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To the part of me that could’ve become Case.

I’m glad you chose differently.













Chapter 1

 





Case Jacobson stood at the open window, arms folded across her chest. White surgical gloves and close-cropped blonde hair stood out against her jet black T-shirt tucked into equally black jeans.

She watched through the break in the curtains, as a dozen different workers dressed the stage for the afternoon rally. Her seventh floor hotel room window afforded her a clear view of the entire platform, as well as the surrounding parkland. The day was overcast, making everything seem damp somehow, but the stagehands diligently went about laying the tarp over the cables strewn across the wood and metal framework. Several people started bringing chairs up onto the stage in preparation for the guest of honor and his entourage.

Case took that as her cue and turned back to the room to finish up her own preparations. She took the two short steps to the bed and opened up the large black metallic case she’d placed there earlier. Her eyes rested briefly on the rifle components nestled in the charcoal gray foam, before moving to the black nylon bag lying on the floor near her feet.

She bent over to unzip the bag and lifted out the tripod she’d purchased with the gun. It was heavier than those she’d used in the past, mostly due to the special motor she’d bought for it, but her well-toned arms had no trouble handling the extra weight. She set up the rig in front of the window, adjusting the legs until one was clamped securely to the inside edge of the sill while the other two were braced against the floor, and then went back to the bed.

With cool precision, she removed each of the pieces of the modified SR-25 sniper rifle and snapped them together. When she was finished, Case attached the gun to its mount, making sure the line of sight for the large scope was between the edges of the curtains she’d tacked down earlier in case the wind picked up. She could just imagine the response she’d receive if she had to explain how she’d failed because a simple piece of cloth had gotten in her way.

Case shook her head, as she forced the vivid mental images to the back of her mind and willed herself to focus on the task at hand. She chambered the first round and then returned to the bed, her slight frown fading, as her well-practiced detachment reasserted itself.

She reached into the black bag again and pulled out the remote control unit she’d put together for the gun and tripod using state-of-the-art spy paraphernalia she’d bought online with parts she’d picked up at a hobby supply store. She unfolded the headset and slipped it on like a pair of headphones, the single eyepiece fitting snugly over her right eye and plunging it into darkness. She tapped a green button on the tiny control box near her right ear and the eyepiece lit up, giving her an unfocused view of the stage through the scope mounted on the rifle. Orange numbers in the top right corner of the display estimated the distance as 161.85 meters, or 177 yards, which was well within the 800-meter range of the rifle.

She reached up to the control box at her other ear and turned it on as well, before rolling the horizontal-control dial. Case turned her head to watch the tripod move to the right, as the image relayed by the eyepiece did the same. Using her thumb, she rolled the vertical-control dial. The tripod’s well-oiled gears silently repositioned the rifle’s aim upward, moving the picture up with it. She moved a similar dial near her right ear to finally bring the picture into focus.

Satisfied, Case simultaneously hit both green buttons again to turn off the individual remotes and removed the headgear, collapsing it and placing it on the bed. She closed the empty briefcase and dragged the black bag over to the window.

She unzipped the inside pocket and pulled out a small block of plastique. Its consistency reminded Case of gray clay, as she pressed and molded it to the gun’s fully loaded 20-round magazine. She reached into the pocket again and retrieved a tiny box with two wires protruding from one end. She pressed the small electronic device into the plastique and pushed both wires in as well. She felt around inside the pocket one last time and pulled out a larger box studded with several buttons and a switch. She pressed the first button, and then flicked the switch, looking up to see a green light come on in the top of the small box embedded in the plastique. She nodded to herself and flicked the switch back and pressed the button again. The green light flickered off.

Case set the device next to the headgear on the bed and zipped up the nylon bag. She stood and went over to the window and looked out. The stagehands had finished setting up the chairs and had brought up a podium and were now placing speakers around the stage and connecting them to the cables that had been laid out under the tarp. A crowd was gathering in front of the stage.

Case turned and grabbed her jacket off the back of one of the chairs. She settled it over her shoulders and picked up the headset and little black box, slipping them into the outside pockets of her jacket. She reached down to grasp the nylon strap of the black bag and slung it over her shoulder, and then picked up the briefcase from the bed. She walked to the hotel room door and opened it with her free hand.

She turned around and took one last look around the room, before closing and locking the door. She glanced up and down the hallway to make sure she was alone, and then set down the briefcase for a few moments in order to pull off her surgical gloves. She quickly stuffed them in her jeans pocket, and then picked up the case again, as she headed for the elevators.

She fished out her sunglasses from the inside pocket of her jacket, while she waited for the lift. It arrived, empty, and she got on alone. The walls were mirrored, so Case turned her gaze to the floor. She didn’t need to see her reflection to know what she would find: a too thin body covered in too pale skin, where it wasn’t concealed by the hip-length black leather jacket and black jeans; short blonde hair she cut herself every few weeks and which hadn’t seen a comb in years, since her fingers did just fine on their own; green eyes that would have appeared dull if she hadn’t hidden them behind black shades. She wasn’t very tall, but that was one of the few things she’d found to be an advantage in her line of work; no one ever considered her a threat until it was too late to do anything about it.

The elevator doors slid open, and Case walked into the lobby and out the front exit. She made her way through the parking lot and arrived at her black Ford Expedition in only a few minutes. She thumbed her remote and opened the rear door to throw her bags into the huge cargo area, consciously ignoring the main reason her job sometimes necessitated the same amount of room as a hearse. She slammed the door closed and walked around to the driver’s side, getting behind the wheel and keying the ignition. She didn’t go very far. She parked across the street from the hotel in front of where the rally was about to take place.

Case pulled out the headset, unfolding it and putting it on. She tapped the green buttons again and the eyepiece lit up. She fingered the dials to realign the image back on the stage and watched, as the distinguished guests were led onto the platform.

Finally, a tall, older man, slightly pudgy from a little too much deskwork, was shown to his seat near the middle of the stage. He flashed his artificial smile around and was rewarded with several camera flashes in return.

Case let her attention drift to the rest of the attendees still filing onto the stage. They were a mix of older and younger men, all colleagues and underlings of the Senator. She rolled the dials at her ears and brought the crosshairs overlaying the center of the picture back to him. She looked across the street to see the crowd settling down. Then she heard a deep voice come over the loudspeaker and returned her attention to the image filtering through the eyepiece.

A young man stood at the podium and began to address the crowd. She only half-listened to what he was saying, waiting for him to introduce the guest of honor. He finally did and she quickly rolled the dials under her fingers, making sure to keep the image in focus and on target, as the older man stood and moved forward. He smiled and raised his hands in greeting to the crowd, as he walked to stand before the podium. Case lightly rested her right index finger on the red button positioned beneath the green button and waited.

The Senator waved his hands at the crowd again, this time trying to stop their cheering, so he could speak. Finally, they calmed down, and he lowered his hands to grasp the sides of the podium. He stood there for a moment to gather his words, and Case pushed the button. His head slammed back, and he pitched backward onto the stage. Several people rushed to his side.

After zooming in for a close-up to make sure the bullet had hit him square in the forehead, Case tapped the green buttons again and the eyepiece went black. She removed the headset and folded it back up, returning it to her pocket. She keyed the ignition and pulled away from the curb, only to stop again a moment later when she came to a red light.

She reached into her other pocket to pull out the small black box with the switch and pressed the middle button this time. When the traffic light turned green, she tapped the accelerator, flicking the switch at the same time. She glanced at her rear view mirror when she heard the muffled boom and saw debris hit the street. She forced her eyes forward again and shoved the box back into her pocket, as she continued on down the road.













Chapter 2

 





“I don’t appreciate your interference,” Antonio Carlotti said with a slight Italian accent. “You put me in an uncomfortable position and I don’t like it when I’m uncomfortable.”

He sat at the head of the table in the darkened restaurant. His second cousin, Franco Rossi, sat at his left, while his female bodyguard stood tall and alert behind him. Antonio’s own bodyguard stood behind his right shoulder, also ready should the need arise for his services.

Leonardo Spinella sat across from Antonio, a lackey on each side of him, and four of his own bodyguards looking smug at their greater numbers. Leo was pretty sure he had the upper hand, but he knew Antonio deserved a certain amount of respect due to his position as head of the organization.

“That’s unfortunate. But I should remind you that we do now have the backing of Senator Stone, so—”

“No. You don’t,” Antonio cut the man off. “You should’ve known better than to go behind my back. What were you thinking?”

Franco’s bodyguard had been dutifully watching the room, staying alert for any possible threats to her charge, Mr. Rossi, but when she saw Mr. Spinella noticeably pale at the implied threat, she readied herself, as she recognized the first signs of desperation entering the man’s eyes.

This was her first encounter with Mr. Carlotti, and she was beginning to realize that his reputation as a ruthless crime lord didn’t do him justice. She could see the glint in his eyes. He was playing with the man.

“Senator Stone has most definitely agreed to—”

“Senator Stone is dead by now. So, I will ask you again. What were you thinking?”

Leonardo lost the last bit of color remaining in his cheeks. He darted his eyes around and could feel the prickly sensation of fear-induced sweat sliding down his sides and back. He felt little beads of water grow on his forehead and dabbed at them with his suit jacket’s cream-colored handkerchief.

“I meant no disrespect. I just thought—”

“No. You didn’t think. And how could your disobedience show anything but disrespect and contempt for me and my family?”

“Sir...”

“Ah, now you try to show respect.”

Antonio was thoroughly enjoying himself. Leo was about to piss his pants. Unfortunately, he had pushed just a little too hard. Leonardo dropped to the floor and his four bodyguards took that as his signal to open fire.

Franco’s bodyguard had her guns out before the first of Leo’s men could clear theirs from their holsters. She jumped in front of Franco just as she was taking down the third man. Antonio’s guard brought down the fourth, and then immediately put slugs through the two shocked lackeys and the cowering man under the table. Antonio clapped his hands.

“Beautiful! Beautiful! Franco, where have you been hiding this one?”

Franco grinned at his cousin. 

“Ah, well, she just came to my attention a few months ago. She was a courier for Emiliano. One of my boys took a liking to her, but he was rather rude about it. She flattened him, so I took her as a replacement. She has the fastest reflexes of anybody I’ve ever seen,” he bragged.

“Ah, I think I might know someone who’s faster,” Antonio countered. 

His bodyguard stood a little taller at what he thought was a huge compliment.

“I’d be happy to test my skills against your man any day, Mr. Carlotti,” the tall woman offered.

She knew she could beat his brute silly.

“Ah, Eduardo? No, no, I was thinking of someone else.” Eduardo lost his puffed up demeanor, as Antonio continued. “But I don’t think I want to see you two fighting. Why waste talent like yours? No. I think I will send you for training instead.”

Antonio watched his cousin’s face fall, as he realized he had just lost his prized possession. He knew better than to argue about it, too. Antonio grinned.

“Well, that was pleasant. And... What was your name?”

“Erica Raineri, but everyone calls me Rain,” she replied.

“Well, Rain, you’ll be hearing from one of my people very soon. Goodnight, Cousin,” he added to Franco, and then left, with Eduardo trailing behind him.

They reached the crime lord’s personal limo, and Eduardo made sure to open the door for Antonio. He waited for the man to get settled before closing the door and getting in on the other side. Antonio hit the intercom switch near his right arm.

“Cruise Seventh Street. Stop at the first tall brunette you see,” Antonio ordered his driver.

“Yes, Sir,” the driver replied.

It had been months since Antonio had picked up any women from that area, so it was unlikely that the current streetwalkers would remember him. Even if he was recognized, Antonio wasn’t too worried about it. He’d just try another neighborhood.

In less than half an hour, the driver had pulled them over in front of three women: a short redhead, a medium-sized blonde, and a tall brunette. Antonio rolled down his window and grinned at the young women.

“Good evening, ladies,” Antonio offered charmingly.

“Hey baby,” returned the redhead warily.

“Nice ride,” said the brunette, as she practically climbed through the open window.

The blonde just smiled shyly. She was probably new.

“I seem to have gotten lost, and my driver hates to ask for directions. Would you like to help me find my way?” Antonio asked the brunette who seemed ready to jump into his lap.

“Sure baby,” the brunette replied, but the redhead pulled her back and gestured for them to walk a few steps away so they could talk.

“We’ll be right back,” the redhead told him snidely.

Antonio almost lost his charming smile at the complete disrespect she was showing towards him, but he’d learned long ago that patience was a virtue. Waiting for others to make mistakes had kept him ahead of his rivals for many years.

The redhead glanced back at the handsome man sitting in the limo, and then focused on her dark-haired friend.

“Shel, you can’t possibly be thinking of going with that guy,” the redhead started.

“Why not? Look, he’s obviously rich, Joni. We’ll make a fortune!” Shel said enthusiastically to the redhead.

“Yeah, he’s rich, which means if he’s gotta come here to get some pussy, then there’s somethin’ seriously wrong with him. Think about it,” Joni implored.

“Oh, come on. This is just like in Pretty Woman. What if he falls in love with me, and we live happily ever after? You want me to pass up a chance like that?” Shel asked.

“Maybe Joni’s right, Shel. I just get a weird feelin’ about ‘im,” the blonde said quietly.

“You get a weird feelin’ about everyone, Gina,” Shel derided the girl. “Come on. We could make enough money to not have ta work for a week. Come on,” Shel pleaded.

“Nah, girl. I’m not goin’,” Joni said decisively.

Gina shook her head in negation as well.

“Fine,” Shel said harshly, trying to hide the hurt of having both her friends turn against her. “See if I come back here to help you guys when I’m off livin’ the high life.”

Shel turned on her heel and stalked over to the limo. She dropped her angry expression and put on her best come hither look.

“Hey baby. My friends have a prior engagement, but I’m all yours,” she said seductively.

Antonio smiled and opened the car door for the woman to get in. She deliberately brushed against his legs and pretended to lose her balance, partially falling into him and grazing her hand over the hard bulge in his pants.

“Oops, sorry,” she said unapologetically.

Antonio grinned, as she settled into his lap. He hit the intercom switch.

“Take me home,” he ordered.

Eduardo did his best to disappear into his seat a few feet away from the amorous couple, as the two got to know each other a little better. Almost an hour later, the car stopped and the engine cut off. The driver side door opened and closed, and a few moments later, the door next to Antonio opened.

“We’re here, Sir,” the driver told him.

“Good,” Antonio said, as he stepped out of the limo, and then helped the young woman out.

“Oh my God! Look at this place! This is where you live?!” Shel said excitedly, as she finally got a look at the enormous mansion illuminated by numerous floodlights.

As Eduardo hopped out of the other side of the car, Antonio turned to his bodyguard and driver.

“Be back here in a few hours. You’ll have a delivery to take to the docks,” he said cryptically, as he glanced at the woman.

The driver nodded solemnly.

“We’ll be ready, Sir,” Eduardo said quietly.

Antonio turned back to the woman, who was still gawking at the gigantic house.

“Come on. I’ll give you a tour,” he offered.

They went in through a massive front entrance, and Antonio took them up a staircase that curved around both sides of the main lobby and up to the second floor. After a somewhat lengthy walk down several hallways, they stopped in front of two large white doors with solid gold doorknobs.

Antonio pushed open one of the doors and led his guest inside his large office before closing and surreptitiously locking the door behind her.

“Wow. This place is amazing! What do you do for a living?” Shel asked curiously.

“It’s not important,” Antonio dismissed.

He stepped forward and forcefully brought the woman’s lips to his own. Shel managed to push herself away from him after a few moments of struggling.

“Whoa, slow down, Romeo. We got all night, right?” she questioned a little uncertainly.

“Shut up,” Antonio ordered and moved forward again.

Shel took a few steps back, and Antonio grinned when he saw the fear in her eyes. Shel suddenly realized her friends’ suspicions had been right.

“Um, you know, maybe you should just take me back to...” Shel began, but Antonio’s lightning fast backhand sent her spinning to the floor.

“I said shut up!” Antonio yelled, completely unconcerned about being overheard.

When the extravagant mansion had been built, Antonio had made sure to install the best soundproofing available. It kept the noise of his sexual encounters from being detected by anyone outside the room, so he could enjoy the screams of his victims without worrying about who might hear. Though Antonio had complete confidence that his staff would never betray him, he didn’t want an overzealous bodyguard interrupting him because he thought Antonio was in danger. It ruined the mood.

Shel tried to crawl away from the maniac, as she felt her right cheekbone begin to swell painfully. She wasn’t sure, but she thought he might have broken the bone.

“You better crawl your ass back over here, bitch,” Antonio said menacingly, as he watched the woman trying to get away from him. “Or do you need to be taught a lesson in obedience?” Antonio grinned at the thought.

He lunged forward and yanked the woman back up by her hair, so they were face to face.

Shel looked into the cold eyes of the man she’d briefly hoped would save her from a life of prostitution and began crying in despair, as she realized her fate had been sealed the moment she’d climbed into the limo. Panic flooded her body, and she struggled to get away, but Antonio was much stronger than she was.

“No! Let me go!” Shel screamed in terror.

Antonio smacked her across the face again, causing her lip to split and a gush of blood to pour from the cut.

“Why? We got all night, right?” Antonio mocked her, as he tossed her cruelly against his desk.













Chapter 3

 





“Special Agent Dawson speaking,” came the voice through the phone.

“You are way too fuckin’ formal, Ronny,” Rain smiled into the mouthpiece.

“Rebecca? You’re not supposed to report in for another two weeks. What’s going on?”

“Fuck, Ron, you know I hate that name.”

“Well, I thought Special Agent Raines was too ‘formal’ for your tastes,” Ron teased.

“That’s why I make everyone call me Rain. Just because I’m not there to slap the shit out of you right now doesn’t mean I won’t later,” she warned, a feral grin causing her teeth to sparkle white in the dim light of the alley.

“Fine, Rain, just tell me why you’re checking in so early?”

“I just got a ticket to the inner circle,” she said, and waited for the information to sink in.

“What do you mean? How?”

“Carlotti liked my style, so he’s sending me for some kind of training.”

“Training? Wait, when did you meet up with Carlotti? I thought you were working for Rossi? They haven’t had contact with each other in over a year.”

“Yeah, well, some meeting came up with Spinella. He’s dead, by the way. Unfortunately, they didn’t actually talk about what they were talking about, though Carlotti admitted to having knowledge about some Senator’s death. Senator Stone. It sounded like he hired the hit, but that’s all inference, totally useless,” she relayed her latest information before continuing. “Anyway, I’m supposed to wait to hear from one of Carlotti’s people. And I don’t know what the training is, but it sounds like it’s gonna be a lot more intense than the bodyguard type stuff I’ve been doing,” she commented.

“I know this is what we’ve all been waiting for, but...” Dawson hesitated.

“What.”

“Well, you’ve been sounding more and more like, well, like one of them. ‘Bodyguard type stuff’? I don’t even think that’s proper English. You’ve been undercover for three years—”

“So, what are you saying? You think I’ve gone native?” Silence answered her. “Oh, fuck you, Ron. My name is Rebecca Raines. I’m a Special Agent for the Federal Bureau of Investigation. I’m investigating one Antonio Carlotti under the fictitious name Erica Raineri in an attempt to gain evidence concerning illegal acts that come under the heading of ‘organized crime,’ which comes under the jurisdiction of the Criminal Investigative Division of the FBI, the division that I happen to work in,” Rain finished impatiently, as she fished in her pocket for a roll of antacid tablets.

“I’m sorry.”

“I know where my loyalties lie, Dawson,” Rain replied, as she angrily tore another section of foil and paper off the half-consumed roll and popped a couple tabs into her mouth.

“All right. I already said I was sorry. But you know I had to bring it up. It’s happened before.”

“I know. Look, don’t worry about it. I’m fine. I’ll check in at the regular time,” she promised, and then clicked off the phone.

She slipped it into the pocket of her coat, and then checked the street, before exiting the alley. She needed to go home and get some sleep.





* * *

 





It was midnight when Case finally crossed state lines. She pulled over at the next truck stop she came to and brought out her cell phone. She hit the first memory button and waited.

“Doc,” a deep voice came on the line.

He sounded a little impatient.

“Case, here. It’s done. Package was delivered. Unfortunately, the receipt for delivery was lost due to a fire.”

The plastique had destroyed the gun, as well as most of the hotel room, taking care of any useful evidence, including matching the bullet to the rifle. The explosives themselves would be traced back to an international supplier that would be an effective dead end.

Doc entered the information into his computer. The light from his monitor cast eerie shadows over his strong features. He smiled at the code phrases they were forced to use whenever they spoke. There was no way to tell if the smile ever reached his eyes because of the white computer screen image that was reflected from the lenses of his wire rim glasses.

“That’s too bad.” Case heard the clacking of a keyboard being used, and then Doc came back on the line. “Payment for delivery has been rendered. I’ll be in touch,” he said, just before the line went dead.

Case closed down the phone and walked into the diner and ordered a breakfast plate. She sat in a booth and tried not to think about anything in particular while she ate.

She finished her meal and paid the check, and then went to the back to use the restroom. Before leaving, she pulled the surgical gloves from her jeans pocket and stuffed them into the metal trashcan set aside specifically for disposing of used tampons and pads.

Once she was on the road again, she turned on the radio and found a station with music she knew and started singing along. After an hour though, she realized she was getting too tired to drive and pulled into the first motel she could find.

She brought her tote bag in with her, and then collapsed onto the bed. After a couple minutes, she got up, placed the Do Not Disturb sign on the door, and undressed before turning on the television. She flipped through the channels, letting the TV settle on a news program that seemed to be repeating from earlier in the evening. As soon as she recognized the stage and the crowd, though, Case grabbed the remote again.

She flipped the channel and was happy to see that the porn station was part of the cable package that came with the room. She settled into the bed and tried to exhaust her libido. It really was an excellent diversion, and she finally passed out just as the sky was beginning to lighten.













Chapter 4

 





Case was glad she’d remembered to put the Do Not Disturb sign on her door, when she finally woke at three in the afternoon. She sat up and looked around the motel room. Images from the previous day’s work flashed through her mind, but she refused to pay attention to them, and they finally subsided back into her subconscious.

She pulled out her little black laptop and booted it up. Then she hooked it up to her cell phone and dialed her account. She checked her various e-mailboxes, deleting the junk mail as she went along, and answered the few messages that she deemed worthy of a reply.

Two of the e-mails were from colleagues. They were ‘delivery boys’ like her, and she’d worked with both of them at different times, but where she had a boss, they were both freelancers. She envied them. At least they could pick and choose their assignments. Working for Antonio, she lacked that particular luxury.

Davey was just checking in, wondering what she was up to and when would be a good time to get together and ‘shoot the shit.’ Davey always used such colorful expressions. She told him she’d look him up when she was in his area again.

Jeff, on the other hand, was looking for some professional advice concerning his current target. She offered her expertise willingly, since the type of job he was being paid to do was one she’d performed numerous times, and wished him good luck. She coded her language even though all her messages were encrypted, just in case the transmission was intercepted.

When she was done with her e-mail, she surfed around for a little while checking out her favorite sites for updates. She kept up with all the latest technological breakthroughs in her field of work. She’d found that it came in handy on the various assignments she was sent on, and anyone who worked with her was always amazed at her knowledge of cutting edge weaponry and spy paraphernalia.

When she’d finally been forced to become an assassin for Antonio, a lot of people hadn’t taken her seriously. The guys Doc had told her to contact for training and anything else she needed had taken one look at her and laughed. She’d decided to go it alone after that and spent every waking moment perfecting the abilities she’d known she would need to fulfill Antonio’s orders.

Less than a year later, her name had become almost legendary among the other hit men working for Antonio’s organization, and Case had started receiving requests for advice. Now, such requests were routine. She always knew the best weapon for a job and the best place to find it for the best price. 

She signed off and shut down the computer. She stood up and went to the bathroom to take a shower, and then brought out clean clothes and put them on. She noticed it was after five o’clock. Food sounded almost good. She swiped her motel key off the table and left to find the closest fast food joint.

Case drove around the small city, as she ate her hamburger. When she was done, she pulled out her cell phone and checked her messages. She didn’t expect any, not this soon after a job. She probably wouldn’t hear from Doc for at least a week or two, but she always made sure to check the messages for that particular mailbox at least once a day, just in case. So she was rather surprised when a mechanical voice told her she had one new message. She pressed 1 on the phone and waited.

“Message One. Time... 2:53pm... Case. New job. This one’s hot. Get to L.A. on the double. Money’s in your account to cover expenses. Check back for the details once you get there... Please press 1 on your touch-tone phone to repeat this message or press 2 to...” Case deleted the message and turned off the phone.

Great, I need to get online and find an airport. And I’ll have to leave the truck somewhere..., she thought, as she headed back to the motel to get her stuff and check out.





* * *

 





Rain showed up for work at Mr. Rossi’s at 3pm as usual, but when he saw her, all he did was hand her a manila envelope and tell her good luck. She was escorted out of his home and got in her car to return to her own apartment. As soon as she was in the door, she sent her keys skidding across the dining room table and sat down on the couch to look through the envelope.

She pulled out several credit cards along with statements for each of the accounts. There was also documentation for a new cell phone account for the brand new state-of-the-art cell phone at the bottom of the envelope. There was a sealed letter that she tore open and began to read.

It detailed her new role as a hit woman for Antonio Carlotti, though neither his name nor hers was ever used. It also described new code phrases she would be required to use for all phone conversations with someone who was only referred to as ‘Doc.’ There was a phone number she was supposed to call and she assumed it would connect her with this Doc person.

She looked at her watch and saw it was almost five in the afternoon. She decided she would call in the morning. First, she needed time to reconcile the conflicting feelings she was having. She was excited to finally be taken into the inner sanctum of the Carlotti empire, but her oath to uphold the law had been sorely battered during her last three years as Erica Raineri, and she had a feeling it was only going to get worse from here on out. If she accepted her new position, and she had no doubts that a refusal would not be tolerated, then she was sure to end up in a situation where she would have to take an innocent life or blow her cover.

She knew that she would not be held accountable in that type of circumstance. In fact, she knew she was expected to commit criminal acts while undercover and no one would hold her legally responsible. A few innocents’ deaths would be a small price to pay to take down Carlotti and his organization, but it didn’t make her feel any better about the possibility. It was a lot easier to rationalize the deaths of the men who had attempted to kill her and those she was supposedly working for the night before.

Rain let her head fall back on the couch.

She had joined the FBI to do exactly what she was doing. Shortly after her fourteenth birthday, her older brother, who had been a police officer, had been shot and killed during a drug bust. Salvatore Carlotti had been responsible for the drug trafficking and he had paid the men who had gunned down her brother. The day after the funeral, she’d decided to join the FBI so that she could take down men like Carlotti and stop them from hurting anybody else. 

She had the brains to become anything she wanted and she knew it. In fact, at age sixteen, she’d graduated with honors from the private boarding school where her father had sent her, and immediately began working towards a doctorate in psychology at the University of Virginia. She’d earned her M.A. by age eighteen, and then split her efforts between the University’s Law School to earn her J.D. at age twenty-one, and the main campus to get her Ph.D. in psychology at twenty-three through a special accelerated program.

Splitting her time between the two goals had caused her to add an extra year to complete her Ph.D., but that had worked out fine. The FBI didn’t accept anyone under the age of twenty-three, so the extra year had put her at the right age to apply.

With her degrees and superior athletic abilities, she’d been placed at the top of the list of her recruiter and had breezed through the whole application and acceptance process. Even the polygraph test hadn’t fazed her. She’d finished the sixteen-week New Agent Training course at the top of her class, coming away from the experience with a new love for martial arts. As soon as she’d been assigned to a district office of the Criminal Investigative Division, she’d found a dojang and a teacher to instruct her in the Korean martial art of Taekwon-Do.

She’d gained her Ph.D. in psychology by focusing specifically on behavioral and forensic psychology, so she’d started out as a profiler. After a year, and a nearly perfect accuracy rating for all of the cases thrown at her, she’d gained a name for herself as one of the best profilers in the Division. She’d also earned her first-degree black belt, which proved to the chauvinistic agents around her that she was more than just a brain in a pretty body. She was a brain in a pretty lethal body.

After another year of flawless service, she’d finally requested a transfer to work in the organized crime unit. Her exemplary work had helped her superiors decide in her favor and she’d begun putting together cases against the various ‘families’ involved in the mob.

It had really only been recently that the familial structure to the Mafia had resurfaced. For a while, the whole thing had degenerated into loose affiliations between unrelated people, but then Salvatore Carlotti had taken over as head of the dying organization and breathed new life into it.

He’d managed to instill a sense of honor and respectability into his subordinates and brought back the idea that if one person was a member, then everyone related to them was a member and therefore should be taken care of with the same amount of respect. He gave people a sense of belonging that was missing in their lives. Unfortunately, he did it through extortion, assault, murder, torture, burglary, drug trafficking, and selling guns on the black market.

Two years later, Rebecca Raines had requested to be placed undercover as Erica Raineri and she’d been given the green light. The only thing she’d continued from her previous life was her martial arts training and she’d recently been awarded her fifth degree black belt.

Rain thought over the twists and turns her life had taken. She hadn’t spoken to her father since shortly before joining the Bureau and she didn’t really have any urge to do so. As it was, while undercover, she was to have no contact with anyone from her former life. It was just as well. She didn’t have anything to say to him anyway.

She stood up from the couch and looked around at the dark living room. She flipped on a light and went to the kitchen to fix herself a late dinner. She’d call this Doc person tomorrow and deal with things as they came. She’d just have to focus on the greater good when it came down to crunch time.





* * *

 





The flight went surprisingly fast, and Case found herself at a motel on Western Avenue in Hollywood just a little after one in the morning. She’d checked her account to find the earlier deposit of thirty-five thousand dollars, along with a new deposit of five thousand, which had more than covered the one-way ticket she’d bought. She knew she could have stayed at a swanky hotel if she’d wanted to, but growing up poor had made her very aware of money and how to cut corners on spending it, so here she was at a motel that didn’t mind customers that paid by the hour.

She was hungry and she remembered the 7-11 they’d passed as the cab drove down Hollywood Boulevard to drop her off onto Western Ave. Thinking back, she figured it probably wasn’t much over a mile of a walk, so she grabbed her motel key and headed out. It didn’t occur to her, until after she’d started walking down the lamplit street, that she should probably feel nervous about walking around the city in the middle of the night. But she actually felt very calm. It was quiet for the most part, and there were no annoying tourists around to get in her way, so she strolled comfortably down the Boulevard, hands in her pockets, almost whistling.

As she stepped into the 7-11, the bright lights made her eyes ache, but she quickly adjusted from the darkness outside and went to the glass cases along the back of the store. She bought a sandwich, a soda, and munchies to take back with her to her room. On the way out, she gave the homeless guy sitting by the payphones her change, and then continued back to the motel.

Once back in her room, she ate, then checked her messages and got a simple “Call me” from Doc. She dialed his number and waited. On the seventh ring, it picked up.

“Doc.” 

The voice sounded crisp, but Case knew he’d been sleeping. Otherwise, he would have picked up by the third ring.

“Case. I’m here.” 

Doc grimaced as he tried to get his head on straight.

“Good.” He punched the button to turn his monitor on and took the computer off stand-by mode. A couple clicks with the mouse and he had the right file up on his screen. “The package is to be delivered COD to a Mrs. Ryan at 436 Elmwood Drive. She’ll be paying you in merchandise.”

So, this would just be a simple hit, no background search required, but she would have do it in person and make it look like a robbery.

“What’s in the package?”

“Some mail-order hunting knives.”

Case felt her stomach knot up at the mention of knives.

“Window of delivery?” 

“Between 10am and noon. Tomorrow. I’ve sent you a pic, so you recognize her.”

“I’ll check my mail. Anything else?”

“Nope. That’s it.”

“All right, I’ll call ya tomorrow.”

Case hung up before he could say anything else. She pulled the little laptop out of her bag and used the cell phone to sign on and then checked the appropriate e-mail account. In less than five minutes, she had the graphic of a thirty-something blonde-haired woman loaded on her screen. Now, she had all the info she needed to get the job done. At least this one wouldn’t require the purchase of any high-tech equipment. She could just go to one of the shops on Hollywood Blvd., and pick up a $20 bowie knife.

She looked at the time. 2:08am. She could get a few hours sleep, get the knife in the morning, and catch a bus out to the address by 10am. She set the alarm clock for 8am and let her body crash into unconsciousness.













Chapter 5

 





Rain turned off the buzzer on her alarm and sat up. Her long black hair was a complete mess and her bright blue eyes were heavy-lidded from sleep. She stood and stretched and headed for the shower. Normally, she wouldn’t have gotten up until noon, giving herself three hours to prepare for work, but she’d decided to call the phone number first thing in the morning to give a good impression.

So, she was up at 6am even though she hadn’t fallen asleep until after midnight. The hot shower woke her up and breakfast gave her enough energy to do a quick workout to get her blood pumping. By 7:30am, she was ready to make the call. She dialed the number using the new silver-colored cell phone that had come with everything else.

“Doc.”

“Hi. I got a message telling me to call this number. I’m Rain,” she introduced herself.

“Rain. You’re late. You should have called me last night. All right, you got a pen and paper ready?”

“Yeah. Go ahead.”

Rain didn’t bother to explain that anything she heard, she remembered. She didn’t think he needed to know that.

“You need to get out to California. Once you’re there, call this number.” He rattled off the digits and then continued. “You don’t need to bring anything, just the stuff that came in the envelope. Your credit cards will cover all of your expenses until I set up your bank account. If she tells you to fuck off, just tell her the boss sent you and if she has a problem, she can call me. She’s going to train you to be the best because she is the best. Listen to her.”

The line clicked and Rain listened to the dial tone for a few moments before closing the phone. She went back over the conversation, if it could be called that, and realized she’d never gotten a name for ‘she.’

Rain gathered up everything that had come in the envelope and then had a short crisis about her guns. She’d never get through the checkpoints if she wore them in their usual holsters and having them in a carryon wouldn’t be much better. She could flash her badge, but there was too great a chance that someone would spot her and report back to one of Carlotti’s people.

She decided to go as a civilian. It would feel strange to be without her usual armament, but she could pick up replacements when she landed. With that settled, she called for a cab to take her to the airport, so that she wouldn’t have to worry about leaving her car in a parking garage for an unknown length of time. She had no idea how long her ‘training’ would take or even whether her mentor would have them stay in one place during that time.

The cab arrived and she took one last look at her apartment before locking it up tight, knowing somehow that her life was about to change irrevocably.





* * *

 





Case sat up. Her eyes were wide. Where the fuck..., her mind trailed off. Then she looked across the room and saw the alarm clock in several pieces on the floor.

“Whoops.”

She fumbled for her watch and checked the time. It was 8:00am on the dot.

“I gotta stop trashing alarm clocks. Whatever happened to not killing the messenger?”

She swung her legs over the side of the bed and stood up. She did a couple jumping jacks and then some toe touches before heading to the bathroom for a shower. She was done in only five minutes and opened her duffel to pull out a gray hooded sweatshirt and an old faded pair of blue jeans. She grabbed a bra and a black T-shirt and started getting dressed.

As soon as she was done, she pulled on her socks and tennis shoes. Then she brushed out her short hair. She grabbed her bag and the room key and headed for the front office to return the key.

She was walking down Hollywood Blvd. by 8:30am. She caught the bus and rode it all the way to Highland Ave., so she could get breakfast at McDonald’s. By the time she was finished, it was close to 9am. She debated walking to get to the store, but the bus pulled up at the stop, so she got on. Backtracking the way she’d come, she got off on the block right before the knife store. It was only a matter of minutes, and she had the knife she needed. Ten minutes later and she was headed toward the Ryan’s.

She got off the bus and caught a connecting line using the transfer she’d bought. By 10:10, she was on the 400 block of Elmwood Drive. It was very quiet, most people having headed off to work several hours earlier. She strolled down the street and kept walking passed the house. There were no cars at any of the houses near the Ryan’s, though she knew that didn’t really mean anything. The cars could be parked in the garages. She walked up to the house numbered 438 and went around the side. She ran behind the house to get to the backyard of number 436.

Case sidled up to the backdoor and listened. She could hear someone humming in the kitchen, then they moved away. A few moments later, she heard a vacuum turn on. She pulled a new pair of white surgical gloves from the box in the side pocket of her bag and put them on. Then she pulled out the knife, still sheathed, and stuffed it into the back of her jeans. She tried the doorknob and it turned. She opened the backdoor and quietly closed it behind her. Then she set her bag down next to it and moved towards the sound of the vacuum, drawing the knife from its sheath at her back.

She peeked her head around and saw a woman pushing a vacuum around a low coffee table. She looked around briefly to make sure there was no one else in the immediate vicinity and then ran forward. She used the hilt of the knife on the woman’s left temple and the woman dropped to the floor. Case resheathed the knife at her back and then bent down to turn off the vacuum. She dragged the woman to a more comfortable position on the couch.

She looked down at the unconscious woman. She was quite pretty. Long, slightly curled, blond hair, rosy cheeks, a fine complexion, slim body, though not athletic. She matched her picture perfectly.

Case went back into the kitchen and grabbed her bag. Then she ran up the stairs and found the master bedroom. She started going through the drawers of the first dresser she came to, purposely making a mess, so that it would be clear to the police that the burglar had been in a hurry. She found only a few pieces of jewelry worth anything. She placed those into a clean surgical glove.

She moved to the second dresser on the other side of the room, and found much better pickings. There were at least half a dozen pairs of jeweled cuff links and over a dozen jeweled tie tacks.

She dropped the pieces into the glove and then tied off the open end and shoved it into her bag. Then she left the room and ran back down the carpeted stairs. She set her bag down in the doorway to the kitchen and walked over to Mrs. Ryan’s unconscious form on the couch. Case leaned over and shook her shoulder. 

Mrs. Ryan’s eyes fluttered. She groaned a little and tried to sit up. Her head really hurt and she felt a little nauseous.

Case pulled her to a sitting position and then stood back a pace, grasping the hilt of the knife at her back. Mrs. Ryan shook her head and then put her hand to her left temple, gingerly pressing on the bruised area, and groaned a little at the tenderness she found.

“Mrs. Ryan?”

Mrs. Ryan looked up. Case stood before her with her hands behind her back.

“Who are you?” Mrs. Ryan asked.

“Mrs. Ryan?”

Case’s voice was gentle and low.

“Yes. Who are you? What are you doing here? What happened?”

Mrs. Ryan tried to figure out why a young blonde woman was standing in the middle of her living room.

“Please stand up.”

Case reached out her left hand and gently pulled the woman to her feet. She pulled out the knife. In a quick thrust, she shoved the knife into Mrs. Ryan’s stomach and dragged it to the side. Mrs. Ryan’s eyes widened in shock and she tried to inhale to scream, but Case withdrew the knife just as suddenly and used her left fist to backhand her across the left temple again. As she slumped to the floor in unconsciousness, Mrs. Ryan realized she wouldn’t be waking up again and terror flooded through her last moment of awareness.

The stomach wound pumped out thick blood onto the recently vacuumed peach-colored carpet. Case stepped out of the way of the pooling blood and kneeled down. She watched as the pulse at Mrs. Ryan’s neck slowed and then finally stopped.

She looked at her watch. 10:42am. She went to the kitchen and washed the knife and her still-gloved hands in the sink. She looked down to check her clothing, but there were no conspicuous bloodstains. She grabbed up her bag and went out the back door. She didn’t remove the gloves until she was outside again, stuffing them into the side pocket of her bag. She transferred the knife to the bag, too. Then she traveled through the backyards of several houses, before heading towards the street again. She walked around the block, away from the house, and stopped at another bus stop.

It picked her up at eleven sharp. She settled into her seat at the rear of the bus and watched the streets go by. She arrived at the beach in a little over an hour and got lunch on the Promenade. Then she called to check in with Doc.

“Doc.”

“Case. It’s done. The package was delivered. I kept the receipt.”

“That’s fine. You keeping the payment, too?” Doc asked as he entered the update into his computer.

“Yeah.”

“Good.” Case heard the familiar typing sounds. “Payment for delivery has been rendered.” There was a pause. “You got a new assignment.”

Case raised her eyebrows.

“So soon? That’ll be three in a single week. That’s a new record.”

“No, not that kind of assignment. You have an apprentice. She was chosen by the boss himself. He wants you to teach her everything you know.”

Doc waited for the explosion. He wasn’t disappointed.

“What?! Are you insane? I’m not teaching some little bitch of his how to...”

“She’s not his, at least not like that,” Doc amended. As far as Antonio was concerned, he owned all of them. “And she’s not little either according to her profile. She’s five-eleven and built like a Mack truck. Her pic shows her with long black hair and blue eyes.”

Case sighed in resignation. She’d had her little temper tantrum and now it was time to get back to business.

“How did she get his attention?”

“She saved his life while she was working as a go-between for Franco. Took care of three of Spinella’s guys before they even had a chance to do anything.”

“Well, at least she’s really done it before, so that won’t be an issue.”

“Yeah, she didn’t offer any objections.”

Case knew what he was referring to. She’d basically refused when Antonio had first told her he wanted her to become one of his assassins. He hadn’t said anything at the time, but she’d gone home to find her cat dead and a note telling her that her own death would be a lot more painful, if she didn’t learn her place in the organization. Then Doc had called and introduced himself. She’d tried to protest, but then he’d reminded her that she’d killed before and the jobs he would be sending her on would be a lot less personal than that had been. The image of blood covering her hands, the knife falling away to clatter on the tiles of the kitchen floor, had gone through her mind, and she’d thought, I’m already a killer. Why am I fighting this? So, she hadn’t.

“So, does she have any special skills?”

“I think I’ll let her tell you about herself. It’ll be a bonding experience,” Doc laughed. He had a feeling the two women would either get along great or kill each other. “You can call me to verify what she tells you.”

“Fine. When do I meet her?”

“According to Northwest’s computer, her plane should be arriving at LAX in half an hour. She has instructions to call you as soon as she lands.”

“Fuck. You could have given me more warning.”

“I just got the heads up last night and didn’t talk to her until this morning,” he defended himself.

“Excuses, excuses.”

Case clicked off the phone so she wouldn’t have to listen to his annoying laugh. She decided to stay at the beach to wait for the phone call. It was pleasant with the sound of crashing waves and a cool breeze and maybe if she were in a relaxed setting she wouldn’t kill the woman when she met her.

Forty-five minutes later, her phone buzzed.

“Case.”

“Hi. Doc told me to call you. I’m Rain.”

“Yeah, he told me you were coming. You rented a car yet?”

“Uh, no, not yet.”

“Well, get a car and then meet me at the Santa Monica Pier. You know how to get there?”

“Yeah, no problem.”

“Fine. See ya in a coupla hours.”

Case clicked off her phone once more and looked out over the ocean.













Chapter 6

 





Rain stared at her phone and then finally turned it off. This Case woman had apparently learned her phone manners from Doc.

She cleared the terminal and caught a shuttle for the nearest rent-a-car place. Her Visa card was readily accepted and she was on the road in a new red BMW a half hour later.

Just as she was pulling out onto the Pacific Coast Highway from Colorado Blvd., she realized she had no idea what Case looked like. She guessed Case had been given her description, but it still meant she could end up wandering around for a while before she found the woman.

Rain parked her car in one of the paid lots and headed for the pier. She looked around, consciously trying to send out the vibe that she was looking for someone and hoped that particular someone would find her.

There were a lot of people around. Some were fishing off the side of the pier, their earlier catches sitting in buckets of water or laying out in coolers filled with ice. There were people sitting on benches taking a break from walking around and obvious couples strolling along the wooden planks. In another few hours, the sun would be setting and the pier would be filled with lovers trying to be romantic by watching the sunset together.

Rain walked slowly down the pier casting her glance from side to side to see if she could pick out Case without knowing what she looked like. For all she knew, the woman wasn’t even there yet.

After two circuits of the pier, Rain was getting annoyed. She began making her way back down the pier to begin her third circuit when a voice behind her stopped her.

“Rain.”

Rain turned around and immediately had to adjust her gaze downward to take in the short blonde. She was about to respond, but the blonde continued.

“Rule number one: Don’t argue with me. You can discuss, but don’t argue. Rule number two: Always get all of the information you need to complete the job you have to do. Don’t count on someone else to do it for you.”

Rain kept her mouth shut and just took in the words. She was pretty sure she was being scolded. She just wasn’t sure for what. Then it dawned on her that Case meant she should have asked for her description instead of wandering around blindly for the past hour. Then she realized Case had probably been watching her the whole time.

Now she remembered seeing the diminutive blonde sitting on a bench halfway down the pier’s end.

“You didn’t give me a chance to ask, you hung up so fast,” Rain explained.

“Rule number three: Don’t offer excuses. Excuses show a lack of confidence in one’s decisions, and if you’re not confident in your actions, then there’s no reason why I should be. And in response to your reasoning, you could have called me back and asked.”

She turned around and began walking towards the pier’s exit. Rain stood there for a moment and then used her long legs to catch up without looking like she was running after the woman.

“So, you’re Case?”

“Yup. Where’s your car?”

“Over there,” Rain replied and pointed toward one of the parking lots off the Highway.

Rain made sure to get a little ahead of the short woman, so she could lead the way to the car. She went to the driver’s side and opened the door, then turned around when she noticed Case had stopped a few feet away from the car.

“What’s wrong?” Rain asked.

“Do you always pick such flashy things?”

Rain looked down at the car and grinned.

“No, actually, I’m usually pretty low-key, but...”

“You’re nervous, you just got a brand new platinum credit line, and you wanted to impress me,” Case smirked at her.

Rain thought it over for a second and was surprised to find that the woman was right. Usually she was on top of those kinds of things, but this case was too important and she was nervous that she was going to mess it up now that she was expected to work one on one with somebody else.

“Yeah,” she replied a little sheepishly.

“I’m glad that’s all it is. I’d have told Antonio to find you another line of work if you were just into living the high life,” she said.

She dropped her bag into the back seat and pulled open the passenger side door. She slid into the car and waited for Rain to join her. Rain dropped into her seat and started the car. She paid the attendant and then they were on the PCH, driving north along the coast.

“Why is living the high life bad?” Rain asked in order to continue their earlier conversation.

“It’s not bad, it’s just not good in our line of work. It’s really easy to get used to having the best of everything. You start to rely on it, get addicted to it. Then anything less is a hardship. It takes your focus away. It becomes a weakness. And you can’t afford to have too many weaknesses in this line of work.”

“So, how long have you been ‘in this line of work’?” Rain asked her.

“Three years.”

“How come I’m not being trained by the one who trained you?”

“You are. I trained me.”

“So you did freelance and then Mr. Carlotti hired you?”

“No. I’ve worked for Antonio since I turned eighteen, eight years. He just noticed me a few years ago and decided I’d make a good assassin. I was sent to a couple of his guys, but they... Basically, they laughed at me, so I trained on my own.”

“Those guys still working for Antonio?”

“No. They’re dead. Got caught on one of their jobs. The Target happened to have a shotgun and didn’t take too kindly to being shot at.”

“So, he got away.”

“No. I was sent in to clean up the mess.”

The drive was silent while Rain took in the information she’d just been given. The sun was rapidly heading for the horizon and Rain started thinking about dinner. She hadn’t eaten since that morning at the airport, while she’d waited to board the plane. She’d refused to eat the airline food.

“You hungry?”

“Yeah, we should head back to the city anyway. I have some things I need to take care of,” Case replied.

Rain found a place to turn the car around and soon they were headed into downtown Los Angeles. Rain found a parking garage and Case tipped the valet a hundred dollars to stay with the car and make sure it remained untouched. Even though it was just a rental, she really hated complications, like explaining a missing BMW because some punk decided he liked the car.

Case carried her bag with her and Rain decided to follow her lead. Case walked purposefully into one of the many jewelry stores that lined the streets of Downtown and headed for the back. Rain glanced at the display cases and saw huge gold chains and numerous gold charms that she knew were a big hit with the girlfriends of the local gang members.

A man behind the counter came over to greet Case.

“Hey, Case, how’s biz?”

“Fine. Got some shit for you.”

Case unzipped a side pocket on her bag and pulled out an off white surgical glove with a knot at the wrist. The man took the bag and pulled out a switchblade from his pocket. He pierced the glove and a dozen pieces of nicely cut jewelry tumbled onto the glass countertop.

“A job?” he asked, referring to the glove that was their usual sign for when the merchandise came from a hit rather than a standard robbery.

She’d begun using Carlito for fencing stolen goods when she was still just a thief for Antonio. Then a burglary had gone bad and she’d had to kill two security guards to get away. That’s how she’d come to Antonio’s attention. She’d only fired two bullets, but both had found their marks in the hearts of each of the guards. Antonio had tested her personally on his private range and she hadn’t even had to try. All her shots landed in the bull’s eyes.

Now, when she was in the area and some of her hits called for her to stage a robbery, she still came to Carlito to move hot items along.

“Yeah. This morning,” she replied.

He nodded and then started sorting through the pieces with his blade.

“I’ll have to move these someplace else. No one wants this kind of shit here.”

“You could take ‘em apart. Melt the gold down for something else and reset the gems.”

The man grunted noncommittally.

“How much?” Case finally asked.

He mumbled under his breath, adding up the different pieces and what he could get for them, then subtracting different amounts until he came up with a good profit for himself and an uninsulting price for Case.

“Six hundred,” he offered.

“Nine hundred,” she countered.

“Seven.”

“Eight.”

“Seven-fifty.”

“Deal,” Case said and reached out her hand to shake on it.

Carlito scooped up the jewelry and walked behind a curtain in the back. Case plucked the shredded glove off the counter and pushed it into her jeans pocket next to the pair still there.

Rain leaned down next to her ear.

“You did a job just this morning?” she asked in a low tone so no one else could hear.

Rain was a little shocked. Case just didn’t seem like someone who should be in this business and yet she appeared totally calm about it all.

“Yeah. It was kind of short notice. Sort of like you. I didn’t hear about you until a few hours ago.”

“No shit,” Rain said.

She’d figured Antonio would have had Case notified immediately.

“Yeah, Antonio’s kind of a spur of the moment kind of guy. I’ll bet he decided your fate in half a heartbeat,” Case looked up at her with a knowing grin.

Now that Rain thought about it, Case was right. Antonio had just decided what Rain was going to do for him without giving it, or her, a second thought. She realized that though getting Antonio’s attention was a good thing the first time, it would probably be best to go unnoticed forever after.

Carlito came back out and handed over a bundle of hundred dollar bills with a fifty on top. Case thumbed through it quickly and then stuffed it into her back pocket, as she snagged her bag off the counter.

“See ya ‘round,” she called over her shoulder.

“Yeah, later,” he said.

They walked out of the store and started down the street.

“Where do you want to eat?” Case asked her tall companion.

“Where’s good around here?”

“Depends on what you want. I know a good Mexican place. There’s a good pizza place a few blocks from here and there’s Chinese back the way we came.”

“How ‘bout pizza?”

“Sure.”

Half an hour later, they were working on a large ‘everything but anchovies’ pizza. Case decided it was her turn to start the conversation and asked a few questions of her own.

“So, how did you get into the business? Doc mentioned you were working for Franco?”

“Yeah I was his bo.. I mean his go between,” Rain corrected herself.

The sheet with the new code phrases she’d had to memorize had been explicit about coding everything when in a public area. It had been different when she was just a bodyguard since she was almost never in a public place that wasn’t owned and operated by a family member, and she wasn’t supposed to speak much then anyway. Her new position basically gave her the feeling of being undercover while being undercover. The layers of deception were a little staggering.

Case smiled.

“You’re learning,” she complimented.

“Thanks. Anyway, he gave me the job after he saw me take one of his guys down a peg or two.”

“What’d the guy do?”

“He pinched my butt.”

“So, you’re good in a fight?”

“Yeah.”

“I’m looking for specifics. Did you take a self-defense class? Are you a bar brawler? What?”

“I’m a fifth-degree black belt in Taekwon-Do.”

“So, you’re a Master. Nice. I’ve only got my first degree in that discipline.”

“You hold degrees in others?”

“I hold a second degree in Karate; I’m Sandan, or third degree, in Ju-Jitsu; Yondan, or fourth degree, in Aikido; and I’m certified to teach Jun Fan Jeet Kune Do.”

Rain whistled low. This woman was prepared for just about any kind of physical attack a person could level at her.

“You couldn’t have learned all that in just the last three years, so it wasn’t for work,” Rain stated.

“No, I started training a month after I turned eighteen. It was one of my hobbies.”

“One of your hobbies?”

“Yeah, computers were the other. It filled up my time when I wasn’t running for Antonio.”

So, she’d started out as a drug runner.

“So, is that why Antonio pegged you as a.. delivery girl?” Rain had to think for a second to remember the proper code for assassin.

“No.”

Rain waited for an explanation, but Case didn’t say anything further. In fact, Rain could see that Case had completely closed up. She looked around their table at some of the other patrons of the pizza joint and then came back to Case’s face.

“So, when does my training start?”

“It already has. But we’ll get into specifics tomorrow. There’s a few books I want you to read and a bunch of websites you need to familiarize yourself with. I also want a demonstration of your martial arts skills.”

Case looked down at the mostly demolished pizza. They’d paid for their food and drinks at the counter, so they were free to leave whenever they were ready.

“You got a favorite hotel you want to stay at?” Case asked.

“Um, I like Hampton Inns. They give you free breakfasts in the morning,” Rain grinned.

“All right. Let’s go find one. We can stop at a bookstore on the way, see if they’ve got what I need.”

They left and were back on the road after collecting the BMW from their attentive valet. Case gave the kid another hundred for keeping the car safe for them while they were gone.

A quick stop at a Barnes and Noble and Case had several books and a couple of magazines for her new student to peruse. They covered everything from hunting rifles and martial arts, to auto mechanics and computer programming. A short time later and they were all checked in at Rain’s favorite hotel.

Case looked around the room and chose the bed furthest from the door by dropping her bag on top of it. It crossed her mind that Rain didn’t have any luggage with her and therefore, no change of clothes. That situation needed to be rectified.

“Okay, we’ve got home base settled. Now, let’s go shopping,” Case declared, and they headed back out to the car.

At least it would look like that’s how she’d planned it. The fact that she was totally winging it with this new apprentice hadn’t escaped her.

Their first stop was a Target, which Case thought was rather funny, her morbid sense of humor catching Rain a little off-guard. Rain picked out a few changes of clothing, as well as sleepwear and a few toiletry items.

Then they headed to a computer retailer and Case picked out a laptop for Rain, along with a ton of peripherals that Case insisted were necessary. When Case picked up several CD-ROM games, Rain raised an eyebrow at the ‘necessity’ and Case just grinned at her.

“I have to entertain my inner child somehow,” Case explained.

“Your inner child likes running around dungeons and shooting demons?”

“Yup. I bet your inner child would like it, too.”

“I doubt she would even know how to tell the good guys from the bad,” Rain replied.

“Oh, that’s easy. You’re the only good guy and you’re on your own. Everyone else is the enemy. You can only rely on yourself to keep you safe.”

“Sounds kinda lonely. Is there a way for more than one person to play at the same time? You know, kind of like a team effort?” Rain asked, suddenly realizing there was a whole other level to their conversation.

“Yeah, actually, there is. We can use the cable I picked up for your laptop to hook it up to mine and then we can play in a deathmatch. It’s fun. You’ll see.”

Rain just smirked and nodded. Inside though, she was frowning in thought. She was pretty sure she’d just gained some major insights into her new teacher. She just wasn’t sure she liked them very much.

Their next stop was a martial arts outfitter. Case had Rain pick out a uniform and belt and chose a collapsible bo for herself. Rain saw the weapon and picked one up too, though hers was a bit longer to accommodate her height. Rain charged the items to her new credit card.

The next thing she knew, they were at a dark apartment building and Rain wondered at first if they were visiting one of Case’s friends. Once they were allowed inside, however, Rain realized why they were there.

There were several tables set up with various guns and ammo laid out on them and Case went directly to one of the tables with handguns neatly stacked next to each other. She pulled out a set of surgical gloves from her jeans pocket and snapped them on, then picked up one of the guns. She held it easily in her hand, hefted the weight, checked the clip, mock aimed it, and then set it back down. She went through a few others and then turned to regard Rain.

“What’s your preference?”

Rain remembered her two shiny silver Colt XS series LW Commanders, with their beautiful rosewood grips, waiting for her at home, and half-sighed with wistful longing.

“I usually carry a set of Colt Commanders. It’s what I’m used to,” she shrugged as though she didn’t care.

“Hmm, they’re good, but I think I want you to use a Smith&Wesson 9mm. Commanders are pretty, but the silver caste gives off too much of a reflection. They make you a target.”

Case picked up the gun she’d mentioned and flipped the handle, so that she was holding the barrel, and offered it to Rain to inspect.

“Plus, the 910 model holds ten rounds, instead of eight, and that can make a big difference, if things go wrong. It’s a touch smaller than what you’re used to, and a couple ounces heavier, but we’ll go to the range tomorrow and check you out on them.”

Case pulled out the roll of bills again and handed over a hefty sum for the illegal guns and ammunition. She also picked up a nice leather double holster that could be adjusted to situate the guns either at Rain’s sides or upside-down across her back.

They left and headed back to the hotel. Rain unpacked her new belongings and Case started fiddling with the computer. In under an hour, Rain was outfitted with free Internet access, several e-mail accounts, a fax number, and an imported set of bookmarks from Case’s browser for Rain to check out.

When she was done, Case pulled out a plain black karate uniform that had a sleeveless top, along with a black belt. She looked over at Rain and gestured to her bag.

“I wanna go down to the gym and have a workout. Haven’t gotten the chance in a couple days. Why don’t you pull out your new gear and join me?” Case offered.

“Sure. Love to.”

Case brought out her new staff and Rain took the hint and tucked hers under her arm as well. They arrived in the gym and changed in the locker room. Rain had chosen a black gi too, but hers was long-sleeved. She tied her hair back and walked out with Case into the unused aerobics room. Case bowed before stepping onto the hardwood floor and Rain followed suit. Any place that was used as a training hall, whether it was an established dojang or not, should be shown respect.

Rain started in on a few warm-up exercises, mostly to get used to the feel of the crisp new uniform. Case’s uniform was almost gray from use, but Rain could tell it was well cared for. As Case started to move through a series of jump kicks, punches, and other maneuvers, Rain lost concentration on her own activities.

The lack of sleeves on Case’s uniform top showed her arms to advantage. The biceps and triceps were cut nicely and, as Case performed an elbow strike against the palm of her hand, they stood out in high relief against the black of the shirt. Rain shook her head and went back to her own warm-up routine before she got caught looking.

They settled down after about ten minutes and Case stood at attention before Rain and bowed.

“Sabum Nim. Since you have only studied Taekwon-Do, that’s what we’ll practice. And since you hold the higher rank, I yield seniority to you.”

Rain nodded and naturally flowed into teacher mode. As a fifth-degree black belt in the Korean martial art of Taekwon-Do, she’d taught many classes and knew that if she ever decided to get out of the FBI gig, she could open her own dojang with no problem.

“Let’s run through all the patterns from green belt to black belt and then we can spar a little.”

Case nodded.

“Yes, Sabum Nim.”

They distanced themselves from each other by about six feet and Rain called out the commands to begin the first pattern.

“Daeryon Jasae. Won-Hyo tul. Sijuk!”

They moved in perfect unison, following a tempo that was natural to the pattern’s maneuvers, yelling out the kihaps at the appropriate times, and finishing in the same spot they’d started. Rain grinned and Case smiled back.

“That was good. Blue stripe’s next.”

They continued through each belt’s patterns, until they’d exhausted Case’s knowledge of the art. Then Rain had them face each other and they prepared to spar. They hadn’t picked up any protective gear, but Rain figured they were both experienced enough to keep from really hurting each other.

They bowed and then stepped back into their fighting stances. Both of them had relaxed looks on their faces and when Rain called for them to start, Case’s body fluidly sprang into motion. Rain blocked the immediate side kick that was aimed at her waist and blocked the follow-up turning kick that went directly for the side of her face, before Case returned her leg to the ground.

Rain danced forward and swept up an outside crescent kick towards Case’s head, but Case ducked and spun to throw her own inside crescent kick at the still moving Rain. But Rain continued to spin with her kick and dropped her leg as she brought the other one up to throw a back kick which neatly landed in Case’s unguarded stomach. They danced away from each other and then Case moved forward to attack again.

It was beautiful to watch. The martial art focused mostly on the use of the legs and between Rain’s long ones and Case’s short, but powerfully built ones, it was like watching a ballet. They jumped and spun, changed direction at the drop of a hat, and threw punches and blocks with negligent ease. Even though Case was only a first-degree black belt, her other training had made her technique more on par with a third-degree.

After almost an hour, they both called a halt and then bowed to each other. A round of applause echoed through the gym and they noticed for the first time that they had quite an audience. Case shook her head and grinned and Rain tried not to blush.

One of the reasons Rain hadn’t gone as far in her studies as her masters would have hoped was because she refused to enter any tournaments. She hated an audience. She was very glad she hadn’t known the people were there or Case would probably have found her to be a much less formidable opponent. She had a tendency to freeze up when a lot of people were watching her demonstrate. Luckily, that never happened in real life situations, her adrenaline taking over before her phobia could.

“You’re really good, Rain. Um, if you’d like, we could trade training. You could teach me more Taekwon-Do and I could train you in Jun Fan. I can’t teach you any of the others because I’m not ranked high enough to do that, but I think one martial art at a time is enough.”

Rain was glad Case had supplied that information. It was sort of an unwritten code that one did not pass on their knowledge of their art to just anybody, though many American students of the eastern disciplines hadn’t seemed to catch on to that fact. It was an honor to be allowed to study the martial forms. Unfortunately, capitalism and the loophole created by the Equal Rights laws made it difficult for masters to turn down any prospective student simply because they felt like it, if that student happened to have the money to pay for lessons.

“Oh, I understand. I wouldn’t train anyone who didn’t follow the code. What is Jun Fan? I think I’ve heard of it, but I don’t remember where.”

“Oh it’s the martial art system Bruce Lee came up with before he died. It’s a combination of several martial arts forms along with a healthy dose of spiritualism and Bruce Lee’s own personal style. My master certified me to teach it two years ago, but you’d be my first student.”

“Well, I’ve taught classes before, but I’ve never actually had my own students, so you’d be my first, too.”

“Cool. Then it’s a deal?”

“Deal.”

They changed clothes in the locker room and Case realized they’d never gotten around to using their staves. Well, there was always next time. They left the gym and headed back to their room. The workout had felt great and Case felt a lot more relaxed.

“You look a lot better,” Rain remarked as they entered the hotel room.

“I’ve been a little stressed lately. Two jobs in three days is very unusual for me, especially when they’re on opposite sides of the country. I haven’t been able to have a good workout in almost a week and that always makes me tense.”

“I know what you mean.”

Case leaned back on her bed and stared at the ceiling. She was suddenly very aware of the fact that she hadn’t shared a room with anyone since the night before her eighteenth birthday. She surreptitiously glanced over at Rain, who was putting her things away and getting situated on her bed, and tried to decide how to handle the situation.

There were certain things she was used to doing that she’d never really thought about in terms of being in another’s presence. Like the fact that she slept nude because she found clothing too restrictive. Or that anyone who was unfortunate enough to attempt to wake her usually ended up with a broken bone or two. Or the fact that she was pretty sure she had nightmares; she’d woken up many times with a scream dying on her lips. Though she could never remember the actual dreams, she had a pretty good idea of what they were about and it wasn’t something she wanted to share with Rain.

She realized, a little too late, that she should have gotten them separate rooms. She knew she could just go down to the front desk and get another room, but then Rain would wonder what was going on and she didn’t want to have to explain herself.

Case closed her eyes. Damn. Well, she’d just have to deal with it.

“Hey, mind if I turn on the TV? I’m not used to sleeping at night. When I worked for Rossi, my day didn’t start ‘til three in the afternoon,” Rain broke into Case’s thoughts.

Case opened her eyes and turned her head.

“Nah, go ahead. I’m a bit of a night person myself sometimes.”

“Great. Thanks,” Rain said, and reached for the remote control on the bedside cabinet.

She flicked the TV on and started channel surfing. Case watched as the channels flipped by. Rain would stay on a channel just long enough to follow what was being presented and then move on. It was hypnotic and made her sleepy. After a few minutes, Case turned over and faced the wall, closing her eyes. She would just get through this first night and then make sure they got separate rooms next time.
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Case opened her eyes and looked around. What...? She was standing next to the bed. Then she heard a groan and a cough. Oh shit... She peeked over the foot of the bed and saw Rain, as the woman got back to her feet.

Rain kept a wary few feet between them as she stood up.

“You awake?”

Case nodded.

“Good. I wanted to know if you were interested in breakfast.”

Case smiled.

“Yeah.” She looked at the ground where Rain had been, then back up at Rain’s face. “You tried to wake me up, huh?”

“Yeah. Sorry if I caught you by surprise.”

“I should’ve warned you. Don’t touch me unless I know it’s coming. If you need to wake me up, throw a pillow at me. It’ll hurt less. Are you okay?”

“Yeah, I’m fine. Gave my reflexes a good check-up.”

Rain grinned and Case’s apologetic look was replaced with a small smirk.

“Come on, let’s go get breakfast.”

They left the room and went to the dining area, which was set up with muffins, little boxes of cereal, and plastic bowls and spoons, as well as cups for juice, milk, and coffee. They fixed a couple trays for themselves, and found a table where they could sit and eat.

They didn’t talk. Rain was still mulling over all the info she’d picked up from observing the compact woman, hearing both what Case said and what she didn’t say with equal clarity. With that little display of hair trigger defenses, Rain was now positive that Case had grown up in a very abusive environment. What form that abuse took, she didn’t know, but it had obviously gone on for so long that it was now a part of Case.

Rain decided the next time she made contact with Dawson, she would include reports of abuse against a juvenile Case in her request for a work-up on the woman. The more she knew, the easier it would be to get inside Case’s defenses. A seemingly stray comment could help Case feel more at ease with her and then it would just be a matter of asking the right questions to get the information she needed. Rain needed to establish, without a doubt, that Carlotti was the brains behind the organization, that even though he didn’t pull the trigger himself, the trigger didn’t get pulled without his knowledge and consent. Case was that trigger and, with luck, Rain would be able to use her to tie the whole thing up in under a year.

Case, on the other hand, was trying to figure out how to teach Rain to be a good hit woman. Most of what she’d taught herself she felt had been common sense. Wear gloves, don’t leave witnesses, don’t care about the people you kill, make sure the weapon you use can’t be traced to you through forensics or a paper trail.

She’d begun her martial arts training to learn how to use her body. Stealth was a handy skill, and controlling one’s muscles was part and parcel of all martial arts. She’d also wanted to be able to handle herself even without a weapon, in case a job went bad, but in addition to learning how to use her body as a weapon, she’d also been taught how to use other objects in both defensive and offensive way. Luckily, Rain was already a martial arts master, so she wouldn’t have to deal with that aspect of the ‘training.’

Case set aside her empty bowl and glanced at Rain’s profile. She was staring out one of the windows, a look of intense concentration on her face. Case thought she was quite beautiful. She also thought Rain was more intelligent than she seemed to be letting on. That was probably a product of having worked for Rossi as his bodyguard. You were supposed to act like furniture in most situations. Letting anyone know you were paying attention was asking for trouble.

At least Rain seemed to be a willing student. Case thought about that. Maybe she was too willing. Case shook her head slightly. Rain was probably just happy to have gotten a raise. She’d learn more about Rain as time went on. Right now, she needed to get them started on their day and she’d promised a visit to a firing range.

“Hey, you done?”

Rain brought her attention back to the table.

“Yeah, you ready to go?”

“Yeah, let’s get out of here.”

They cleaned up their dishes and went back to their room. Case took a quick shower and changed out of the clothes she’d slept in the night before. She started packing up her bag and looked over at Rain watching her.

“You all set to check out of here?”

“We’re not coming back?” Rain asked, a little surprised.

“No. It’s a good idea to move on after a job. Plus, I really don’t like L.A.”

Rain got up and put away her new laptop and pulled the tags off her new clothes before folding them up and stuffing them into the new travel bag she now owned. The clothes she’d worn the day before were the only things that had followed her into this new life she’d started. It was a strange feeling.

“So, where are we going after this?”

“I wanna hit a range and then return that rental. After that, is there anyplace you’ve been wanting to visit, but never got the chance?”

Rain thought about it for a moment. She’d always had a love of the outdoors.

“Um, Yosemite?” Rain suggested, as they got on the elevator.

“Sounds good. We can check out the Half Dome while we’re there.”

“You’ve been there?”

“Yeah, it’s a great place to get away from civilization, among other things,” Case admitted.

Of course. A national park would make a great hideout. Most of the parks allowed walk-ins, hikers who chose to leave their cars at home, so there wouldn’t even be a license plate number to check against.

“So, we’re taking a vacation before we even start to work?” Rain asked with a grin.

“Yeah, I guess so. I need a break. You’re just catching me at the right time to benefit from my stress,” Case replied, her own smile less than convincing.

Rain clamped down on her feelings. She had a duty to fulfill and feeling sorry for an overworked hit woman wasn’t in the job description. It didn’t matter that Case had probably had a horrible childhood. It wasn’t an excuse for what she was doing now.

“My lucky day,” Rain enthused.
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They only spent an hour at the shooting range that Case had found by calling information. Rain concentrated on readjusting her aim to the new, smaller gun. The barrel length was shorter by just a quarter of an inch, but it was heavier by two ounces. It took a little getting used to, but after emptying four clips into the paper targets at the far end of her stall, she felt her aim realigning itself to fit the new gun.

She picked up the spare clips and the last two boxes of ammo that were resting on the high bench in front of her, and stepped out of the partitioned booth. She looked down the aisle and saw a small crowd around one of the stalls. Curious, Rain shoved the clips in her jeans pocket and carried the boxes of ammo in one hand, as she made her way to the cubicle that was getting all the attention.

Rain took advantage of her height and peered over the shoulders of several onlookers. At the bench, she saw Case with four different handguns laid out in front of her, and the short woman was taking individual shots with each one, setting one gun down to pick up the next after each shot. When she was finished, Case pushed the button that would automatically bring the paper target forward from where it was hanging on the clothesline.

Rain’s eyes widened slightly when she got a look at the target. All the shots had landed within inches of each other in the heart and head areas of the target. Everyone started clapping and Case handed over three of the guns resting on the shelf to their apparent owners. Case’s smile was somewhat bashful, but the edgy energy around her subconsciously kept anyone from reaching out to slap her on the back in congratulations.

Case caught Rain’s eyes, and she nodded slightly to signal that she was ready to go as soon as she could get away from the group. Rain nodded back and waited patiently, as Case extricated herself from the amazed audience.

“Sorry about that. I like testing myself like that and it’s easier than keeping different guns with me all the time,” Case explained, as they left the building and walked back to the car.

“How do you do that? It took me almost half an hour before I felt comfortable with the 9mm.”

They got into the car and Rain took the driver’s seat. She easily maneuvered them into traffic and chose the right freeway to take them to the rental place.

“I don’t know,” Case said. “I don’t even really aim. I just know where I want the bullet to go and it does. It doesn’t matter what gun I’m using.”

Case shrugged her shoulders and Rain picked up on the sad note in the blonde’s voice, or maybe it was resignation.

“You don’t sound like you’re happy about it. It’s an amazing gift you have.”

Case snorted in derision.

“Oh yeah, it’s great. I can kill people without even meaning to.”

Case turned her head to look out the passenger side window. The conversation had gotten way out of hand, and she actually felt her throat tightening up with the need to cry. She blinked hard and swallowed several times and willed her feelings under control.

Maybe she really did need a vacation. That last job had just brought up too many memories.

Knives. I hate knives.

Case banished the thoughts and concentrated on the scenery flying by her window. The black asphalt and dashed yellow lines blended in easily with the concrete barriers that guarded the side of the freeway.

Rain studied the road in front of her in silence. She’d unintentionally hit a nerve and now she wasn’t sure how to fix it. Judging by Case’s last remarks, she’d probably accidentally killed someone. Maybe that was what had gotten Carlotti’s attention.

But there was something more. Rain knew it in her gut. She needed to talk to Dawson to get some background information on the petite woman sitting next to her. At the moment, Rain was just winging it, which she was good at, but to really make any progress, she wanted an edge, and she had a feeling Case was her best shot.

Case pulled out her cell phone, as they arrived at the rental place. She’d almost forgotten that they needed reservations to stay at the campsite she preferred at Yosemite. With that taken care of, she put the cell phone away, and gestured Rain ahead of her. Rain returned the keys and settled the bill, and then they caught the shuttle to the airport. 

Case picked up their tickets at the desk, and Rain noticed the thin roll of one-hundred-dollar bills the small woman slipped the clerk. The clerk gave a barely noticeable nod and typed several things into the computer at his right. He looked back up from the monitor and smiled his professional airline clerk smile.

“Your reservations have been confirmed Detective. Enjoy your flight.”

“Thanks, I’m sure I will.”

Rain followed Case, as they cleared the roped-off waiting lines.

“You know him?”

“Well enough,” Case answered vaguely.

“Wish I’d known I could do that. I’d have brought my own babies when I came out here.”

“You weren’t supposed to know then. Now you are. You’ve moved up and outside most of the circles you were a part of before. What I’m showing you is not common knowledge and it needs to stay that way.”

Case looked pointedly at Rain.

“Got it. Not like there’s anyone for me to tell anyway.”

Rain grinned and Case smiled back. It was true. Once you got tagged for this line of work, you basically became a loner, an outsider to the entire business. No one wanted to associate with the assassins because it was quite possible they were next up on the hit man’s list. And, honestly, who in their right mind would want to hang out with someone who committed cold-blooded murder for a living?

It was one thing to be involved in shoot-outs, where people got killed all the time, because a deal went bad or someone decided they wanted more than what they’d gotten. But to actually just kill someone because you’d been told to... That was more than even the most ruthless crime lords that Case had met could take.

Antonio had enjoyed showing her off, in the beginning, impressing his rivals with her deceptively sweet looks and then announcing what she did for him. After a few months, Case had refused to go to any more of his so-called parties. Antonio had threatened her again, but she hadn’t backed down, pointing out that she was of much better use to him actually doing her job, rather than hanging out with the upper echelons. He’d agreed and left her alone after that, at least until the Massucci hit had gone bad.

She’d disappeared for a month after that, and when she’d finally been found, half-dead from alcohol poisoning and malnutrition, he’d warned her that if she ever pulled a stunt like that again, he’d have things done to her she couldn’t even imagine in her worst nightmares. Since she could never really remember her nightmares, she’d decided not to argue the point. She’d gone back to work and pushed the past as far away from her thoughts as she could.

Case pushed the thoughts away in the present, as the plane left the ground. Things seemed to be conspiring against her to make her think about the past. Maybe this little respite would give her a chance to regroup. At the very least, she would be able to get to know Rain a little better and enjoy some clean air for a change.













Chapter 9

 





The flight went quickly and they set down in Fresno with barely a jostle. Case followed Rain off the plane, the larger woman naturally creating a large wake for Case to fall into. As soon as they were clear of the terminal, Case moved up to walk beside the tall woman. They’d only had their carry-ons, so they immediately went to the rental desk and Case put in an order for a large SUV. They got a hunter green Ford Explorer.

Case took the driver’s seat this time and Rain buckled up on the passenger side. Rain was a little surprised when Case tore out of the parking lot and didn’t slow down, as she made the turn onto the street. Case changed gears and sped up, tapped the steering wheel to the side in both directions, causing a slight swerve, and then switched back to a lower gear and slowed down.

Case caught Rain’s look out of the corner of her eye and glanced over for a second before returning her eyes to the road in front of her. She smirked.

“I like to know what a vehicle is capable of before I need to find out,” she explained and Rain nodded.

“You been in a lot of car chases or something?”

“No. Well, yeah, a few, but it doesn’t hurt to be prepared. And we’re going up into the mountains, so it’s nice to know how touchy the steering is. Most of the roads are sheer drops on one side and the curves come out of nowhere sometimes, so it helps to know how much I need to turn the steering wheel to get the tires to turn.” Case glanced over at Rain again and then back to the road. “Unless you want to take a crash course in flying a vehicle that doesn’t have wings?”

Rain groaned at the badly made pun and they both laughed. It eased the tension from earlier and Rain felt her chest lighten, as if a small weight had been removed that she hadn’t know she’d been carrying.

The ride was quiet, for the most part, until the landscape started to change and then Rain couldn’t help ooing and ahing over the beauty that was just outside her window. Case grinned at Rain’s enthusiasm.

Case had grown up in Southern California, knowing only city life, until she’d started traveling as part of her work for Carlotti. She’d seen the beauty of upstate New York, namely the Adirondacks, then immediately gone off for a hit in Flagstaff, Arizona. The Grand Canyon was only a few hours north, so she’d driven up and decided to see what all the fuss was about.

Case had stood at the edge of the South Rim for hours just staring out at the orange and pink cliff walls below her. She was never really sure of all the thoughts that had gone through her mind as she stood there.

She’d contemplated jumping, a phenomenon she’d heard affected just about everyone who went there. There was just this strange pull that made you want to experience the free fall the canyon offered, regardless of the fact that your logical mind told you it would cause your death. Of course, Case had more than a few reasons to want to end her life, but she’d never moved from her spot at the cliff’s edge.

By the time she’d left, she’d been converted to a nature lover. She’d driven further north to Zion National Park and looked up at the mountain for which the park was named. It had been a strange experience, after visiting the Grand Canyon, where just about everything worth looking at was below you. Mount Zion was absolutely breathtaking in sunset and again at sunrise. After that, Case had made it a point to visit the parks she was near after a hit.

She hadn’t been able to do that recently with her back-to-back assignments, but with Rain’s obvious interest, hopefully she could get back into it. She’d never been able to share her enjoyment of the peace that being away from the city brought her. The thought made her smile.

It took them over four hours to get to the Upper Pines campsite, mostly because Case kept slowing down, and sometimes even stopping, so Rain could see everything. Case couldn’t get the grin off her face. Every time Rain exclaimed over some new discovery, Case felt warmth seep into her. It was a very strange feeling, like suddenly being immersed in warm water without ever having realized you were cold.

Case gave her name to the booth operator and received her reservation ticket in return for some cash. A few minutes later, Case was pulling into one of the campsites.

They settled quite easily into their site. The side trip to a camping supplies shop had been the other factor in their delayed arrival and both of them acted a bit like kids on Christmas day, as they opened up all their new toys.

Case and Rain worked side by side, setting up their sleeping bags and the brand new gas grill, and getting a fire started in the pit in the middle of their camp. It was as though they’d done this a hundred times before. Both were obviously consummate campers and it showed in how they silently communicated with each other while performing their individual chores.

Finally, they were done and Rain gathered up their cooking supplies to get some food started on the little grill. Case heaved an audible sigh of relief. When Rain had picked up the grill, she hadn’t said anything and had hoped Rain didn’t expect her to play chef.

“Oh, good, you can cook. Usually, I just eat trail mix and beef jerky strips when I’m out here,” Case commented.

Rain smiled, then her expression changed to sadness before she could stop it.

“What?” Case asked.

“Nothing. I just... My mother was teaching me how to cook before she died. I took a home ec class after that. I wanted her to know it was important to me.”

“Oh. I’m sorry.”

Case thought about her own mother and couldn’t imagine ever learning anything from the woman, let alone something useful like cooking.

“It’s okay. She had cancer. Nothing they could do about it. At least, not back then,” Rain replied.

“How old were you?” Case asked.

“Eleven.”

“Shit.”

“Yeah.”

With the somber turn the conversation had taken, Rain decided to distract them both by refocusing on Case, and at the same time, try to glean a little more information about the hit woman’s past.

“What about you? Your mother never taught you how to cook?”

Case’s eyes went cold in the firelight, but then she laughed, something Rain was learning was a cover for Case’s more vulnerable emotions.

“Nah. The woman couldn’t cook for shit. We always ate TV dinners. My dad could do scrambled eggs really well, but that’s it.”

Case looked away. Why the hell had she brought him up? Fuck, you’re supposed to be getting away from this shit, not jumping headfirst into it.

Case shook her head and went to the back of the truck to find something to do. She pulled out her bag and started going through it. She found what she’d been unconsciously looking for and then put on a long-sleeved shirt against the cooling temperature of the air, as the sun set behind the trees.

Rain watched, as Case rummaged through her bag and then put everything back in order. Case then walked off into the surrounding forest without so much as a “be back later” to Rain. Rain looked down at the food cooking on the grill. You weren’t really supposed to leave the things alone, but then again, Rain didn’t think letting Case be alone at the moment was a good idea either.

Rain lowered the flame on the grill and closed it to keep the food at least warm, if not actually cooking. She put out the campfire with a bucket of sand set out for just that purpose and grabbed a sweatshirt from her bag. Then she followed Case’s last seen direction into the woods.

Case walked for almost an hour. She knew she should turn around and head back to camp. Rain had probably already finished with making dinner and would be wondering where her teacher was. But she just couldn’t stop yet. She looked down at the knife in her hand and saw the blade glint in the light from the rising moon.

She stopped walking and then mechanically bent down to dig in the dirt near a large tree. Once the hole was deep enough, Case dropped the knife into it and then shoved the excavated dirt back over it. She stood up and stomped a booted foot over the area to tamp the dirt back down to the level of the surrounding earth.

She looked up at the moon and then back down to the ground. She took a step forward and leaned against the tree. A song popped into her head, and she started singing it out loud.

The notes began low and soft, and Rain stood transfixed, as she listened to the beautiful voice singing into the night air. She had watched Case in the moonlight, as she dug the grave for the knife and then buried it. The grave imagery hadn’t hit her until Case had begun singing, and then she’d just been unable to escape the feeling that she was watching a funeral take place.

Rain recognized the song Case had chosen. It was called Shelter, and it was by Sarah McLachlan, one of Rain’s favorite artists. But the way Case had reinterpreted the lyrics for the present situation amazed the agent. Rain was speechless. The complexity of the woman standing only twenty feet away from her was daunting. As a profiler, she had a need to understand even the smallest details about an individual’s personality in order to create a complete picture. But as a woman, and Rain only admitted this to herself in her most private thoughts, she simply wanted to learn everything there was to know about Case just for the sake of getting to know the woman.

Case stilled her breathing. There was someone close by. There had been no sounds to alert her, but something in the air was different and Case knew she was being watched. She realized she’d left her gun back in the truck and the one weapon she’d brought with her was now twelve inches under the ground.

Well, unless they had a gun, Case was pretty sure she could handle herself. And putting up a confident front tended to end potentially annoying situations before they even started.

“Show yourself, or I’ll come find you.”

Rain’s ears pricked at the suddenly deafening sound of Case’s voice calling out into the silence. She debated attempting to backtrack the way she’d come, but Case sounded sincere in her promise to come after whoever was watching her. Rain stepped forward into a wide beam of silver-blue moonlight coming through a break in the tops of the trees above her.

“Hi. I didn’t mean to scare you,” Rain offered quietly and continued to move forward, until she was only a body length away from where the woman was still leaning up against the tree.

“You followed me,” Case stated accusingly.

“Yeah, you looked upset,” Rain replied steadily.

“No, I didn’t.”

“You did to me.”

Case looked away. She was a little annoyed that Rain could apparently read her so well. Case didn’t think that was a good thing, but she did feel strangely comforted at not being alone.

“So, why did you follow me, if you knew I was upset?”

Rain looked blank. That was a very good question.

“I don’t...I don’t know. I guess I was worried about you and I wanted to make sure you were all right.”

Rain shrugged her shoulders and looked around at the trees, as if they might offer her a better explanation to give to Case.

“Why would you care? You don’t even know me.”

Case tried to clamp her mouth shut. This was ridiculous. She was lashing out at a virtual stranger for no reason. It wasn’t Rain’s fault her mother had chosen her husband over her only daughter, even after... It just had nothing to do with Rain or anything else for that matter.

“I do know you,” Rain argued. “At least, enough to care whether you’re feeling bad or not. And anyway, we’re going to be in pretty close quarters for a while, right? So it would be nice if we could be friends. And friends care about when the other one is hurting.” Rain held up her hand to stall Case’s immediate objection. “I don’t know what’s going on, but I’m here if you want to talk about it. I’m not going anywhere.”

Rain was surprised at her impassioned speech, more because she actually meant it, than anything else. She also felt slightly guilty because it would be a great break for her, if she could get Case to open up to her. She pushed the guilt aside and went back to walking the line between liking Case and being a Federal Agent.

“You are kind of stuck, aren’t you, since I’ve got the keys to the truck.”

Case grinned and Rain smiled back. Rain hoped the attempt at humor was a good sign. It meant Case had gotten her emotions under control again, but maybe with a little gentle prodding, Rain would be allowed to get a better idea about what had set Case off. She knew it had something to do with Case’s parents. Case had shut down at the mention of her mother and then pulled away completely when she’d spoken of her father. Rain really needed to talk to Dawson soon.

“You interested in a little night jogging?” Case asked.

Rain dragged her attention back to the outside world and replayed the question she’d halfway missed because of her internal thoughts.

“Yeah, sure. There’s plenty of moonlight to see by.”

They started off at a pace just barely above a walk and then gained speed as their bodies warmed up. They easily navigated the hard ground in between the large trees, which were illuminated by the bright three-quarter moon. What had taken almost an hour to traverse at a walk, took them less than a half hour to cross at a run. By the time they could see the truck glinting brightly in the moonlight, both of them were at a dead run.

Rain couldn’t figure out how Case was keeping up with her long strides. She looked down at Case’s legs and they were almost a blur in the diffuse light coming from overhead. They entered the camp together and skidded to a stop, Case using the side of the truck to brace against, as she caught her wind again. Rain was leaned up against a tree doing the same.

They looked up at each other at the same time and burst out laughing.

“Oh man, I haven’t done that in a long time. That felt great,” Case panted out.

“Yeah. I can’t believe you kept up with me. No offense, I just know I’ve got long legs,” Rain replied, as she caught her breath.

“None taken. I used to run when I was a teenager and I had to find a stride that could compensate for my shorter legs. Guess I’ve still got it,” Case grinned.

“Yeah, you sure do.”

Rain realized what she’d said and how it sounded and tried not to look as embarrassed as she felt. She looked around for a way to excuse herself and noticed the grill.

“I’m gonna go check on the food,” she said and quickly walked away.

Case watched the tall woman work over the grill, as she went through a short cool-down routine. Case had wondered if Rain played for the same team she did and now she was pretty sure her gaydar had pinged correctly. But Rain seemed to have some problems with it, at least where Case was concerned. That remark had obviously been spoken unintentionally and it pointed to an attraction that Rain was apparently unwilling to deal with at the moment.

Case stretched her recently worked muscles and used the time to think about her own feelings toward Rain. Rain was, quite simply put, the most beautiful woman Case had ever seen. She was tall, which Case preferred, and had long black hair, another plus in Case’s book. And Rain had the most incredible eyes. They were a shade of blue that seemed both light and dark at the same time. 

Rain was also very intelligent. No matter what average front Rain tried to put up, Case knew that Rain saw everything and understood things on more levels than most people even knew existed. And Case realized she was attracted to that intelligence because of the danger it represented to her internal world. In a flash of insight and precognition, Case knew Rain would come to understand more about her than she’d ever allowed anyone else to know.

Unless she stopped divulging any and all information about herself and she knew she wouldn’t do that. She wanted Rain to know her. For the first time in her entire life, Case actually wanted to share her secrets with another human being. That in itself was dangerous and Case resolved to be careful. Trust was not something she thought she could ever give, having never known it herself, and this sudden feeling of safety was unnerving.

Case finished with her stretching and joined Rain at the grill.

“How’s it look?” Case asked.

“Well, I think the stuff actually cooked while we were gone. I left it on low and I guess it worked like an oven. Get some plates and I’ll dish it up.”

Case pulled out two metal plates from their respective mess kits and grabbed their cups and forks, as well. They sat on an accommodating log that had been placed there for just that purpose and watched the flames of the newly relit campfire as they ate.

They spoke only a few words during clean up and then they both retreated to their sleeping bags. Case banked down the fire so that it would continue to do a slow burn during the night to keep them warm, without too much possibility of it getting out of control while they slept. They exchanged goodnights and then let sleep take them where it would.













Chapter 10

 





Case walked around the factory. The two women that had taken her in, and now held her captive, seemed familiar and yet, a part of her mind knew none of this made sense. For some reason, she had to get to the back of the factory. But she also knew she wasn’t supposed to be in that area. She heard the voices of the women behind her, asking her what she was doing and why she was disobeying, but she didn’t turn around or even acknowledge them.

Finally, she made it out to the back door and she opened it, somehow having a clear view of everything, even though she was halfway hiding behind the door. The two women were there in the back parking lot, greeting a tall man, and Case didn’t even wonder at how they had somehow passed her without her knowing about it to get in front of her. The man turned his head and Case’s heart stopped beating and then beat triple time all at once. What the hell was he doing here?

The man saw her and smiled, but it was far from nice. Case backed away from the door and somehow the man was suddenly in the doorway, stalking her as she backpedaled the way she’d come. This was not possible.

The man’s smile disappeared and his face contorted in rage.

“Where the fuck have you been, huh? You trying to run away from me? Fucking bitch...”

The man lunged for her and Case tried to run backwards even faster, but she tripped. There was no jarring sensation as she hit the ground. She just immediately went into a spider crawl to keep trying to get way.

“Get your goddamn ass back here, you little bitch. Fucking cunt. You think you can get away from me?”

He started kicking at her legs and Case felt the impacts on her shins. He was going to break her legs again, she knew it. She started crying and kept trying to get away, but he followed her and kept kicking at whatever part of her legs he could reach with his steel-toed boots.

“Fucking little cunt. Stop or I’ll really give you something to cry about. Goddamn bitch, you’re just like your mother.”

Each kick was heralded by a new abusive remark.

“Please, not again, don’t, please, don’t...” Case begged.

In the back of her mind, Case knew the two women were standing behind the man, and she begged him not to hurt her again, praying that the women would step in and stop him. It didn’t matter that she’d never known mercy before. Her soul still longed for the protection she’d never received.

Then everything changed and Case was pinned to her bed by a heavy body. Her eyes were shut tightly, but the tears still leaked out in a never-ending stream down her temples and into her ears. Her ribs hurt and she knew her upper arms were purple and blue with bruises from hard hands yanking her around and holding her down. She could barely breathe from the weight on top of her and her throat hurt from screaming so much. She coughed as she tried to swallow the thick saliva that was trying to ease her dry mouth and her body was wracked with more pain as her ribs grated against each other.

But the absolute burning she felt in her vagina, as the man forced himself inside her again and again, blotted out most of that pain. She was completely dry, but he seemed oblivious. Her muscles futilely tried to clamp shut to keep him out, but the flesh was too tender and it only made it hurt all the more. She knew that from past experiences with him, but her body never seemed to get the idea.

It hurt so much. That was all she could think. She was used to the violation. She’d never known anything different, but the pain was always the same and it always got past her defenses. She couldn’t block it out no matter how hard she tried. She could stop feeling with her heart, and had, for the most part, a long time ago, but the physical pain was too much to ignore.

She tried struggling again, but it was no use. And she couldn’t keep herself from screaming at him to stop the way she always did. It was almost a ritual, saying the words and knowing it wouldn’t change anything, that he’d keep going until he was finished and would come back again, probably within the week.

“Stop, please, oh God, it hurts, please stop, Dad, no, please, stop...”





* * *

 





Rain suddenly opened her eyes and tried to figure out where she was. Then she heard the sobs being wrenched from Case and quickly crawled out of her sleeping bag towards the twisting body of the blonde. Just before she reached out, she remembered Case’s reaction the last time she’d tried to waken her.

Rain stood and then extended her foot to nudge Case’s hip. The woman remained in her nightmare. Rain nudged a little harder and then Case’s sobbing escalated and took on verbal form. Rain listened for a few moments, as Case begged her father to stop whatever he was doing to her, and then Rain gave up on keeping her distance from the writhing woman.

Rain knelt back down and then tried to decide what would be the best part of Case’s body to make contact with. Abuse survivors had natural trigger areas, the wrists and neck tending to be the most common. Upper arms were usually a bad area, too. Rain settled for grasping Case’s shoulders and held her gently while she called Case’s name.

Rain was unprepared for the sudden movement of Case’s body lunging up and into her arms. Case’s arms wound around her torso and squeezed, as Case attempted to bury her upper body in Rain’s chest. The sobs were wet and jolted Case’s entire body and she continued her previous begging even though Rain was pretty sure Case had woken up.

“Oh God, no, please, no, please, God, no, no, please, no...”

Case’s words trailed off and she just cried. She drew her knees up to her chest and rocked in Rain’s arms. Rain rocked with her and wrapped her arms around the small frame of the assassin’s body.

Case felt like several different people, all having different conversations in her head. One was nothing but the pain and the emotions she’d kept bottled up for so long and she just cried because she couldn’t stop. Another was reveling in being held for the first time in her life. Another was absolutely terrified at that same realization, while still another was trying to figure out how to get out of this mess.

After awhile, they all merged back together into one voice and Case was able to calm down enough to stop the sobs that had been racking her body. Another few minutes and Case felt steady enough to raise her body from it’s uncomfortably angled position pressed against Rain’s sternum. Her hands were still clenched in Rain’s gray sweatshirt and she didn’t let go as she eased herself into a sitting position.

Once she was upright, she released Rain’s sweatshirt and used her own sleeve to wipe at her nose. It was disgusting and Case tried to remember if they had any tissues nearby. There were some napkins in the cooking supplies, so Case got up and found them. She blew her nose repeatedly, until she could breathe somewhat clearly again.

Case still hadn’t made eye contact with Rain and Rain wasn’t quite sure what to say. Silence seemed best until Case gave her a sign or something. Rain had wanted Case to open up to her, but having an abreaction in her lap was a lot to take in.

Case looked around at the forest still bathed in light from the setting moon. Everything was quiet, just insect noises and the rustle of leaves in the breeze every now and then. Case had a feeling if she didn’t say anything, and just went back to her sleeping bag, Rain wouldn’t say anything either and the whole thing would feel like a dream in the morning. But Case could also see that it would create a wall between them. It would set a precedent, somehow, that would be very difficult to change should either of them ever want to. And Case found herself unwilling to create that kind of wall with Rain.

Case’s voice started out scratchy, but as she continued to use it, her vocal chords warmed up and her voice took on its more natural low, smooth tone. She spoke quietly, not disturbing the forest’s natural silence with her soft voice, only bending it to accept her as part of the night sounds around them.

“My father was a sick psycho fuck. I don’t remember a time when I trusted him, or my mother for letting him do those things to me. I remember this one time, I was hanging out with some kids. I was seventeen and everyone was talking about their first times, you know, when they lost their virginity. There were a couple rapes, some prom dates, a sweet sixteen, and even a few who were still virgins.

“Then everyone looked at me and I didn’t know what to say. I couldn’t remember a time when I didn’t know what sex was. They were talking about when they’d lost their innocence and I’d never had any to begin with. So I lied and told them a story about some girl I’d been with before I’d been sent to juvie. Then we got called to dinner and it never came up again, so I was off the hook.”

Case finally brought her eyes to Rain’s face and gave a half-smile.

“Guess this wasn’t what you were expecting when you said I could talk about it, huh?”

Rain shook her head, but not in negation. She started to speak, but her throat had gone dry, so she cleared it and swallowed, then tried again.

“It’s all right. I told you I’d be here.”

“Yeah.”

Rain wasn’t sure which emotion was winning out in the mix she heard in Case’s voice: surprise, acceptance, or disbelief. She hoped for acceptance, but she knew it probably wouldn’t be very long before Case closed up again. It was natural after such an exhaustive emotional release.

“You think you can go back to sleep?” Rain asked gently.

Case looked panicked for a moment, but then her expression returned to its normally emotionless state and she shrugged.

“Nah, I’ll be okay. You go ahead.”

Case looked everywhere but at Rain herself. That was new. Rain had noticed that Case didn’t seem to have a problem with prolonged eye contact. She seemed to enjoy the challenge of meeting another’s gaze; it was an act of confidence in herself. But Case was obviously feeling a bit vulnerable at the moment.

“Do you want to talk some more?” Rain offered cautiously. 

Case looked up from where she’d been studying the ground. She shook her head.

“No. I’ll be fine. Just go back to sleep. I’m sorry I woke you.”

Rain frowned. Closing up was one thing; burying everything again was something else altogether.

Rain got to her feet and took a moment to let the circulation begin again in her legs. Then, instead of heading to her sleeping bag, she walked over to where Case was leaning against the truck.

“You don’t have anything to apologize for. It wasn’t your fault.”

Case looked up at the last words and Rain could see fresh tears waiting to fall from her eyes. God, those eyes were so full of pain. And guilt. What had she endured to become the woman she was today? Rain didn’t let herself second-guess her reasoning as she pulled Case into her arms and held her as the woman cried softly into her shoulder.

After a few minutes, Case raised her head and wiped at her eyes with one of her hands, while she left the other one wrapped around Rain’s midsection.

“God, I really need to get a grip here,” Case chastised herself.

“I think you’ve already got one,” Rain replied and looked down at Case’s arm around her waist.

Case smiled.

“And that doesn’t bother you?”

Rain looked at her in question.

“You seemed a little... nervous earlier.”

Rain looked down and was glad the blue light of the moon hid her blush, or at least she hoped it did.

“I, uh, I didn’t mean to flirt with you like that. We’re supposed to have a working relationship, aren’t we?”

“Well, relationships that work are usually better than those that don’t,” Case joked.

Rain smiled, but then looked at Case seriously. Rain had been about to say something, but the words either never existed or had been forgotten by the time she opened her mouth. Somewhere in Rain’s mind, she knew that now was not the time, if ever, to initiate something sexual with Case. Case was emotionally vulnerable and was not in the greatest frame of mind to make that kind of decision about Rain and their relationship, whatever it happened to be. The fact that she was a Federal Agent wasn’t exactly far from her mind either.

Case took the decision out of Rain’s hands as she leaned up to brush her lips against Rain’s. Where Rain thought Case needed time to get her thoughts in order, Case felt a need to establish that she was capable of being loved and loving someone in return. And physical intimacy would be a good start.

Rain thought she tried to stop the kiss, but her body had never received the message, so she caught up with what was actually happening and threw herself into it. Her hands pulled Case’s body closer and her neck helped her head press her lips harder against Case’s mouth.

They both groaned at the same time and then smiled against each other’s lips. Then Case darted her tongue out to lick at Rain’s lips and Rain pushed her own tongue out to meet Case’s. Their tongues touched in the open air between their mouths and stroked over each other, until their mutual need was too much to deny and their lips met to seal their mouths together.

They continually pushed their lips together again and again, as their hands massaged the cloth-covered skin they found. Rain pushed Case back against the truck and Case widened her stance to let Rain fit between her legs a little better.

Rain reached up under the shirt Case was wearing and made contact with bare skin. Her hands were a little cold from the night air and Case flinched as the chilled fingers met up with her warm back. Then she relaxed into the touch and Rain’s hands quickly warmed up in their new haven.

Rain ran her hands all over Case’s soft back and realized, with the word ‘duh’ ringing in her mind, that Case wasn’t wearing a bra. Neither was she, since they hadn’t changed out of their sleep clothes yet. Rain brought her hands to the front and stroked up with the palms of her hands until she was cupping Case’s breasts.

Case moaned and pushed into Rain’s hands. Her nipples were already so hard that they hurt. She felt Rain run her thumbs lightly over the stiff flesh and groaned again. She was running her own hands through Rain’s hair, but she wanted the barriers between their bodies gone, so she released Rain’s mouth and removed her hands from the silky hair and reached for the hem of her shirt. She pulled it over her head and tossed it onto the hood of the car.

She looked down at Rain’s large hands covering her breasts and was pleased at the image of Rain’s tan skin contrasting with her own pale flesh in the moonlight. She placed her own hands over Rain’s to encourage them to squeeze a little harder.

Rain watched Case and then bent her head again to recapture the mouth she’d lost when Case had removed her shirt. But now that more flesh was available, Rain couldn’t help moving her mouth down to take it all in. She tasted Case’s neck, sucked and licked at an earlobe, then lightly bit into the hard muscle of Case’s shoulder.

Case’s hands left Rain’s and she pulled at Rain’s head to push her harder against her shoulder. She felt Rain’s teeth sink into the flesh and graze over her skin, as Rain lightly chewed, filling her mouth with the taut muscles that Case offered.

Rain released her slippery grip on Case’s shoulder and kissed the area in thanks, then continued kissing downward, until she reached one of Case’s breasts. She removed the hand covering it and reached around to hold Case’s back, as she lowered her mouth over the sensitive nipple.

Case gasped and then moaned when Rain began sucking at her tit. Rain groaned in appreciation of the flesh in her mouth and pinched the other nipple with the hand that was still cupping Case’s other breast.

Case ran her hands through the long hair flowing between her fingers and then brought her hands back up to cradle Rain’s head. She urged Rain to continue what she was doing and let herself gasp and groan at the sensations Rain was causing in her.

It had been a long time since she’d enjoyed being with anyone. In fact, she usually shut down after the first few kisses and only really found enjoyment by herself. She’d known it was probably psychological, she’d read enough about it, but the reality of having some of those mental blocks removed just because she’d done a little crying was a powerful incentive for further exploration. Later.

At the moment, she was busy reaping the rewards of her little emotional breakthrough. Rain had moved lower and was kissing and sucking at her stomach and Case felt her stomach twitch involuntarily. She saw an image of Rain entering her with two fingers and her knees nearly buckled as her body cried out to make the vision real. The part of her mind that was still analyzing everything was surprised. Penetration normally shut her down completely and she had never in her life actually wanted to be entered.

“Oh God.”

The exclamation left her lips with no censorship from her brain. She was still caught up between what Rain was doing to her stomach and the images in her mind’s eye. She felt Rain unbutton her pants and looked down. Rain was looking back up at her, a question on her face. Case nodded and Rain continued with the plastic buttons, until there was enough give to bring the flannels down over Case’s hips.

Rain barely got the pajama bottoms past Case’s thighs when she smelled the woman’s scent. She groaned and finished helping Case’s feet out of the cuffs of the pants. Case’s fingers in her hair were drawing Rain closer and Case replanted her feet wider apart to give Rain better access.

Rain’s thumbs brushed through the center of the light curly hair that covered Case’s sex and pulled her labia aside to expose what Rain’s mouth was watering for. As soon as it was revealed, Rain wrapped her lips around Case’s clitoris and twirled her tongue around the trapped little bud.

“Oh God!” Case exclaimed again and she leaned her upper back harder against the side of the cold truck in order to push her hips out more.

Case fell into a natural rhythm of circling her pelvis in time with Rain’s gentle suckling. She moaned and whimpered and did what she could to heighten the sensations. She really wanted to lie down, though. Her legs felt like they were about to give out at any moment.

“Slee-Sleep -ing bag, please,” Case got out and Rain let go of her clit, giving it one last lick with the flat of her tongue, before letting Case’s nether lips close back over the bud.

Rain stood and held out her hand for Case to follow her to her sleeping bag. She picked up Case’s along the way and quickly unzipped both bags completely, so that Rain’s could be used to keep them off the ground and Case’s could be used to cover them when they got cold.

Before Rain could lie down on her bag, Case caught her arm and kept her standing. Then she tugged at Rain’s thin sweatshirt and helped her take it off, as well as the thin white T-shirt she wore underneath it. Then Case went to her knees and slowly, seductively, pulled Rain’s shorts down around her ankles and helped Rain lift her feet out of them.

Case’s hands went to Rain’s hips and pulled her down gently. Rain came to a sitting position and then leaned back, until she was fully reclined along the length of the sleeping bag they were situated on. Case moved to extend her body along the length of Rain herself and let out a breath when she felt the skin-to-skin contact all along her body.

Rain’s hands roamed all over Case’s back and sides, up into her short blond hair, and around her neck. Her hands grazed over Case’s breasts, then played along the shorter woman’s hips, until she was grasping at Case’s butt cheeks.

Case’s own hands moved over the newly exposed skin and she couldn’t take her eyes off Rain’s breasts. She wanted to touch them, but something kept her hands from obeying. Instead, her mouth descended and sucked in a nipple. Hearing Rain’s groan, and feeling her arch her back to push herself against Case’s mouth, Case lost the strange hesitation and her hands gripped around the base of Rain’s breasts, milking them upward with each suck of her mouth.

Rain couldn’t believe how turned on she was. Granted, it had been a while since she’d been with anyone. Her work had taken up most of her time the last three years and being undercover wasn’t conducive to anything more than a one-night stand, which she really wasn’t interested in, though she’d indulged a couple times, regretting it each time. But Rain honestly couldn’t remember when she’d ever been so excited by someone else’s touch.

Rain reached up and pulled at one of the hands attached to her breast and dragged it down her body. She needed to be touched.

Case opened her eyes and looked up at Rain’s face. There was desire and a plea in Rain’s eyes and Case let her hand be guided to where it was most wanted. Her eyes closed in reflex when she felt the slippery folds of Rain’s sex. God, she’s so wet, was the only thing Case could think. She rubbed her fingers over Rain’s clitoris and Rain’s breathing doubled, as her moans and whimpers became more audible. She’d been relatively quiet up until that point.

Case continued licking and sucking at the breast under her mouth and her free hand reached up to anchor against Rain’s shoulder. Rain still had a light grip on her wrist, and after a minute or so, Case felt her fingers being urged lower. As she complied, Rain’s thighs spread apart and Case easily slipped her fingers inside Rain.

Rain cried out at the temporary relief she felt from the new presence inside her vagina. Her hips gently bucked up and then the relief gave way to a more insistent need, and Case established her rhythm inside Rain.

Rain felt herself rising to a pinnacle her body hadn’t been anywhere near in years. She continued to hold on to Case’s wrist, though she didn’t try to control Case’s movements. At some point, Rain had closed her eyes and she opened them now to look at Case’s face. It was nestled against her breast, sucking gently, and Rain used her free hand to grasp at Case’s neck to pull her up.

Case opened her own eyes when she felt the pressure at the back of her head and she used the hand at Rain’s shoulder to move where Rain wanted her. She was pulled down into a kiss and felt Rain’s tongue filling her mouth. The kiss was deep and Case let Rain pour all her passion into the meeting of their mouths, while she concentrated on moving her fingers in and out of Rain at a constant pace.

Rain pulled back from the kiss and looked into Case’s eyes. They glittered in what was left of the light from the almost completely set moon.

“More, Case, I need more,” Rain groaned out.

Case added another finger to those already buried inside Rain and then pushed her other hand under Rain’s head to claw at her neck.

Rain felt tingles run from her scalp, and throughout her entire body, to settle in her groin. She pushed up against the greater pressure now entering and leaving her body at a faster pace and her breathing turned into gasping. She was so close.

Case lowered her head again and filled Rain’s mouth with her tongue. She moved it in and out in the same tempo as her fingers and felt Rain’s hand clench at the back of her head, while her other hand gripped at Case’s wrist. Her head ripped away from Case’s mouth and she cried out her release.

“Oh God, Case!”

Case went completely still, except for her fingers moving in and out of Rain’s body, and she felt slightly awed from watching Rain climax because of her touch. Rain’s muscles clamped down on Case’s fingers and her body jerked over and over again as her orgasm rolled through her. As Rain calmed down, Case bent her head and kissed at Rain’s cheek. Then Rain moved her head to the side and Case was treated to an open mouth and a loving tongue, as she slowly removed her fingers from Rain’s vagina. 

Now that Rain was free to move again, she took the opportunity to roll onto her side and wedged a thigh between Case’s legs. She pressed her stomach against Case’s and then wrapped her arms around Case’s torso, as she delivered a kiss that was meant to be both a thank you and highly stimulating. Case’s groan told her she’d at least succeeded in conveying the second part.

Rain broke the kiss and looked down into Case’s eyes. She was so beautiful. The pain, the sadness, the joy and desire, it all mixed together to create a unique individual and Rain wanted nothing more than to bring Case to the same heights she’d just descended from.

“Tell me what you want. What do you want me to do?”

Rain’s voice was low and husky and barely came out as a whisper with their faces only a few inches apart. Case thought of the vision she’d had earlier and felt her stomach clench again. She’d never felt that before, that need for penetration. Even though she’d known it probably had something to do with the abuse she’d endured, she’d always chalked it up to being a lesbian and that meant she didn’t really have a need for something she’d always associated with hetero sex. But apparently, she’d been wrong.

“Touch me. I want to feel you... inside. I.. I don’t... I never...” Case couldn’t get the words out, but Rain nodded.

“I won’t hurt you. I promise.”

Case heard the sincerity in Rain’s voice and felt another unfamiliar feeling. She actually believed Rain. She.. trusted Rain. At least in that moment in time. Rain kissed her gently on the lips, brushing them back and forth over Case’s and puckering her lips every few seconds to administer little kisses to the soft flesh. Rain moved her mouth lower and kissed and licked at Case’s throat.

Case moved her head to expose more of her neck to Rain’s lips and tongue. She ran her fingertips over Rain’s upper arms and shoulders, and then let one of her hands trail down an arm to Rain’s hand. She let her palm rest against the back of Rain’s hand and her thumb pressed into Rain’s palm. She dragged the hand over her breast, letting Rain flick her nipple for a short while, before pulling her down to rub across her stomach.

Case released her hold on Rain’s hand and stroked up the arm, until she was at Rain’s neck again. She pulled Rain in for another kiss as she felt Rain’s hand graze over her taut stomach muscles. Rain’s fingertips just barely brushed against the top of Case’s curly pubic hair, but she moved a little lower with each subsequent pass.

Finally, Rain’s fingers were stroking through Case’s hairs and slowly working themselves between Case’s very wet folds. She pressed her fingers along the sides of Case’s clitoris and drew her fingers up and down.

Case’s hips jerked up a bit and her legs spread apart as she whimpered. The touch at her clitoris was incredible, but she was aware of an aching sensation inside her abdomen. It clenched and she was reminded again of what her body had been asking for since Rain had knelt in front of her earlier.

Case spread her legs apart even wider and angled her hips up to try to get the message across. Rain sucked at her neck and then moved back to her mouth. Rain kissed her deeply and then pulled away to look into her eyes, their faces only lit by starlight.

Rain let her thumb rest against Case’s clitoris and moved the rest of her fingers so that one of them was poised at the entrance to Case’s vagina.

“You want this?”

The look on Rain’s face was completely serious. She wanted to make sure Case was really ready, though Rain was pretty sure from the way Case’s body was moving that Case had few doubts, if any.

“Yes,” Case panted out.

Case felt Rain slowly push her finger inside and Case had a flash of her father doing the same thing before she pushed the thoughts away and concentrated on the present and the beautiful woman that was loving her body so tenderly.

That, Case realized, was the deciding factor. There was nothing rough about Rain’s attentions, nothing demanding. She was gentle in everything she did to Case’s body.

Rain started out slow, dipping her finger all the way in, then pulling out again. Case’s eyes fluttered back in her head and she groaned from somewhere within her chest. Rain could feel Case’s muscles clenching around the slight intrusion and she made each of her penetrations deep and slow. She wanted Case to feel the full length of her long fingers. She scraped the top of the canal with the side of her finger and heard Case whimper and watched her thrust her hips up.

Rain decided it was time to test a little further. She added a second finger, but only went in halfway. She pulled out again and, with no protests from Case, pushed both fingers as deeply inside Case as she could.

Case gripped Rain’s shoulders and used them to help leverage her lower body up for Rain. Her heels went as wide as they could and she pushed up against Rain’s hand. Why hadn’t this ever felt so good before? The question left her mind, to be replaced by more important matters, like the incredible pleasure her body was being given.

Rain kissed Case’s breast and sucked at her nipple, as she worked her fingers in and out of Case at a leisurely pace. Every time she entered Case, Case groaned out a grunt and then sucked in another breath, as Rain retreated again. Rain wanted to hear those groans come a little faster, so she sped up her movements a little more with each thrust.

Soon, Case was rocking against Rain’s hand and she was groaning almost non-stop, only pausing to take another quick breath. The deep ache she’d felt before was now a tight little ball of pleasure and she suddenly realized where the imagery of exploding during climax came from. That little ball was being filled beyond capacity with pleasure and she knew it was only a matter of time before it burst and took her body with it.

“Oh God, Rain?”

Rain looked up from her position at Case’s breast and decided the questioning tone had been because Case’s voice was rising in pitch as she neared orgasm. She quickened her thrusts a little more and she felt Case stiffen and then jerk against her fingers as Case’s vaginal walls clamped all around them.

“Oh, Jesus Christ, Rain! Oh God!”

Case readjusted her grip on Rain’s shoulders and pulled hard, as she thrust her body up to force Rain inside her again. Her head fell back and her mouth dropped open in silent exultation as she climaxed. Then her lungs started working again and her breaths came out in harsh gasps.

As her body stopped seizing, Case slowly relaxed back against the sleeping bag and took in deep lungfuls of air to try to calm her breathing.

“Oh God, Rain. That was incredible. That was... Holy shit. Is it always supposed to be like that?”

Rain smirked in the darkness.

“Uh, I think it depends on who you’re with, but yeah, pretty much.”

“Fuck, and I thought I was doing fine by myself. Shit. That was... That was... I mean, my whole body...”

Case shut up. She was babbling like an idiot. Rain wiggled her fingers inside Case, and Case let out a high-pitched grunt.

“Oh shit,” Case groaned.

Case’s hand went to Rain’s biceps to hold her still.

The starlight was just enough for Case to make out Rain’s serious look and she waited for Rain to say something.

“No one’s ever... loved you like this before?”

Rain said the word tentatively, feeling it out even as she spoke it. She could feel that there was more there than just a euphemism for sex, but she wasn’t sure what.

“No one has ever been this nice to me during sex, no,” Case said matter-of-factly.

Rain leaned down and kissed Case gently on the lips, then pulled away again.

“This is how it’s supposed to be, Case,” Rain said softly.

Case just stared into her eyes and tried as hard as she could to believe that. Things were always too good to be true in her life. They started out good the first time and then spiraled into darkness as time went on. Working for Antonio Carlotti was an excellent example.

Rain wiggled her fingers again, but this time it was to warn Case that she was going to remove them. She slowly eased them out of their snug little home and brought them to her lips. She licked them patiently, until they were clean, and Case watched her every movement. When she was done, Case pulled her down for a kiss and Rain felt Case’s tongue tasting the inside of her mouth.

“Can we stay like this?” Case asked, meaning their close proximity, but Rain also heard the unspoken fantasy that things would never change between them, that they could somehow remain apart from the world they lived in.

“Yes,” Rain replied, and gathered Case’s head against her shoulder, and the rest of Case’s body naturally followed.













To be Continued...

 





Thanks for joining Case and Rain on their journey so far. I hope you enjoyed it. :)



If you’d like to continue reading their story, please visit https://www.kodiwolf.com/fiction/Assassin/ to get access to the completed novel.
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