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  Dedication




  Anne & Jim Ross




  Prologue




  May 24, Milwaukee, WI




  Their meeting was planned through the U.S. mail, the only means by which they could exchange ideas in confidence. It’s ironic that low-tech letters have become the secure form of communications.




  Although reporter Matt Carlyle’s job kept him in the nation’s capital or New York City, he grew up in Philadelphia where his sister still lived. His train ride to Philly would appear to be a routine family visit; his trip to Citizens Bank Park, home of the Phillies, a natural extension of his devotion to the baseball team of his youth.




  Rob Taylor and his new wife, Alana, planned a drive from Madison to Milwaukee for some serious downtown shopping. With Alana fully involved at Nordstroms, Rob would slip away, fly to the City of Brotherly Love, and take a cab to the ballpark.




  An hour before the start of the game, Rob and Matt intended to walk to the ballpark’s Ashburn’s Alley, order a beer and pulled pork sandwich from Bull’s BBQ, and sit at one of the round metal tables. There, they’d be alone in the crowd, able to talk it through.




  * * * *




  It was a beautiful spring day. The pre-game crowd was as enthusiastic as ever, watching batting practice and enjoying the atmosphere of their hometown franchise. Rob, with a beer and sandwich in hand, spotted Matt sitting at a table on the deck beyond center field.




  “Mind if I join you?”




  Matt looked up from his beer.




  “Hi, Laddie.”




  Rob sat across from the man who shared his knowledge of the rare earth conspiracy and the lives it cost. While Matt’s words were the same, there was something different. There were dark rings under his eyes and he appeared thin and drawn.




  “Are you okay?” Rob asked.




  Matt smiled a hollow smile.




  “Laddie, it’s best not to grow old. Seems my prostate has been visited by the Big C. The doctors want to start intense chemo right away, but I’ve chosen to live the rest of my life with some dignity. I’m not going to let them pump me through with poison only to extend my miserable existence by a few months.”




  Stunned by the news, Rob sat quietly, losing track of the purpose for their clandestine meeting. He thought back to their time on the water tower, how they witnessed the removal of the President’s assassins’ bodies from the Florida swamp, how they worked together to gather evidence of Senator Byron’s complicity and Rex Raymond’s corporate scheming. How their knowledge of the conspiracy and its victims put them at risk.




  Finally, Matt broke the silence.




  “Look, Laddie, stop thinking about me and instead think of you and Alana. I have no doubt Byron will be the Republican nominee for president and win the general election. With that kind of enemy, there’s no limit to how they may come after you. Rex Raymond may be dead, but given the riches available from rare earth minerals, there’s no way the conspiracy will come to an end.”




  Rob emerged from his reverie.




  “What happened to your series of articles? I expected to see them last month.”




  Matt finished his sandwich and took a healthy swig of beer.




  “When push came to shove, the Times lawyers said we didn’t have enough. Sure, we had the picture of the dead bodies coming out of the swamp and we had your piece of the drone. But, how do we relate any of it back to the President’s assassination, Raymond’s rare earth conspiracy, and Byron’s scheme to run for the nation’s highest office? Shit, we’re the only ones who believe President Hodge’s death wasn’t the result of a naturally occurring virus. It was too great a leap for them.”




  Rob’s eyes glazed as he thought the worst.




  “So, they’re going to get away with it. Senator Byron replaces Hodge and the remaining conspirators become the wealthiest men on earth. And there’s nothing we can do about it?”




  Matt finished his beer and looked into Rob’s eyes.




  “Well, I didn’t say that. Suppose in a few weeks, yours truly says good bye to this earth. At that time, my series of articles will be released by an unnamed newspaper which has a history of publishing sensational stories. This should start a race to find the evidence to nail Byron and the remaining conspirators to the wall.




  “I’d dig for it myself, but I don’t have the energy any more, and you should stay clear. Sometime, before the articles are published, you and Alana need to disappear. If you don’t, you’ll become their next casualties.”




  Book 1


  Life and Death




  Part 1




  Chapter 1: Death Times Two




  May 29, New York, NY




  They waited in the dark for Matt Carlyle, soon to be their twenty-first victim. The couple became an engine of death, expert in murder, often staged in unexpected ways. Their partnership began three years ago, both owing their deadly ways to violent beginnings.




  At nine thirty Matt Carlyle left his New York Times office. He was dead tired after submitting his final story for publication. The staff wanted to throw a party for the retiring reporter, but the cancer sapping his strength told him he only had enough energy to take the train to Philadelphia.




  His sister would meet him at the Thirtieth Street Station. Then, he would go home with her and wait for the hospice folks to set things up. He didn’t want to be a burden, but he didn’t want to be found dead on a park bench either.




  He left the building on eighth Avenue, suitcase in hand, and waved down a cab. Before his right hand rose above his waist, a yellow taxi pulled over. He got in back.




  “Penn Station.”




  To his surprise, a young lady, who was lying flat on the seat, sat up. At first, Carlyle thought she was part of a rouse devised by his buddies at the paper, a farewell blow-job. She was an attractive African American woman dressed in high end clothing, maybe from Saks. Then, he spotted the syringe in her hand and the all-business demeanor in her expression. Before he could react, the needle pierced his left arm and he was out.




  Ninety minutes later, the car pulled into the self-park lot at Atlantic City’s Borgata Hotel. Shereen administered a second shot. Matt, assisted by Shereen and Howard, her partner in death, was able to walk to a luxury suite in the Water Club, Borgata’s high end building. While he looked tired, there was no way to tell the drugs destroyed his ability to think.




  They stripped him of his clothes and laid him on the king size bed. Shereen administered a third injection which would end his life in less than an hour. With their final task associated with Carlyle’s death completed, the two killers left the hotel, drove to the Atlantic City International Airport, and began their journey to Madison, Wisconsin. Their next job would put the conspirators in the clear forever.




  * * * *




  Twenty minutes later, two underage prostitutes entered the suite, stripped and tried to provide their services. Although Matt was unresponsive, they were told to stay at it.




  Before long, two Atlantic City policemen knocked on the hotel room door. They were responding to nine-one-one calls claiming that women in the room cried out for help more than once. When no one came to the door, the cops forced it open and assessed the situation.




  Matt took one last breath, stared into space, and died, lying in a heap of silk sheets and sex toys. One of the officers administered CPR while the other called for an ambulance. The commotion brought a reporter from the Atlantic City Press.   




  The next day, a front page story depicted the episode as a dying reporter trying to go out in style. Then, the Press received an anonymous package of research claiming Carlyle falsified at least half of his by-lined stories.




  The reporter who covered Carlyle’s death read through the material and concluded where there’s smoke there’s probably fire. Sunday’s edition featured a page one story depicting how this famous reporter may have built a successful career on fiction.




  * * * *




  With word of Carlyle’s death, The Sound, located in Los Angeles, began preparing for the release of the reporter’s accusations concerning Rex Raymond, President Hodge’s death, Senator Byron, and the rare earth conspiracy. The exposé claimed Hodge contracted weaponized H1N1 delivered by a drone, disguised as a Red-Tailed Hawk. This occurred while the President played golf at an exclusive Palm Beach country club.




  Rex Raymond, CEO of Mid-Continent Energy, a huge energy conglomerate, perpetrated the assassination. Hodge’s death would open the way for Senator Jon Byron, a fellow conspirator, to win the White House. Unlike Hodge, he would support federal subsidies needed for the environmental and product design requirements of large scale, rare earth production.




  The feature went on to explain rare earth minerals were seventeen elements needed by the technologies of the future: hybrid and electric cars, wind mill turbines, compact fluorescent lighting, computer disc drives, flat screens for TVs, cell phones, missile guidance systems, night-vision gear, rangefinders, and smart bombs. With rare earth mining taking a heavy toll on the environment, other nations’ producers abandoned their operations leaving ninety percent of production in China.




  But Raymond received confidential geologist reports indicating rare earth deposits in China were running out. This is when the CEO organized a conspiracy to corner the market for these valuable commodities.




  He beat China to the punch by buying up abandoned, but potentially rich, mines in California, Australia, Canada, and South Africa. When President Hodge stated his opposition to federal subsidies required, Raymond hatched the plan to eliminate Hodge and replace him with Senator Byron.




  * * * *




  The day after Carlyle’s story broke in the Atlantic City Press, the editor of The Sound received a call from his publisher. He was ordered to consider the manner of Carlyle’s demise and the just-issued mass of data which questioned his integrity as a reporter. The Sound’s editor called an immediate meeting.




  The principals sat around a table in the editor’s conference room. Seymour Rothstein, the reporter who accepted Carlyle’s material and wrote the Sound’s introduction to Carlyle’s article, pushed for its release.




  Working for The Sound bordered on being an embarrassment for him. He was a hard news guy from the Chicago Sun Times forced to retire at seventy. The sensational stories which headlined The Sound rarely contained any real news. They sold papers to a public who sought easy answers to complex questions, or enjoyed odd-ball anecdotes.




  At seventy-three, the reporter was grateful to be employed by any news organization. When he was asked to take on Carlyle’s project, he viewed it as a new lease on his professional life. After the story ran, he visualized follow-up articles under his own byline, revealing his future investigation into the heart of Carlyle’s information.




  “Look, I know his judgment may have been impaired at the end, but, he’s been one of the nation’s leading journalists for forty years. We can’t dump his dying exposé because of a couple of prostitutes and some trumped-up charges.”




  The editor, a man of middle age with a gray mustache, took a drag from his cigarette and addressed Rothstein.




  “You’ve got a story which makes the FBI look like a bunch of amateurs, implicates a United States Senator and prominent presidential candidate in the assassination of the President, and lays out some cockamamie conspiracy about metals no one’s heard of. Now, it turns out the source of the story was an over-the-hill reporter who has shown poor personal judgment and has a history of making up his features as he goes along.




  “Do yourself and The Sound a favor. Take Carlyle’s article and stick it in a drawer. As long as I’m editor, we’re not running it!”




  Chapter 2: Panic




  May 30, Madison, WI




  Saturday mornings were becoming a favorite time for Rob and Alana. They would sleep in, shower together, and go out for breakfast on campus, at the Odanna Café. The place was long and narrow with wooden booths, great coffee, and newspapers available for a leisurely read.




  This morning, the Madison paper carried a wire service story on the sordid death of reporter Matt Carlyle. Rob and Alana wouldn’t have the opportunity to read it.




  The couple stood in the shower, warm water cascading on to their bodies.




  “My God, look at me,” Alana said as she passed her right hand over a slight bulge in her belly.




  “The doctor said I can start working out next week and I promise you I won’t miss a day.”




  * * * *




  Weeks before, Alana stood in the Elysee Palace Hall of Festivities. The French Central Intelligence Service was finishing its press briefing, explaining how they defeated an al Qaeda plot to destroy the Eiffel Tower.




  As the press conference concluded, a reporter was interviewed Matt Carlyle, who was on the Eiffel Tower grounds as the action was taking place. Rob stood by his side.




  Alana planned to approach Rob and attempt reconciliation when the interview ended. She broke off their relationship when Rob came clean about her father’s conspiracy and Rob’s undercover objectives. Before she had a chance to make up, Alana witnessed an assassin aim his pistol at Rob. Attempting to push him out of the line of fire, she caught the two bullets intended for him.




  Rex Raymond, who ordered the hit, watched it live on CNN. The sight of his only child dying as a result of the contract to kill Rob was too much for the CEO. He perished from a massive heart attack within minutes of the shooting.




  After days of medical treatment in Paris, Alana survived. Then, she returned to Madison with Rob to begin a new life.




  * * * *




  Rob, standing behind her in the shower, placed his hands on her breasts. He felt her nipples rise and gently pressed them between thumb and forefinger.




  Alana sighed.




  “You know that always gets to me. I thought you were hungry for breakfast.”




  “There’s hunger and then there’s hunger,” Rob said.




  Alana turned to face him. She wrapped her arms around Rob’s waist and they kissed passionately. He lifted her up and carried Alana to the bed, dripping wet.




  * * * *




  The knock on the door was soft, feminine, and seemingly harmless. It was followed by the voice of what must be a young lady; perhaps, a new neighbor looking for advice from tenants of longer duration.




   “Hello, is anyone home?”




  Rob and Alana stayed silent, not wanting to interrupt their liaison.




  “We’ve locked ourselves out and can’t remember the number for the Super.”




  The door to the apartment next door opened. A young man, on his way out of the building heard the request. He looked at the couple standing in front of Rob and Alana’s door. There was something strange about them, hard.




  In spite of this impression, he proceeded to answer their request, handing them a business card with the superintendent’s apartment and telephone numbers.




  “Here you go. We try not to disturb the folks next door. We’re pretty sure they’re honeymooners.”




  “Oh, thanks,” the man said, forcing a smile.




  After a few steps towards the elevator, the young man turned around.




  “Are you guys from Madison?”




  “No,” the man answered. “We’re from upstate New York. I just accepted an accounting job with a local insurance company and my wife’s a new school teacher.”




  “Where’s your apartment?”




  “It’s one floor up. Having trouble finding anyone at home,” the man said.




  “Well, best of luck to you.”




  “I think we’ll take the stairs back up” the man responded.




  The couple moved towards the stairwell at the end of the hall as the young man entered the elevator and pushed the down button.




  * * * *




  It was their worst nightmare. They were coming for them before Rob and Alana’s plan for escape was fully prepared. There was no warning, no word on Matt’s condition, and no publication of his story.




  The tipoff was almost too easy. All the tenants on the floor above, the third floor were doctors visiting University Hospital.  Those apartments never came open to the general public. Rob was surprised their next door neighbor didn’t catch the inconsistency.




  Alana started breathing heavily, her chest still glistening with water from the shower.




  “Let’s go to the Madison police. They’re honest. I’m sure they’d help us.”




  “I’m sure they’d try,” Rob said, “but the people who want us dead are too well connected and too persistent. If they could kill a United States president and get away with it, we’re small potatoes. Unless we disappear, sooner or later they’ll succeed.”




  Alana grabbed a towel from the bathroom, dried off, and started to get dressed.




  Rob tried to think through the situation and advance a strategy.




  “Look, we have half a plan. Let’s implement the getaway part and adlib the rest- no suitcases. Just take the cell phone and I’ll grab the iPad. Wear slacks and a jacket and I’ll do the same. If we’re lucky, George will be available.”




  George was George King, Rob’s best childhood friend from Madison. He owned a pilot’s license and agreed to facilitate their disappearance, no questions asked. Rob texted his buddy.




  “Sorry about this but have to initiate plan right away. Are you available now?”




  Waiting for a response, Rob toweled-off and began dressing. His cell phone buzzed and he read the incoming text message.




  “Yes.”




  Rob responded.




  “Meet you ASAP at agreed upon site.”




  Rob turned to Alana.




  “Okay, George is good. Now, the challenge is to get out of here without our new friends taking notice.”




  Rob looked into Alana’s eyes and saw them well-up with tears. She sat on the bed, head in hands.




  “I loved this little apartment and the life we were beginning. It’s the first time I felt relaxed and fulfilled. I can’t see how we’ll ever have this again.”




  Rob sat next to her and rubbed her hair.




  “Don’t give up on us now. We’ve been through too much. I promise, we’ll get through this and start over again, but for now, it’s out of here.”




  * * * *




  Mendota Arms was a relatively new, four story apartment building. Each unit’s balcony overlooked green areas full with trees and flowers. The west end had spectacular views of Lake Mendota.




  In the rear of the building there was a freight elevator which opened to a covered foyer with a drive circle designed for cars and trucks delivering goods and furnishings. If an emergency escape was required, they’d take the freight elevator down to the rear foyer and make a run for their car, always parked in a lot not twenty yards from the door.




  Rob grabbed his wallet and keys and Alana her purse.  Without looking back, they closed the door and walked swiftly to the elevator.




  * * * *




  The assassins split up. Howard took the front of the building and Shereen the back. Eventually, their targets would leave and when they did the two killers would follow and strike at the first opportunity. They assumed their cover wasn’t blown.




  Shereen sat on a wooden bench with a clear view of the rear door. She spotted Rob and Alana exit and called Howard on her cell phone.




  “They’re walking to their car. Pull ours around and we can take them on the road.”




  Shereen walked to the side of the service road leading to the parking lot. She heard the screech of tires as Howard, driving a rented Ford Mustang, approached. Rob and Alana entered their car, a silver Mazda-6 sport wagon. They left the parking lot and headed to Midvale Boulevard.




  Howard stopped short and yelled for Alicia to get in, but before she could, two police cars blocked them. Not wanting to shoot their way out of it, they played dumb.




  “What’s the problem, officer?” Shereen asked.




  “Up against the car, Ma’am,” ordered a policeman with short brown hair and a stocky build. Another officer approached Howard.




  “Out of the car, sir.”




  With a full complement of weapons on his person and others hidden in the car, Howard knew this wasn’t going to be pretty.




  “What’s going on, officer?”




  Spotting the bulge under his jacket, the policeman drew his weapon and demanded Howard leave the car and lay flat on the ground.




  By now, at least a dozen people gathered around to watch the action. Madison is such a peaceful community some thought this must be a television reality show.




  The officer cuffed Howard’s hands behind his back. Then, he methodically removed the assassin’s personal stash of weapons.




  At the corner of the east side of the building stood Rob and Alana’s next door neighbor. He knew the couple was lying, feared for his honeymooners, and, using his cell phone, telephoned the police. Once he identified the couple for the officers, he retreated behind the building.




  Howard and Shereen claimed to be working for a security service but were unable to identify their employer or mission. Since they had permits for the weapons they carried, no charges were filed. Not able to describe the business that brought them to Madison, they were asked to leave. By the time they found themselves free to go, Rob and Alana were out of sight and on their way.




  Chapter 3: Flight




  May 30, Madison, WI




  The traffic on 39 North was stop and go. It was a Saturday morning in May and unusually hot. Thousands of Chicagoans tired of city-suburban life in the heat streamed to the Wisconsin lakes for relief. Until Rob and Alana’s car passed the Wisconsin Dells, it would be slow-going.




  This was the idea. Sure, they could have driven to the Madison airport and caught a flight to a remote island in the South Pacific, or driven across country and north to Alaska. Then, the search which was bound to come could spot the odd man out, a couple who didn’t belong and entered a new environment as a means of escape. Instead, they would be only one more family of tourists, joining the multitudes of summer seekers of fun.




  “How long till we hit 80 East?” Alana asked.




  “The trip to Spring Lake is about eighty-five miles. Normally, you’re talking an hour and a half, but with this traffic two hours or more. Route 80 is a mile South of town.”




  “So, how do you know George?  If he’s such a good friend, how come I haven’t met him?”




  Rob turned up the air conditioning and flipped off the radio.




  “George and I were in the same high school fraternity. We were really close for a few years and then lost contact. I went on to college and he focused on getting his pilot’s license. His family has money and he never liked the idea of hard work.”




  “Why is he risking his life to get us out of here?”




  “I bumped into him at the airport in Milwaukee. Matt and I concluded that we would need an escape route and there was George. I bought him a drink and told him in a very general way that soon we’d need to drop out of sight.




  “His latest career venture is writing thrillers. He even had one published as an e-book. If we live through this, I promised to provide him with the plot for his next novel. We agreed there would be no contact until it was time for us to go.”




  * * * *




  Rob was well aware of the danger posed by satellite surveillance. On the other hand, from their demeanor at the apartment, he reckoned the assassins believed the hit would be without complications.




  If Rob or Alana opened their apartment door, they would have been dead in less than a minute, the recipients of stun gun shots and deadly injections. The two killers planned to leave behind the stash of cocaine carried in Shereen’s privates to help the police reconcile a motive. Then, the two killers would escape across the Wisconsin border in less than an hour, before the bodies were discovered.




  It was to be a simple hit. There was no need to call for the assistance of satellites or other outside implements. Of course, now that their targets were on the run it was a different story, but satellite positioning takes time and Rob estimated they had three or four hours before the danger became critical. By then, their car would be out of sight.




  * * * *




  “It’s funny. When I was a kid, this route was the gateway to amazing times in the Dells - every amusement park ride you could imagine, plus boating and swimming in meandering lakes formed by glaciers. Then, later, when I took up golf, we’d drive to Spring Lake and play the Waushara Country Club. I’ll never forget how, when the sun began to set, deer would come out of the woods and congregate around the tees and ponds. It was so rustic, so relaxing.”




  “I don’t think you’ll be teeing off any time soon,” Alana said with regret in her voice.




  Close to ninety minutes later the couple took the Route 80 turn off, searching for the entrance to the Spring Creek Airport. Soon, there was a sign requiring them to turn on to County Highway E. A minute later they pulled into a gravel parking lot.




  There were no cars in the small lot alongside an airstrip, a grass runway with a white sign announcing that it was two thousand eight hundred feet long. The only flight equipment was a wind sock at the end of a tall pole.




  Rob looked into Alana’s eyes, seeing doubt and fear.




  “I know sweetheart. This is all we needed, but look at it this way. We’re both young, healthy, and one step ahead of our pursuers. Together, I think we can beat this.”




  Tears ran down Alana’s face and Rob held her close.




  “I’d ask what’s wrong but I guess I know.”




  Alana pulled away.




  “Actually, you don’t know. You see, there were a couple of days when I ran out of my pills. I called in the prescription but needed to wait for my new doctor to approve the refill. Since I figured I was close to the start of my period, I never mentioned it. And now it’s been a few weeks and I’ve got this craving for watermelon and chocolate.”




  Rob sat back, trying to grasp the altered situation. Of course, under normal circumstances there would be nothing better than starting a family with Alana, but being on the run would be far from an ideal environment. In spite of it all, he decided to put a positive spin on this new development for the sake of Alana and the baby.




  “Hey, there’s nothing more innocent than an expecting couple. We’ll use it to help cover our tracks.”




  Alana put her arms around Rob and held him close, whispering in his ear.




  “My God I lucked out. I only hope we all live long enough to be a real family.”




  Before Rob could answer there was a tapping at the driver’s window. Rob looked over to see George, tall, lanky, with a fifty-dollar Cuban cigar in the corner of his mouth. Rob lowered the window.




  “Given the situation, you two lovebirds might want to give it a rest for now. Let me get you somewhere safe and then you can get back to whatever it was you were doing.”




  “Hi George. I know, Alana and I have no shame.” “Hi Alana, sorry about your situation. Although if you survive, your adventure may be my first best seller.”




  “Well,” Alana said, “I hope your next book is a blockbuster.”




  George was over six feet tall with a slender build and a thick head of jet black hair. He wore a light green United States Air Force summer weight flight jacket and dark green slacks. His smooth demeanor typical of a man of means.




  “I think it’s time to end the conversation and get going,” Rob said. “Let’s get to your spare hanger so we can ditch the Mazda. Then, we better take off.”




  After depositing the car in a storage unit large enough for a single engine Piper, George drove them back to the runway. George’s single engine Cherokee Piper 180 was waiting beside the runway - a white plane with steel blue lettering.




  With no one else in sight, they left George’s Corvette in the parking lot, walked to the plane and got in. Alana maneuvered into one of the two rear seats and Rob sat next to George.




  George ran through his checklist. Then, he started the engine and the strobe lights at the wing tips began to gyrate.




  “Okay folks. Fasten your seatbelts. We’re heading north.”




  Chapter 4: Persistence




  June 1, Chicago, IL




  They checked in at the O’Hare Marriot, separate rooms as usual. It wasn’t because Shereen wasn’t attractive. She was young with an athletic build and deep brown eyes. Howard was tall and muscular with a tan face suggesting wealth and numerous vacations in the sun.




  However, their relationship was strictly professional. While together, they were dedicated to the elimination of their targets, nothing else. They blew this one. They thought it would be easy, with the element of surprise in their favor. Somehow, Rob and Alana were tipped off and now they were gone.




  An advance of one hundred and fifty thousand dollars was deposited by the Aquis Intelligence Institute’s Operations Unit into the couple’s joint account. Under the terms of their agreement, there were four weeks to correct a failure or the funds needed to be returned. If the assignment remained a miss, they would lose any further jobs for the Institute.




  Being held by the Madison police was a brief but difficult ordeal. The two assassins were responsible for the deaths of no less than twenty human beings. All were unsolved murders, but one never knew if clues might have been left behind, preserved, and broadcast to police around the world. If they were charged with murder, there would be no help coming from their sponsors or anyone else. They would be done.




  The two sat in Howard’s room, Shereen on one of the two queen sized beds leaning into a pillow propped up against the headboard. Howard was in a leather recliner, an iPad in his lap. It was two in the morning, but neither would think of sleep until they devised a plan to turn things around.




  Howard looked up and framed the challenge.




  “Okay, they knew we were coming. Son-of-a-bitch, I don’t know where we went wrong.




  “On the positive side, it’s a good thing the Madison police didn’t want to go through the paperwork to get permission for a cavity search or we’d have needed to explain our cocaine stash.”




  Shereen loved these strategy sessions. She did get a thrill from offing people, but the challenge of finding them, confronting them, eliminating them as a threat to their sponsor really turned her on.




  “Frankly, Howard, my guess is they already planned an escape route. Something happened with the apartment house that gave us away. No matter, that’s the past. We need to get bank records, telephone logs, and credit card transactions to see if they left a clue to their destination.”




  “Agreed,” Howard responded. “One more thing. You saw them drive off in a silver Mazda wagon?”




  “Right. It might have been a 2004 or 2005 model.”




  “Okay, let’s nail this down with motor vehicle records. Then, I’ll ask our Institute contact to survey all surveillance cameras in the Madison area over the past twenty-four hours. If we can find their path out of Madison, we can initiate track and confront operations. If it doesn’t work, we can see if satellite images may be available.”




  Shereen, tasting stale saliva, popped a stick of gum into her mouth.




  “How did you say they’re able to peek into those surveillance cameras?”




  “Aquis has contracts from the Defense Department to develop ways of breaking into foreign government communications systems. Then, they turn around and provide the capability to their own Intelligence Institute. So, a process designed to be applied outside the country may be used right here, and the beauty of it is no one knows when it’s activated.”




  “Nice to know we’re working for such a powerful outfit. If we can pull this off, there should be many more hits to come.”




  Chapter 5: Killer Recipes




  November 14, 1995, Ames WV




  Howard Davidson grew up in a small, rural town in West Virginia. He watched in fear as his violent father terrorized the family, beating his mother on a regular basis.




  When the boy reached sixteen, he decided to put an end to it. He plotted his first killing as if it were an assignment from God. He knew his father’s routine. The man, all six feet four inches of him, would come home after dark smelling of liquor. He’d eat dinner alone, complaining of his wife’s inept cooking.




  After dessert, turning to Howard, the brute demanded a cigar from the humidor. Howard would fetch the stogy and a pack of matches. About half way through the cigar, the man would order his wife into the bedroom. This is when the screams and pleading would begin, always ending in rape.




  Since early childhood, Howard has been a car buff. At six years he was able to identify the make and model of every car on the road. As a teen, he enrolled in a vocational education curriculum in school, covering automobiles and auto repair.




  One day he read a manufacturer’s description of the original air bag. He learned the chemical used to create the explosive force which instantly inflated the bag - sodium azide. It was extremely effective and incredibly toxic when ignited. To negate its poisonous characteristic, potassium nitrate and silica were used when the bag was activated.




  After days of searching area junk yards and reading about the chemical of interest, Howard found a nineteen seventy-five Oldsmobile 88, one of the first production cars with an airbag option. He returned at night and bribed the watchman to let him remove the otherwise worthless accessory.




  The next day, he cut the bag apart. With a pair of his mother’s tweezers, he removed much of the tobacco from one of his father’s cigars. In the middle of the cigar he substituted some of the gray, granular azide material. Then, he filled up the remainder with tobacco.




  That night, his father went through his usual routine. When he demanded a cigar, Howard brought him the loaded stogie and a pack of matches.




  Howard wasn’t certain if the substance would explode, but when the flame from the tobacco hit the sodium azide, and his father inhaled, it would be his last breath and the end of his reign of terror.




  Immediately before he delivered the fatal cigar, Howard told his mother and sister to check out a kitten he found in the backyard. As soon as they left the house, he provided his father with his nightly smoke.




  His body shook as he handed the cigar over and placed a fresh pack of matches on the kitchen table.




  “What you shaking for boy? You afraid I’ll turn my attention to you later on?”




  Howard backed off, walked to the kitchen sink, and pretended to begin washing the dishes, not an unusual chore for him. At the same time, he raised the window behind the sink.




  The bully held the cigar delicately, put the end in his mouth, and rotated the stogy, wetting the tobacco wrapper. Then, he lit the end, puffing with gusto while he turned the corona slowly, seeking an even light. The flame inside was pulled towards him and towards the sodium azide.




  Time stood still. Every thirty seconds or so Howard glanced back at the kitchen clock. The cigar was firmly planted in his father’s mouth as he buried his eyes in an old issue of Penthouse Magazine.




  Seven minutes went by. As he was deciding whether it would be okay to pray to God for the explosion it happened.




  The impact was devastating, shattering the man’s teeth, creating huge canyons in his gums, scalding the skin off fifty percent of his face, and causing his eyeballs to melt out of their sockets.




  While there was a split second when the man knew he was the object of an unconventional attack, his suffering was minimized by the extreme toxicity of the gas. He was dead in three seconds, his head crashing down on the table.




  As soon as the cigar blew, Howard, fearing the poisonous gas, leapt through the open window. He walked around back, explained what he did, and convinced his mother and sister to remain outside for the next hour.




  Once the shock wore off, they discussed how to dispose of the body. Their mother came up with the answer.




  Back behind their property were the remnants of an old, abandoned coal mine. A shaft hundreds of feet deep was all which was left of the crude operation. In the middle of the night, they loaded the body into a wheel barrow, pushed it out to the shaft, and dumped the remains.




  The next morning, they checked their work, gazing down the deep pit. Nothing could be seen except the dark blue acid liquid that collected in the bottom. Their monster was gone forever.




  Howard’s mother and sister were free to live normal lives. Before anyone asked about the disappearance, they moved in with relatives in Arkansas. Howard felt strangely empowered. He identified a physically superior target, plotted his destruction, and carried out an ingenious scheme flawlessly. He was convinced; murder would be his vocation.




  Shereen Cox was an attractive, young black lady, with cold brown eyes. She served in Afghanistan for one year and while she loved America, her term in the military was more of an escape than an expression of patriotism.




  Her years in a blue collar Newark neighborhood was a living hell. Raised by a caring grandmother, she was taught to do the right thing, but the threats and violence around her became unbearable when she was gang raped at eighteen.




  She enlisted in the Army, did well through basic, and was assigned to medical skills training. A year later, Shereen was part of a twenty-person medical contingent assigned to Oruzgan, Afghanistan.




  As a field hospital medic, she knew this was an area susceptible to insurgent threats, but it also served as a perfect place for the application of her specialty, treating trauma victims.




  The first few weeks on the job were both terrifying and satisfying. During her first day, not ten yards outside the hospital’s protective wall, two children picked up an Improvised Explosive Device (IED), disguised as a ball. When the device detonated, the kids, badly injured, were rushed through the hospital checkpoint and directly into surgery.




  Shereen was among the first to get to the children. Using her training, she stabilized their condition and began to get them ready for the surgeons. Three months later she would receive an accommodation for her quick action which, according to the doctors, saved the children’s lives.




  This was the first of many episodes she experienced with the devastating injuries caused by IEDs. When they detonated, shards of metal flew everywhere creating serious puncture wounds on contact, percussion from the blast caused concussions, fire created burning skin, and inhalation injuries damaged lungs and windpipes. In fact, experienced soldiers recognized the massive injuries caused by IEDs as unprecedented damage.




  One afternoon, another IED explosion shook the hospital’s stone wall barrier. Before anyone knew what was happening, three Afghan soldiers rushed through the central gate carrying a stretcher covered with a gray, blood stained blanket. Given the success of the treatment provided previously, this appeared to be another opportunity to undo the damage perpetrated on innocent civilians.




  While several physicians and nurses rushed into the surgery tent and started to prepare, this time Shereen didn’t move. There was something about the look in the Afghan soldiers’ eyes that told her things were not as they seemed. She had seen that same gaze from the hoods who lured her into a vacant lot before the gang rape.




  Even though she underwent training as a medic, all personnel shipped off to Afghanistan were required to become skilled in the use of offensive weaponry. When the three men who breached the gate ripped off the blanket revealing two RPG-7 rocket launchers and an AK-47 rifle, she rushed into action.




  She spotted a soldier speaking to one of the sentries at the gate. He leaned his weapon against an information booth as he questioned the sentry about proper procedures to exit the base.




  She raced to the gate, picked-up the weapon, an MK 48 MOD1 7.62 millimeter machine gun and spun around, facing the three intruders. All the while, she pictured the men who raped her and knew this would be her opportunity for revenge.




  By then, each man was holding one of the three weapons, aiming them at the hospital’s surgery center. If they were successful, they would prevent the Americans from repairing their own soldiers and assisting wounded Afghans.
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