Prologue:  Washington, DC
Their meeting was someone else’s idea.  As always, though, he chose the place and time.

He had been told that her normal running route traced the edge of the Rock Creek Parkway for two miles before it threaded into the southernmost region of the park itself.  That was his leg up.  He did the reconnaissance on his own, pacing along the jogging trails the night before, looking out for the position that promised both seclusion for him and surprise for her, enough of both to give him advantage.  He cased her neighborhood and discovered that by walking west, away from her street, while she began by running south, he could be at the rendezvous spot in five minutes if he walked quickly and used the alleyways.  It would take her twenty-five minutes to reach the same spot.  He drank coffee and smoked in a rented Chrysler Sebring until she bopped out from her building at 7:30, suited up, and began the run after a few minutes of stretching.  As soon as she set her pace he was setting his.

He knew her age, her specific physical characteristics; from these facts he deduced how far she might run this morning, how long it would take her to reach him, how close he could get to her without the possibility of her interfering with his movement. 

It turned out she ran hard—harder than he had guessed—and she came upon the last bend in the trail several minutes before he had predicted.  It didn’t matter.  By then he had been crouching over the kill spot for fifteen minutes in full combat readiness.  On his smart phone he watched the feed from the camera he had set up sixty yards away; when she appeared in the view—no one else close to her—he stood and assumed firing position.  His reflexes were sharp, and he was balanced perfectly on a gentle slope, six feet up from the trail.  His clothing, which he had changed into before dawn, blended in with the summer foliage; even with his blond hair and the glimmer of the ruby on his right hand, almost any civilian jogger would have run right past him, oblivious.  

But she was a trained observer and in top physical form.  As she came around the curve she instantly saw and assessed the threat he presented.  She was perhaps half a second away from reacting.  Yet in that slim slice of time she made three observations: that the advantage was his; that he was fully aware of that advantage; that he was certain to exploit it.  

In that last moment of her freedom she felt first astonishment (how did I let this happen?), then terror that created a burning anger.  Although it would have pained her to admit it, had she had the chance, the moment ended with her bleak acceptance.

The first slug from the silenced Lugar crashed into her shoulder and penetrated her chest cavity.  Its force spun her down and around, off the trail and into a clump of sumac, where she landed on her face.  Before she could move he sent another bullet through her back, which created a bloody channel that expanded into a small cavern beneath her ribs, and a spattering of surface abrasions.

He knew from experience that the second wound was fatal.  There was nothing, really, to leave to chance.   Yet he crossed the trail, ready to dispatch anyone so unlucky as to interrupt his tryst.  He turned her over and one last time his eyes met hers.  She had perhaps a few minutes of life left, but with a final bullet, through her left eye, he took those away as well.  

Luck was on the side of the other runners nearby; the closest trudged through the crime scene two minutes later, so exhausted and self-pitying that he missed the splayed body to his right.  It wasn’t until another woman came by, four minutes later, that she was found.  He had collected the video camera, smaller than a golf ball, and was almost out of the park, but he did hear the scream.

It didn’t have to work out the way it did.  He knew most in his line of work would have taken her from much further away with more powerful hardware.  But he was at his best in close quarters, and he preferred them.  In his professional life he afforded himself almost no indulgences, but he was willing to run a certain risk to know that before his victims checked out they took a good look at him, that they knew him.  He wanted to send them on their way.  Only in this way were most his exchanges personal.   This one, though, had been a bit more of a favor to himself:  she had meddled in his business.  She should have died earlier than she did.  He was more than happy to kill her.

The murder investigation went nowhere fast, of course; only the dead had evidence where he had been.  

But later, he began to hear rumors about the tales the dead might tell, how they might share with others what they knew about him.  He was aware of technology’s rapid expansion and its implications, and while he was no intellectual he knew something of neurology and brain research, knew about plasticity and a few other theories about the storage of memory.  But he was also quick to dismiss what he believed was fancy.  Talking dead people:  that was so fanciful as to be idiotic.  He went about his business.

That might have been his first professional blunder in years.  

