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Chapter One

Racheal Stortini pulled the bed covers over her head, unwilling
to face the new day. ‘Damn,” she said to herself, mouthing the
words. As she rolled onto her back, the silk sheets felt good
passing across her naked body.

It pleased her to have nothing planned. She had arrived home
from Arizona late the evening before and had no interest in doing
anything substantial today. At least, she reasoned, the trip hadn’t
been difficult. More to the point, it was being away from home for
several weeks that she didn’t care for. From time to time, she had
bouts with Agoraphobia. Several disorders were grouped together
under this heading but in her case, it was Separation Anxiety
Disorder, or the fear of leaving a safe place.

In a way, she hated being tied to her possessions, but they were
home and that’s where she enjoyed being the most. She laughed
thinking about her line of work constantly taking her away from
that home. She tried not to think about it very long because she
enjoyed her work. Perhaps, she thought, it wasn’t the work itself
as the money it earned and the feeling of personal satisfaction
knowing she was doing a job very few could do successfully.

As soon as the contract she had just completed was confirmed,
her next job would be in San Francisco. Taking a job in the City
certainly had its advantages, she thought, because commuter
flights made tight schedules more workable..

An early flight to the City gave her the entire day to tend to
business. Fulfill the contract, have dinner at Joe Junges in
Chinatown, meet Franklin at the Mark Hopkins Hotel for drinks
and a little physical recreation, and be back in her own bed in
Portland.

It was common for Franklin to have evening meetings. An
occasional few hours away from his normal schedule was easy for
him to arrange. His office was in the 450 Sutter Building which
made the Mark Hopkins an ideal meeting place.
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She smiled to herself as she stretched her entire body. If she
were to have a lasting physical relationship, it would be with a
man like Franklin. He was rich, handsome, and an excellent lover.
It also didn’t hurt to know that he would do anything she desired.

He never alluded to leaving his wife, although she knew the
marriage was not everything he wanted. That was fine with her
because in her line of work, a steady man, or worse yet, a husband,
would be a liability.

She eased herself out of bed and started for the bathroom. On
her way, she stopped at the window and looked out over the Pearl,
one of the newer districts in Portland, Oregon. Her apartment was
located in one of the high security buildings in the heart of the
Pearl. Everything she needed was close by for those days when
she didn’t feel like venturing far from home.

Something else she tried not to think about crossed her mind
when she looked out the window. What the hell was a country girl
doing living right in the middle of the largest city in Oregon? She
knew she didn’t have to think about it for very long to come up
with the answer.

Walking into the bathroom, she laughed at herself for having an
apartment with such a large one. It did seem a bit extravagant for a
single person. The master bath in her three thousand square foot
house wasn’t even this large. Whenever this subject crossed her
mind, she usually came to the conclusion that it was no problem
affording a little luxury.

The hot water cascaded on her from three showerheads. It was
her ritual after returning from a contract to spend at least an hour
showering. Perhaps, she reasoned, it was some sort of purification
process. Was this, she wondered, her way of rejoining the civilized
world?

As soon as she was dried off, she fell back into bed. She lay
there thinking back to when she had entered her current line of
work. January 8, 2005, was the last day of her former life. It was
also the first day of her new one. When she had woken that fateful
morning, she was a happily married woman. By the end of the
day, she was an angry widow.
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She was angry, not with anybody else, but at herself. She had
been driving the car in which her husband had left this life. All the
months in the hospital had repaired her body. Her mind though,
would never heal. None of the doctors could say anything to
convince her otherwise.

Her husband came from a family of renegades. Between the
five brothers, they owned at least ninety weapons. The collection
included everything from small handguns to fully automatic rifles.

There were even one or two bazookas floating around the
family. When the other brothers did anything, they did it as a
group. If one hated somebody, they all hated that person. Why her
husband was any different, she could never figure out. If he had
been a carbon copy of the others, she would never have married
him.

She had been home from the hospital for five months when the
most life-altering situation developed. It was two o’clock in the
morning and the house was quiet. The dream she had just
experienced was a refreshing change from the nightmares that
usually visited her. She later wondered if Michael hadn’t woke her
up.
Waking up suddenly caused her to sit up. She couldn’t help but
think about her husband. The dream had been about them making
love. The bedroom was located on the front of the house, next to
the living room.

It was then she heard the crunching of gravel being walked on.
The front door had a slight squeak three quarters of the way open.
In the quiet of night, it sounded like a Philadelphia brass bell being
rung.

The next thing she heard was the unmistakable sound of an
automatic pistol sliding a round into the chamber. By this time her
eyes were accustomed to the dark. She watched her bedroom door
open and the appearance of what looked like a .45 automatic
leading a man.

The room was suddenly illuminated by the sixteen inch muzzle
flash from her .357 magnum revolver. Whoever was behind the
45 left the room a lot faster than coming in. The only difference
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was now he was dead. She thanked her husband for teaching her to
shoot. She rarely missed what she shot at and never at this close
range.

She turned on the bedside light, already having a good idea
who was lying on the floor. Ten steps and she was standing over
the body of Joe Stortini, her brother-in-law. His hand was still
wrapped around the handle of his U.S Army Colt .45 automatic.

It didn’t take the Scotts Valley Police long to arrive. They were
at the house in less than five minutes from when she called. The
two officers were sympathetic , assuring her no charges would be
brought against her. It was clearly a case of self-defense.

The next four nights Rachael spent at her friend Jenn’s house.
As soon as the Police Department was finished with her, she left
the state. There were still three brothers whom she was certain
would especially be anxious to see her dead.

While she was at Jenn's house she kept replaying the shooting
in her mind. The one thing that stood out was the fact she had no
qualms about shooting Joe. Yes, he came to the house to kill her.
Yes, she knew the family blamed her for the death of their brother.

Yes, it was self-defense. The death of her husband would haunt
her until the day she died. What about the brother? She didn’t care
about killing him. Shouldn’t she feel some sort of emotion, she
questioned. She felt nothing. If anything, it was a definite lack of
concern.

Somewhere between pulling the trigger in her bedroom and
meeting the man in Alamogordo, New Mexico, (of all places) she
concluded that killing another human being wasn’t as hard as she
thought it would be. The much needed vacation trip she took
included the Grand Canyon, Carlsbad Caverns, and a new job
description. She would look back on the meeting in the pub as her
baptism of fire.

Down the street from her motel was a small neighborhood pub.
It was hot outside so she stopped in for a cold beer. Like the rest of
the neighborhood bars she had been in, the room was dark, the
furniture solid, and the ever present smell of beer and stale
cigarettes filled the air.
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Somewhere around the third beer, the MAN sat next to her at
the bar. She had been listening to the bartender giving his take on
the state of the country. The man in question seemed to blend into
the conversation, which lead her to think he was a regular
customer.

The man was clearly distressed about his business partner.
Three Seven / Sevens later, he told her the entire story. Everything
he said was predictable. The partner had taken up with a new
woman friend. Work was down and spending was up.

The two partners had several bitter arguments about the woman
and where that relationship was taking him. “Why,” the man kept
asking, “did this have to happen? We were just starting to show a
real profit.”

On a lark, she jotted down a question on the tablet she carried.
“How bad do you want to get rid of your problem?” The bartender
was serving a few customers at the other end of the bar so she felt
safe in asking the question. She wasn’t a stupid woman and knew
better than to mention it in front of a witness. Obviously, her side
of the conversation was silent, but not his.

“He’s going to ruin me,” the man answered. “I’ve put
everything my wife and I have into this business. He’ll simply ruin
us.”

“You didn’t answer my question,” she wrote.

“I cannot break the partnership. We were friends when we
started out and didn’t even consider there might be a need some
day to dissolve the relationship.”

“You do have one option,” she wrote.

Was she crazy? The words keep screaming in her head. What
the hell was she doing? Was she actually offering to kill the
partner? People were executed for doing this sort of thing. Then
the answer came to her; the answer to everything that had
happened since January 8. It was so clear.

Who would have thought such an inspiration would come to
anybody in Alamogordo, New Mexico? It was obvious to her that
she no longer cared what happened to her. The love of her life was
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dead and she had killed him. Nothing else could happen to her that
would make any sort of difference.

“What would that be?” he asked.

She ran her finger across her neck.

“That’s a little extreme, isn’t it?”” he asked.

The bartender rejoined them so she dropped the subject for the
moment. This gave the man a chance to think it over. After a few
minutes, she could tell he liked the idea, or at least was giving it
some serious thought.

“Why can’t you speak?” he asked when the bartender left
again.

“Car accident,” she wrote.

He looked at her for a minute before saying anything else.

“Do you know somebody who could do,” he hesitated for a
moment, “that,” he finally asked?

She nodded her head yes.

He looked around the room making sure nobody was listening
to them. “How much would it cost?”” he asked in a whisper.

She held up five fingers.

“Five hundred?”

She shook her head no.

“Thousand?” he asked, swallowing hard.

She nodded her head. She could tell he had started crunching
the numbers in his mind.

“How do I know this is on the up and up?”

“Pay when it’s done,” she wrote.

“How do you know I’ll pay you,” he asked, laughing slightly.
She could see he was nervous even discussing the subject.

“You’ll be next,” she wrote.






