voice filled the room.

“You’re right,” Sam said.  “As you all know, we are considered an off-the-books operation.  In the years since our group was formed, I have only had contact with one of my superiors.  If we were discovered, the government would deny our very existence.  Because of this, secrecy is of the utmost importance.”

“Are you saying one of us is talking?” Albert Leudke, the man to Alex’s right asked.  His eyes darted from face to face as he wrung his hands.

“No,” Sam said.  “I have every confidence that each of you is abiding by the confidentiality agreement.”

“Then what’s this about?” Frank asked.

“Well,” Sam said.  “Our mainframe was hacked.”

“What do you mean hacked?” Albert sat up straight and looked at the others.  “How was it hacked?”

“Stay calm, Albert,” Sam said.  “I’ll have Lee explain.”

Albert sat back, tapping his fingers rapidly on the table.  He stared at Lee Wen intently.  The small oriental man wore coveralls and a tool belt.  A hardhat rested on the table next to him.

“I was running a standard security check on the system when I noticed some irregularities,” Lee said.  Nothing in his voice suggested he had ever even visited the Orient, let alone spoke three distinct dialects from that region.  “I noticed signs that we may have been hacked.”

“How could that happen?” Albert exclaimed.  “I thought we were ‘more secure than Fort Knox’.  I remember someone using those words.”

“When you say you noticed signs,” Alex looked at Lee, “what does that mean?  Did they upload a virus?  Download files?  What exactly did they do?”

“I didn’t find anything they might have uploaded,” Lee said.  “I ran an anti-virus and we were clean.”

“That’s good at least,” Frank said.

“They did look around though,” Lee said.

“Looked around?” Albert said.  “What could they see?  Everything is in code, isn’t it?”

“They spent some time in one folder in particular,” Lee said.

“What folder?” Alex asked.

“That’s the thing,” Sam said.  “They were in the personnel folder.”

“Who’s?” Albert asked.

“The personnel folder,” Sam clarified.  “It contains everyone’s files.”

“Oh, Christ,” Albert sank in his chair.

“What kind of information are we talking about?” Alex asked.  “Names and addresses?  Social security numbers?  What?”

“All of that, and more,” Sam said.

“More?” Albert asked.  “What more is there?”

Sam sat silently.

“Sam?” Alex prodded.

“The files contained every assignment each of you has carried out,” Sam said.

“You’re kidding me,” Frank said.

“And details, explanations as to why each of you was recruited,” Sam said.

“And why were we recruited?” Alex asked.

“Listen guys,” Sam said.  “Your names were given to me.  I recruited you because your names were given to me.”

“What do the files say?” Frank pressed.

“It says that you were a good cop that arrested a couple of thugs that walked out of jail because someone else botched the paperwork,” Sam said to Frank.  “It says that a couple of nights after they walked, your house was shot up while you were on patrol.  Twenty-five rounds were recovered.  Your wife and son were killed.  It says that even though those two thugs you arrested claimed responsibility on the streets, there was no evidence to tie them to the scene.  They walked again.”

“And you came to me with a job offer,” Frank said.  “We could get bad guys off the street permanently.  Oh, and guess whose names were on the list?  You knew I wanted revenge.  You used that to recruit me.”

“Lee used to own an electronics store,” Sam continued.  “His family was slaughtered during a botched robbery.  They walked because the evidence tying them to the crime was recovered without a search warrant and deemed inadmissible.

“When Albert’s wife passed away, he rearranged his entire life and left the military to take care of his young daughter,” Sam said.  “When she died of a drug overdose, Albert turned in the dealer that sold her the drugs, but he was released because of insubstantial evidence.”

“Blew him and his car to hell,” Albert said, looking off to a distant point no one else could see.

“And our explosives expert was recruited,” Sam said.

Albert lowered his head, took a lighter from his pocket and started snapping the cover open and shut repeatedly.

“Karen became a cop because when she was just a girl her father was gunned down on the streets and no one ever paid for the crime,” Sam said.  “She wanted to find the killer and bring them to justice.  Instead she found herself butting heads with criminals that continued to be back on the streets days after she arrested them.”

“And you took me away from all that,” Karen smirked.

“And then we have Alex,” Sam said.  “I think you all know Jack.  Before he was in that wheelchair, he was Alex’s partner on the force.  The men who put Jack in that chair walked.  That is, until Alex joined me at the start of this organization.”

“With the exception of Karen, we have been at this for years,” Frank said.  “Why are you telling our stories now?”

“I want you all to understand that if this hack was just some college prank,” Sam said, “some kid who will discard the information he took, we will be fine.  But if the reason we were hacked was because someone was looking for dirt on us, then they have dirt on every one of us.”

“You say our assignments were in the files,” Alex said. “Exactly how much information are we talking about?”

“Just their names,” Sam said.  “In some cases, why they were targeted.  No details on the hits.  But, if they cross reference, it won’t take long to realize all the names in the list are known criminals: drug dealers, killers, rapists and crime bosses.  And they are all deceased.”

Frank shifted his large frame and the chair beneath him creaked from the strain.  He looked at Lee Wen and asked, “You’re the computer genius.  How in hell did this happen?”

“As far as I can tell, they piggybacked their signal on one of ours,” Lee said.  “Once inside they manipulated the signal to keep it open long enough to take a look around.”

“What’s being done to prevent future, eh, piggybacking?” Frank asked.

“We are changing the firewalls and adding another layer of security,” Lee responded quickly, knowing this question was coming.  “New passcodes, which you will receive later today, will be entered.  And I encourage each of you to change your passwords.”

Sam added, “Lee will continue to look into where the hacker came from.  If we learn more, we will let you know.”

Sam adjourned the meeting and the agents shuffled noisily to their offices and went about their day wondering if they were compromised.  Alex followed Sam down the hall to the office where they had planned their first assignment.

“We still on for tonight?” he asked.

“Sure,” Sam said.  “Six-thirty?”

“Right,” Alex confirmed.

Sam smiled half-heartedly at his long-time friend.  He could see Alex was about to question him and said, “We’ll talk more tonight.”

“Six-thirty then,” Alex said and turned to leave.

“Alex,” Sam called after him.  Alex looked back and Sam simply said, “Be careful.”

“I always am.”

In his own office, Alex sat with his back to the door.  He looked out the window to the street below and watched the people moving up and down the sidewalks.  He scanned the Lexington Project folder he had been given in the meeting.  It was not like most folders he had received over the years.  It was thin, significantly less information than was usually given.  He sat back in his chair, spun around and lifted his feet to rest on his desk, and began reading.
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“You need some rest,” Victor told his friend and partner.  Hank’s eyelids were heavy and the dark rings below his eyes seemed to be growing as they spoke.  The big man took a bite of sandwich and pointed a thick finger at him and Jeff.

“What I need is the trigger man,” Hank said.  “What did the tech boys say about the car?”

They identified the getaway car using security footage from the furniture store.  They later found the vehicle less than five miles away in a mall parking lot.  The forensics team had torn it apart looking for clues.

“Clean,” Jeff confirmed.  “And the slugs they pulled out of the bodies were commonplace.  You can buy them at any sporting goods store.  Couldn’t trace them to anything.  No fingerprints.  We’re running ballistics to see if they are tied to any other crimes.  We can match them to the murder weapon if we find it.”

“What about the forms and the badge he used to play fireman at the furniture store?” Hank pressed the palms of his hands against his forehead.

“I don’t know about the badge, of course, but I showed the papers to a guy I know, and he says they’re legit.”

“Legit?”

“They were the same forms all fire inspectors in the state use,” Victor nodded.  “Not copies, the real thing.”

“So, where did he get them?” Hank asked.

“You think we should be looking at fire inspectors?” Jeff asked.

“I’m thinking those forms came from somewhere and we have nowhere else to look,” Hank said.  “So, yea, I’m saying we should check out the inspectors and see if anything turns up.”

“I’ll compile a list,” Victor offered.  “Get an idea of what we’re looking at.”

“Okay,” Hank nodded.  “While you’re doing that, Jeff and I are going back down to the crime scene and take a look around.”

“We are?” Jeff looked up.  “What are we looking for?”

“For everything we missed the first time,” Hank said, flatly.

Hank was known for his extensive examinations of crime scenes, returning again and again to stare at the surroundings, contemplating what may or may not have happened at the moment a crime was committed.  It was a task requiring a great deal of patience and concentration, qualities Jeff did not always share with the senior agent.  The two stood shoulder to shoulder on the sidewalk looking down the alley where, earlier in the day, the gunman waited for his victim.  After forty-five minutes of glares from pedestrians, noise from traffic and sweat trickling down his neck, Jeff was on edge.

“Why are we here?” he snapped.  “And don’t give me that ‘we missed something’ crap.  We had a dozen men watching and three cameras filming everything that happened.  We saw everything as it happened.  There’s nothing we could have missed.”

Hank stood unfazed by his partner’s assault.  He stared intensely at the wall where the gunman had stood.  They saw him that morning as he entered the alley, noted his description and time of arrival.  They saw him repeatedly over the past week, coming and going.  But he had seen them too.  He knew which men were agents.  He photographed them.

“We have to review the tapes,” Hank finally said.

“Hank,” Jeff protested.  “We all saw . . .”

“No, we didn’t all see,” Hank snapped.  “We logged this man’s comings and goings every time we saw him.”

“Right,” Jeff said.  “So, what’s the use of looking at it all over again?”

“Because of the pictures,” Hank said.  “Because not once, in all those times we saw him, was he carrying a camera.”
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Four-thirty came, and Alex left the office, having accomplished nothing since the meeting.  He rode down the elevator with Theresa, exchanging small talk until the doors slid open on the ground floor.  They walked silently through the lobby to the main entrance.  Alex held the door for her as they exited the building.  She smiled and started down the street toward the parking garage.

Moments later Alex was driving through a quiet middle-class neighborhood where he tossed a small brown bag containing the two 9mm pistols down a drain in the gutter.  The trench coat he dropped off at a small dry-cleaning shop he had never used before.  He used the name Bryon Baxter with a fictitious phone number.  He insisted several times he would need it back in one week.  When he left he dropped the claim check in the trash and drove away, knowing it would be weeks before they would decide the pushy man was not returning for the coat.  They would more than likely discard the garment, with the torn-out pockets, or donate it to a needy organization.

He drove north to the suburbs he called home.  His profession paid well and allowed him several luxuries including a million-dollar house on a lake in a plush neighborhood.  The garage door opener moaned as it pulled the door up so Alex could park his BMW inside the protective walls of the garage.  As the door lowered again, it sounded more like a whine.  Alex glanced at the box mounted in the center of the garage ceiling, wondering how much longer it would be able to carry out its duty.

He stepped past the door leading to the kitchen, with his artificial beard in hand, and produced a key to unlock a dead bolt on a small storage room door.  He ducked down and stepped through the small opening.  Pulling a chain to turn on a bare bulb light, he locked the door behind him, the bolt sliding into place with a click.  In the back of the cramped space, Alex grabbed hold of two warped shelves that appeared to be ready to tumble forward with their contents and pulled.  Instead of falling, the shelves, attached firmly to the wall, glided forward on the hidden hinges in the wall, producing an opening leading to a stairway.  Alex stepped into the corridor, flipping a light switch on and pulling the chain to cut the power to the storage room light, before closing the hidden doorway.  At the top of the stairs he walked into a room he sometimes referred to as his personal ‘Bat Cave’, when the mood hit him.

One wall was lined with weapons and ammunition.  There were scopes and silencers mixed with knives and nightsticks.  Pistols and rifles of every make and caliber hung neatly in their places.  The opposite wall, just as organized, was a rack of clothing for any occasion: shorts, slacks, sweaters, suits, uniforms, coveralls and more.  Three flak jackets were tucked in next to the suits.  On the same wall, a small table and chair under a lighted mirror made a perfect changing space.  Drawers, one of which he pulled open, were lined with fake beards and mustaches, rubber ears and noses along with the proper adhesive tubes.  The makeup case on the table had dozens of small compartments with fake scars and moles making it possible for Alex to alter his appearance so even his own family and friends would never recognize him.

He pushed on the wall opposite the stairway and more hidden hinges swung freely until an opening large enough for him to step through was exposed.  Stepping into the closet beyond, he pushed the shoe rack back until the secret room was safely hidden.  Beyond the closet, he entered his room where he turned on a television and tuned it to the local five o’clock news and listened to a report about the murder of a drug dealer and two of his men.  “The facts are still sketchy,” the broadcaster informed his viewers.  The report ended with a tape of Douglas Myers, a local politician running for Congress, slamming the current senator for his ‘back seat’ tactics to fighting crime in their state.  The story then segued to the race for the senate seat.  Dixon, the current senator, was losing ground in the polls and Myers was now leading, with a newcomer to the race, Sheldon Burmin, closing the gap quickly.

A photo flashed on the screen as the next story began about a missing college student.  Alex didn’t know anyone in college, but the photo reminded him of someone.  It was an eerie feeling of Deja vu; but the girl’s name, Cassandra Peters, meant nothing to him.  He shut off the set and changed into shorts, tank top and sneakers in preparation for his game with Sam.  He packed a bag with a change of clothes so he could go straight from there to dinner.
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Hank sat at his desk examining hundreds of photos printed from the past two months’ surveillance videos.  Anyone coming within camera range was tracked by the techs until the best possible shot could be printed.  Hank examined each photo and sorted them into three stacks.

Across from him, Victor sat at his own desk with the phone pressed to his ear.  Partners for more than ten years, Hank had always admired the way Victor would track a lead until there was nothing left to follow.  The gray-haired man had placed at least a dozen calls since Hank had started working the photos.  When Victor retired at the end of the year, Hank would miss having his expertise.

Jeff, technically Victor’s replacement, did not have a desk; just a table, a chair and a phone.  He circled the two senior detectives, listening in on the phone calls, examining the photos over Hank’s shoulder.  Hank found it annoying.  He was like a puppy waiting for someone to hand him a treat.  The young detective stopped and stared at the top photo of the stack closest to him.  It was a close-up of their suspect’s face.

“At least we got some good shots of him,” Jeff said.

“And why do you suppose that is?” Hank asked.  He lay the last two photos on their respective stacks.

“What do you mean ‘why’?” Jeff asked.

Victor placed the receiver in its cradle and looked up.  “What he means is, why would someone, so obviously a pro, allow his face to be captured on camera?”

“Maybe he isn’t as good as he thinks,” Jeff suggested.

“Oh, but he is,” Hank said.  “He did his recon right under our noses.  He photographed our entire team without us knowing.”

“How did he pull it off?” Jeff asked.

“I don’t know,” Hank said.  He placed a hand on the stack nearest Jeff.  “All of these are shots of our suspect.”

“Okay,” Jeff said.

“Not one of these shots show him holding a camera of any kind,” Hank said.  He picked up the largest stack of photos and tossed them into the trash.  “Those were all the passersby that have nothing to do with this case.”

“And the others?” Jeff asked.

“Those are all the people who, like our suspect, looked into the cameras,” Hank said.  “They all knew.  And they carried handbags, briefcases, backpacks; all possibly hiding cameras.  These were the surveillance of Jackson and of us.”

Jeff watched as Hank spread more than a dozen photos across his desk.  He said, “That’s a lot of people.”

“Twelve,” Hank said, “if you include the trigger man.”

“That’s highly unusual,” Victor said.

“I’ve never seen an assassination with this many people involved,” Hank agreed.  Victor rose and joined the others to examine the photos. “Most hired killers work alone or in pairs.”

“A dozen people looking at our hidden cameras,” Victor said.  “How did they know?  An insider maybe?”

“I don’t want to go there yet,” Hank said.  “But it can’t be ruled out.”

“That would be bad,” Victor sighed.

“Very bad,” Hank nodded, staring at the photos.
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Alex and Sam were both members of a private club called The Racquet.  Every Monday and Thursday, the duo met for a friendly match of racquetball.  They had been playing together for nearly twelve years to keep in shape, although “friendly” wasn’t always the best description of the games themselves.

Alex arrived early but saw that Sam was already there, standing behind his Lexus with the trunk open.  Alex pulled into the spot beside his friend, grabbing the sports bag from the passenger seat as he opened the door.

“Ready to lose?” Alex asked.

“Can’t find my headband,” Sam said, continuing to rummage through the trunk.

Alex looked into the cavity of the trunk and saw several boxes with ‘Lexington Project’ stamped onto the lids.  Alex knew Sam took work home with him, but this seemed excessive.

“Well, you better find it,” Alex said.  “When you lose, I don’t want you blaming sweat in your eyes.”

“It’s the only way you could win,” Sam said.  “I bet you took it.”

“I don’t cheat,” Alex said.

“Then how do you explain the few games you win?” Sam said.

“You must be getting old,” Alex said.  “Your mind is definitely going.”

“Let’s go,” Sam slammed the trunk lid down.  He scooped up the duffle bag lying at his feet and the two men started across the pavement toward the entrance.  They fell in step behind two twenty-something women.  The women carried duffle bags in one hand and racquets in the other.  

“We should play them,” Sam suggested.

“At our age?” Alex scoffed.  “They’d slaughter us.”

“What we lack in speed, agility and beauty we make up for with knowledge and experience,” Sam said.  The women entered the building a few yards ahead of them.

“And while you’re staring at their legs and asses, they will score point after point,” Alex said, reaching for the door handle.  “I’ll stick to kicking your ass.”

“Fine,” Sam said.  “I don’t like beating girls anyway.”

“The agency will be glad to know that,” Alex said.

“I’m sure they will,” Sam said.

They signed in and proceeded to their court.  The game was not the usual intense competition that Alex had grown accustomed to.  Sam missed several easy shots, making amateur mistakes.  Alex laid on the jokes at first, but the errors came too regularly.  Alex found himself letting up on his opponent but winning easily.

“What the hell is wrong with you?” Alex asked as his shot skirted past Sam’s leg.  “And don’t tell me there’s sweat in your eyes.  You’ve never missed a shot like that.”

“Sorry.  I’ve just got a lot on my mind.”  He took his position to receive the next serve, but before Alex could hit, he asked, “What would you do if you weren’t doing this?”

“If we weren’t playing racquetball?” Alex straightened, staring at his friend’s back.  “Watching TV or reading I suppose.”

“No,” Sam turned to Alex.  “I mean The Project.”

“I don’t know.  I’ve never really given it much thought,” Alex lied.  He thought about it often but had never been able to answer the question himself.  You do what you’re good at, and he was good at what he was doing.  “Why do you ask?”  

“Lexington,” Sam said.  Alex knew the name was not only the name of the project, but also the code name for the man who handed Sam their assignments and the money needed to carry them out.  “I told him about being hacked and he panicked.  He’s thinking about shutting down the operation before our identities are exposed.”

“Why such a major reaction?” Alex asked.  “I thought we were going with the theory it was a random hacker.  No one knows we exist.  No one knows to look for us.”

“True,” Sam said.  “But he’s nervous.  It would be a mess on many levels if the truth came out.”

At that moment, Sam’s eye twitched, a sign Alex had learned from their many years of interaction, that Sam was hiding something.  He confronted him immediately, “What’s going on, Sam?”

“I wasn’t exactly truthful at the meeting,” Sam sighed heavily.  He looked defeated, yet also relieved to be talking to someone about it.

“What does that mean?”

“The hacker didn’t get in and look around.”

“He didn’t?” Confusion shadowed Alex’s face.  “What did he do?”

“Once he got in,” Sam said, “he went directly to the personnel file.”

“It’s still the same outcome,” Alex said.  “Whether he found it right away or it took time.  I don’t understand the problem.  How long was he in the folder?”

“He downloaded it,” Sam said.

The gravity of what Sam said settled in Alex’s chest like a weight.  It was no longer a matter of what the hacker had seen, it was what the hacker possessed.  He could destroy them.

“It was no random hack job,” Sam said.  “They knew exactly what they wanted.”

“We don’t know that,” Alex said.

“He knew exactly where to go, Alex,” Sam said.

“What are you getting at?” Alex asked, the game long forgotten.

“I’m saying the hacker was someone who has a knowledge of what we do and who we are,” Sam said.  “I’m saying it’s someone familiar with our databases and passwords.  The personnel folder isn’t even named ‘personnel’.  I’m saying,” he paused and glanced about as if someone might overhear, “it was someone we know.”

“One of us?” Alex was shocked at the idea that one of them might compromise the rest of the team.  “It’s not possible.  None of us would do that.  What would be the point?”

If one of them was gathering information on the team, there was only one reason to do so.  They were trying to shut them down.  But, because they were off book, that would mean prison.  Even the snitch would have to do some time.  It made no sense.  They all believed in what they were doing.  He didn’t believe any of them would risk it.

“Unless one of them got caught,” Alex said his final thought aloud.

“You think it’s possible?”

“I don’t know,” Alex said.  “Frank was gone for a week after his dad’s heart attack.  And Wen was off grid for days for the Alvarez hit.  Albert’s always so nervous, how would we know if he was suddenly nervous because he was compromised?  And for all we know, Karen was a plant from day one.”

“Undercover?” Sam looked stricken.

“I don’t know,” Alex said.  “Maybe someone was just that good at hacking.”

They ended the game and went to the locker room to shower.  Alex changed into jeans and t-shirt for dinner with Jack.  When he walked out of the club, he saw that Sam’s car was still parked next to his.

The driver’s side window was rolled down, so Alex walked up to the car and bent down.  “You okay?”

“I’ll be fine,” Sam assured him.  “Just keep your eyes open, okay?”

“I will,” Alex said.  The two young women they had followed into the club walked out laughing.  Alex watched them and the image of the missing college student invaded his mind.  He was sure the photo they showed on the news looked familiar and he suddenly wanted to know why.

“Sam,” he said.  “Does the name Cassandra Peters mean anything to you?”

“No,” Sam said.  “Should it?”

“I don’t know,” Alex said.  “Never mind.  I do want to talk to you about this new assignment.  But I’m meeting Jack for dinner.  I’ll catch you tomorrow.”
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Hank leaned heavily on the windowsill watching the sun sink beneath the horizon while thinking about their next move.  They had no leads other than the photos of their suspects, none of them appearing more than once, so none was ever flagged except the homeless man who, after a few days, just became a lost soul in the background.  After all, they weren’t there to look for Jackson’s enemies.  They were there to watch a high-level drug dealer until they could get enough evidence to put him away.

“I may have something,” Victor said.  He did not rise from his desk, choosing to let Hank come to him.

“What’ve you got?” There was no hope in Hank’s voice as he slowly moved toward his partner.  In contrast, Jeff reacted quickly and was already standing behind Victor’s left shoulder by the time Hank joined on the right.

“I compiled the list of fire inspectors,” Victor said.  “More than you might think, by the way.  On a hunch I ran the list though our database.”
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