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To my wife, Donna, who was invaluable in creating Call Off the Dogs by standing beside me and never giving up on me.
And to my son, Robert, whose expertise in writing and the creative process has kept me on the right track.
This is dedicated to both of them.
We all have heard the official story of the Kennedy Assassination. Lee Harvey Oswald was the lone gunman that killed our president. Since that date in 1963 many books have been written that point to a different conclusion than the official story.
Call Off the Dogs, although fictional, tells the untold story about the Kennedy Assassination and the organized group of shooters in Dallas. Based on the historical facts of the event, Call Off the Dogs, presents a realistic portrayal of what may have happened that fateful day.
CIA Agent Jonathon Stone’s purchase of an old rifle from a gun dealer in downtown Los Angeles leads him on a search for the owner of the gun. When he finds the owner, a Cajun gun for hire, he discovers that he was one of the shooters in Dealey Plaza in Dallas the day President Kennedy was assassinated.
The rifle purchase leads to a chain of events that threatens Stone’s cover, his life and puts the CIA Long Beach operation in jeopardy.
As the search accelerates, fellow agent Carol Haney joins Stone on a journey that goes from California to the French quarter in New Orleans, to Dealey Plaza in Dallas, to the plains of East Texas in an effort to Call Off the Dogs.
I hope you enjoy the read.
JRM
My name is Jonathon Stone … presently. I am a writer for the Real Sportsman Magazine. Also, I am an avid hunter and gun collector. My hobbies include restoring old guns, fooling around with computers and gambling.
Being a writer seems to afford a realistic, workable cover because I am in reality a special agent for the CIA. I am assigned to the west coast based – Far East Operation Center located in an undisclosed location in Long Beach, CA.
As a footnote, we also handle the Domestic Operation - Terrorism (DOT)
division. This group is not on the company’s organization chart.
Throughout history there are many unexplained events and mysteries with answers that are never told. After several months of personal sole searching, I have reached a decision. I have uncovered a story that must be told. A story that has baffled people for years.
I hope that I will be around when this story is revealed for I believe my life is in danger.
Jonathon Stone
The young ex-marine knelt near the 6th floor window with his rifle at the ready. There had been a light rain in the morning but the sky was starting to clear as a large crowd gathered below. A brisk wind moved the sounds of the people and the slow rumble of the motorcycles around the canyon of high buildings like an amphitheater.
He had built a cave of boxes around the window, creating a makeshift-hiding place. He gazed to the right toward the freeway overpass looking for his spotter. They had told him that the lookout would be easy to see but so far he had not appeared.
His gaze was interrupted by the grind of the freight elevator’s motor in the back of the large storage room. He stood his rifle against the wall, picked up his clipboard and started toward the middle of the room. They had told him that as long as he appeared to be working no one would question him. He approached the elevator shaft and peered downward. Someone had moved the elevator to the fifth floor, right below him. He waited a couple of seconds but no one was insight. He needed to be on his guard.
He returned to his shelter and looked back out the window. It wouldn’t be long until his target would be in sight and he would be on the list. A fellow marine from sniper school had told him about this life and the money. His buddy was getting paid well for this kind of work, a gun for hire.
He had a clear view of the street in front of him but there was a large oak tree to his right that could be a problem. His hands started to tremble. Some of the people sitting in the park below waiting for the motorcade were looking up toward him. He moved back slightly from the window and tried not to look at them. He tried to stay calm but his crouched position was uncomfortable.
His first mission had not worked out quite so well but they were giving him a second chance to make the team. A guy by the name of Jamie had been with him that first night as his lookout. They both had run to their cars and fled into the night. Today’s plan was a better, more detailed one. He would not fail this time.
He tried to concentrate on his handler’s instructions. Infiltrate. Eliminate. Evacuate. Get in position and protect your back.
Moving from one side of the strike area to the other, he checked the large room behind him and then returned to the half drawn window again. He felt uneasy kneeling here.
Again he went on alert when he heard loud voices close by. He left the window quietly, listening for the direction of the conversation. It was right below him he decided. It was probably the workers who had moved the elevator to the floor below. He returned to the window.
Remember the plan Edurado had told him. Abort if you’re compromised. We have a backup. If you are discovered stop and get out. Try to stay calm. A nervous shooter is a bad shooter. Just squeeze the trigger. Take the shot. Police your brass. Ditch the gun. A man with a gun is a suspect. Execute a calm exit without the rifle. Mingle with the crowd. Become one of them. Don’t run. Meet at the park.
The plan rang in his mind.
Soon his target would approach the kill zone from the south. He knelt sideways by the windowsill to avoid facing the fall sun. He tried to stay motionless as his heart started pounding.
This was his big opportunity and he couldn’t miss it. His money problems would be over and the kill shot was worth a bonus. That would be the icing on the cake.
The birds on the roof kept flying and returning, as the noise below got louder. The glare of the sun on the window would be gone soon.
His rifle was locked and loaded. He could see the target coming straight toward him now as the noise from the crowd increased.
He would be patient. Take the best shot. He would be shooting down on the target. He had been trained for shots 100-yards and more. This would be a much shorter shot. He looked to his right but the lookout still was not in sight. The guy could be hidden by the trees.
He could handle this by himself he thought. He would know if he hit the target.
Now he was ready to take the shot. The target had passed below him and was moving away with his back fully exposed. The trees were a problem but the bullet would go right through the leaves. The rush was tremendous. He tried to control his hands. He pulled the trigger.
The shot went behind and to the left of the target. “Damn. I can’t believe I missed that shot. Get composed,” he whispered to himself. “Concentrate.”
He chambered the next shell and aimed again. He had a better view now. This shot flew through the air and appeared to hit the target. This time the windows rattled and the building shook with a noise that sounded like an explosion. The pigeons above flew away with a loud, rushing sound. The target had slumped to his left but still appeared to be moving.
Sirens started whaling and the roar of the motorcycles filled the air. The crowd below was falling to the ground and running in all directions. Mothers were grabbing their children while others ducked for cover. It was complete chaos.
“I need another shot to make sure,” he said to himself out loud. Quickly he loaded his rifle and aimed again. He fired at the target as it disappeared into the trees. He paused a second then started his escape.
He moved quickly to the rear of the room toward the elevators. He wiped the rifle with his shirt and stashed it in a pile of boxes. The elevator was still on the fifth floor. He had no time to bring it up to his floor so he headed for the backstairs.
Halfway down the stairs, he heard loud talking. He ducked into the empty lunchroom just before a policeman with a drawn gun entered. Stay calm he had been instructed. He tried not to change expressions as the officer approached him.
Right behind the policeman was his boss. “He’s okay. He works for me.” The law officer hesitated a second and then followed the ex-marine’s boss out the door and up the stairs. He had been trained if you have something in your hand you don’t appear out of place. The shooter moved to the vending machine, bought a coke and headed down the backstairs to the first floor. He proceeded to the front of the office toward the main entrance. Only one person was in the office and he waved to her. He was trying to look natural and not rushed. The police encounter had been too close.
As he got to the entrance of the building, he heard loud screams and saw people moving in all directions. He moved into the crowd as a policeman approached him. He had left his pistol at his apartment, which had been a mistake. The officer rushed right by him, brushing his shoulder as he passed, and entered the building as the ex-marine took a deep breath.
He fought his way through the throng of people to the bus stop. If he got on the bus he would just be one of the passengers, without the rifle and all. He sat there on the bus and stared out the window. He knew the gun was untraceable because he had purchased it under another name. He thought for a second. He had forgotten to pick up his brass. Oh well, they would surely find the rifle and trace the shells but there was no way they could link the rifle to him.
The bus moved slowly and finally stopped in the traffic jam. This was no good. He needed to get to his apartment, get his pistol and change his appearance. If he was stopped the authorities had no way to tie him to the shooting. It appeared he was home free. Eduardo had to put him on the list for future jobs now.
Less than forty-eight hours later, Lee Harvey Oswald was shot and killed by Jack Ruby in the Dallas Police Station across the street from Dealey Plaza.
I sat at the blackjack table shaking my head as the dealer turned over her hole card and swept my bet away. I had been on a losing streak for a while now. Tonight Lin Mia, the dealer, had been one step ahead of me on almost every hand.
I took a long drink of my whisky and coke as she shuffled the cards with her long thin fingers.
I had lived in the Long Beach area for several years now which was good for me and bad for me. The good part was my day job. I am a writer for the Real Sportsman Magazine. The job and my Jonathon Stone name provided me a realistic cover because I am in reality a special agent for the CIA. The magazine is just a front business for the Agency.
The bad part for me was that the Ocean Queen Casino boat was moored at the Long Beach Harbor, just three miles from my home.
Lin Mia started her routine again. Great. I have a sixteen and her up card was a Queen. This was the same old shit. I asked for a card knowing the outcome. Well my luck must be changing. I drew a six and I only busted by one. I shook my head in disbelief.
“Too many,” the dealer said in a soft Asian voice. She knew my losing streak meant no tips for her. She was the type of dealer who tried to get on your good side, waiting to ride a winning streak into a good payday. Tonight she would have to share in my pain.
I took another quick drink. Jill, the cocktail waitress, approached the table. “Cocktails anyone? How about you, Jon? Do you want another?”
“No thanks. I am getting killed here. After this hand I am going to say goodnight.”
“Are we still on for Friday?” she asked.
“I think so. I will probably know tomorrow. Work is getting a little crazy right now.” I thought about what I had just said. “We have a deadline coming up and I am not done with my article yet.” The alcohol was getting to me.
Jill and I had been seeing each other off and on for about six months now. It didn’t seem fair to her as I zoomed in and out of town on assignment but she had understood. She had bought into the magazine writer cover so that helped the situation.
I watched as she walked to the next table. She looked great in her short skirt.
I decided to go out with a bang. I raised my bet to two hundred dollars. This time I was dealt a twenty and the dealer turned over a five. Things were looking up. She hadn’t had a bust card up for a while. She motioned around the table as everyone passed on another card.
Now was the moment of truth. She turned over her hole card. She had a five, which set her up to draw a twenty. This was just like all the other hands. I guess I would settle for a tie. This was the way things had been going. There is an old blackjack saying, “The hand is never over until it’s over.”
The dealer turned a four over and my chance of a winning hand increased. Next she flipped over a two giving her a sixteen, the ultimate bust hand.
She hesitated for a moment recounting her cards. Lin Mia got a slight smile on her face as she dealt the next card. A five appeared like magic from the deck giving her a twenty-one and the air at the table disappeared. The players groaned as the dealer raked in our chips and started to shuffle again.
I needed to call it a night. It didn’t appear that my luck was going to change and I probably had enough to drink. I don’t handle losing very well besides tomorrow I had to take an early morning trip through the traffic to downtown LA.
Next Morning - Downtown Los Angeles
As I turned left on 7th Street and headed toward downtown Los Angeles, I entered the area called Central City East. After the smoke cleared each day, this is one of the largest skid row areas in the United States.
The streets were lined with cardboard boxes and tents made out of old sheets. Thousands of homeless inhabited this area and called it home. A lot of them carted all their earthly possessions in a grocery cart. Portable toilets lined the sidewalks and the smell of urine lingered in the air.
This area is the progressive’s way of corralling the unwanted in a restricted area. The powers that be reserved this area to keep the transits out of the downtown business district. That’s about right. Instead of fixing the problem, they just covered it up by moving them east a mile. This area also had the highest crime rate in the Los Angeles area. I always packed my Beretta for these occasions.
The street people called this area the Nickel.
It was mid-morning and the area was busy. I would have a hard time finding a parking space at this time of day. The people that worked down here got an early start.
The vendor wagons were still serving breakfast and the smell of fried tortillas and refried beans filled the air. Loud Mexican music blared through the morning smog.
I quickly maneuvered my car around a street cleaner who was trying to pick up the piles of garbage left from the night before. This was quite a production. City workers with shovels cast the debris into the street just in time to be scooped up by the cleaners.
People, with seemingly no future, really don’t care where they throw their leftovers. Of course, they are just glad they have leftovers. Tomorrow they would start the drill all over again.
In a marked contrast, five blocks to the west was the money and banking capital of California, the eighth largest economy in the world. This area not only had the money but they controlled Los Angeles and western politics. Skyscrapers towered above the narrow streets and the rich jewelry stores were everywhere.
On the floor of this canyon of buildings, the signs of neglect were everywhere. Dirty, gray stone fronts of buildings dotted skid row. Old buildings that should have been torn down years ago are the livelihood of the slums.
Down in the Nickel you can buy almost anything, any time.
I’m down here to see my favorite gun dealer, Louie Puteri. He was always on the lookout for old rifles and guns that I could restore. He had called and left a voice message at my home the other day telling me that he had acquired several rifles that he wanted me to look at and of course buy.
As I turned onto Los Angeles Street, I started looking for a parking place. At this time of day I’ll be lucky to find one within a couple blocks of his store.
King Louie’s Gun Shop was in the middle of a string of old, run down two story buildings. The buildings looked like they would fall down if they weren’t leaning against each other. They are old, black stone structures that probably were brown stone when they were built a hundred years ago.
After several trips around the block, I got lucky and found a parking spot only a block away. Now if I could get safely by the panhandlers and the hookers I would be fine.
A large metal security fence covered the front of Louie’s store. It looked like he was open for business. The fence was pulled back just enough to expose the front door. There was no window-shopping in this area, especially at a gun shop.
A bell rang loudly as I entered. A man was propped up on a stool behind an old counter reading a girly magazine. He had long grayish, black hair and a goatee, which ended with a long string of hair that hung at least two inches below his chin with an old, rubber band tied at the end.
But that was not his most glaring feature. The man probably didn’t have any more room on his arm for another tattoo and I’m guessing his body. In short, he was a walking mural.
He was wearing an old Army hat that looked like he had gotten from a shelf of old hats behind him. I could see him wearing a different old hat every day.
He nodded as I walked in, not losing concentration on his literature.
There was a large gun case behind the counter filled with rifles and handguns of all kinds. You name it, Louie had it. I am sure that most of Louie’s sales were over the counter, no questions asked.
The store was cluttered with old, secondhand sports equipment. Camouflage jackets were hung from a clothesline strung from the rear of the store to the front.
Before Mr. Tattoo could call Louie, I saw Louie’s head pop out of a door in the back.
“Johnny, come on back. You’re going to like this stuff,” he yelled.
As far as I could remember, Louie is the only one who had ever called me Johnny.
I guessed the best way to describe Louie was that he was a short, squatty overweight Italian. There is no other way to say it. His glasses cut ridges in the side of this baldhead and when he walked, he sort of waddled side to side. He had an old belt holding up his pants that was way to long for his waist so he had taken the loose end and left it hanging down in front of him. Sometimes I just wanted to tug on it to see what would happen.
Louie had come all the way from New York to sell guns to the needy. That was anyone who needed one. There was something about him I just didn’t trust.
He led me down a set of old wooden stairs in the back of the store to a dingy basement.
“Come over here,” Louie said as he directed me to the corner of the room.
He picked up an old blanket from a box and placed it on a dirty table. As he opened the blanket, I jumped back. The smell from the blanket was overwhelming.
“What is that smell?” I asked almost choking.
“I think it’s mildew,” he responded trying to pass over the question.
“That will clear your sinuses,” I said, shaking my head.
Inside the blanket were three old rifles. I picked one up and started to examine it. It was an old, World War II model Italian Carcano. The smell from the rifle was intense. The bolt seemed to work, although slowly. So did the trigger. This was a possible restoration candidate.
The second rifle was also a Carcano and it seemed to be in the same poor condition.
The third one was a different story. The bolt was sheared off this one. It would require the purchase of a new bolt to fix it. This was not a good candidate.
As I examined the rifles, one glaring thing stood out. None of the rifles had serial numbers. They had been filed off which had left large gashes in their barrels.
“Louie, the serial numbers are missing.”
Louie picked up one of the guns and looked at the barrel where the serial number was grooved out.
Louie quickly changed the subject. “I’ll part with all three for a hundred. What do you think?”
“I’ll take two of them,” I replied.
“Johnny, it is a package deal.”
I hesitated. Then I picked up the broken rifle and looked it over again. “This one is going to be hard, if not impossible, to find the parts for,” I said.
You could just see Louie’s brain working to make this sale. Sweat was forming on his baldhead.
“Okay. Because you’re a good customer, I’ll let these go for seventy-five dollars. Johnny, you can use that one for parts,” Louie said as he pointed at the broken rifle.
I looked at Louie and smiled.
“Alright, Louie. But I want to take them in a box.”
Louie started to wrap them back up in the blanket.
“No, I don’t want them wrapped in that blanket. That rag is not getting anywhere near my place. Just put them in a plain box. Hopefully, I can get them back to my car without any problems.”
Louie turned and pitched the blanket in a dumpster at the end of the room. From what I had seen, Louie could have done that with most of the stuff in his store.
“Louie, I will need a receipt. I need proof of purchase so I can get them registered, you know, without the serial numbers and all.”
We went back to Louie’s office upstairs and he wrote out an invoice. I gave him a check, which prompted a big smile from him. I was sure he didn’t think he would get rid of this stinky stuff so easily.
“Johnny, I’ll call you if I find any more like these.”
“Louie, let’s try for serial numbers and a better smell next time.”
Louie patted me on the back and guided me toward the front door. I guess he was closing the sale before I could change my mind.
On the way back to the car, it felt like everyone was watching me. Just nerves I guess. Quickly I put the rifles in the trunk and closed the lid. It’s time to leave the Nickel.
Long Beach, California
By the time I arrived at my home in Long Beach, I could already smell the guns from the trunk. They were going to get a quick, salt bath and the box was going directly to the dumpster.
I had moved into my house when I was reassigned state side. I had leased a nice little two bedroom split level in Belmont Shore, a small seaside community next to Long Beach. The house had fit all my basic needs. I had turned the second bedroom into a home office with a computer setup and a big screen TV.
The lower level of my home housed my workshop, which I used to refurbish old guns and rifles. This was a hobby I had picked up from my father years ago, and only got to continue because of the space and the free time afforded by my new assignment. In fact, I still had some of my dad’s rifles upstairs in a gun case in my den. I had restored a large number of guns over the last several years.
The house had an attached garage, which solved the always-present parking problem at the Shore, especially in the summer. This was an ideal setup for me.
After turning off the alarm, I headed to the lower level of my house. Down here was my sanctuary. My work area had been equipped with all the latest tools and gadgets that I needed to restore guns. It had a big wooden workbench across one side of the room with a large metal tub at the far end.
I took the three rifles and broke them down, being careful to keep their individual parts together by gun. I removed their scopes and put all the metal parts in my work tub. Hopefully, a salt bath would remove that awful smell.
It was almost noon and a light rain had started to fall. I needed to call the office to check in.
Debbie answered the phone on the first ring. “Real Sportsman.”
“Debbie, I am going to work at home this afternoon. I just got back from LA and it took much longer than I thought. If Wiley or Russ need me I will be here working on a software project. Anything new?”
“The situation in Garden Grove seems to be heating up. Chucky ran out of here this morning with a team but I haven’t heard from him yet.”
“If anything develops call me right away,” I said. “It looks like I will be here all day working on this thing.”
Time seemed to go way too fast when I got involved in one of these projects. It was six o’clock before I knew it. I needed to get something to eat so I got in my car and headed to the Ocean Queen. The Queen had become my regular hangout lately besides I needed to see Jill. I didn’t feel like gambling after the beating I had gotten the night before. I would settle for just a deli sandwich and a couple of drinks.
The valet took my car at the entrance and I walked up the ramp into the Casino. The Ocean Queen had been a cruise boat that had been redone into a full blown gambling boat several years ago. It had caused quite a stir when it was moored here but the locals had quieted down once they saw the tax dollars coming in.
The Ocean Queen looked like any other casino. There was a least a thousand slots all over the place with lights flashing and bells ringing and people staring at the rolling displays. I stayed away from the slots like the plague. Besides blackjack was my game, although after last night I was starting to even doubt that.
I moved through the evening crowd and headed to the bar. I could see Jill working the blackjack pit so I took a seat. “Frank, get me a Jack and coke,” I said to the bartender as he mixed a drink in the blender in front of me.
“Sure thing Jon. Coming right up.” Frank seemed to always be busy as he tried to fill all the orders for the bar and the casino. The upside for him was his tip bucket was always overflowing.
I watched Jill move from table to table taking orders. She had been good for me but I hated the part where I was living a lie with her.
Frank came right back with my drink.
“Frank, I think I’ll have a tuna sandwich tonight and some chips.”
“Coming right up Jon,” he said as he punched my order into a computer display.
I turned quickly as I felt something brush up against me. “Hi Jon. How come you’re not playing?” Jill asked gesturing toward the blackjack tables with her head.
“Lin Mia beat me like a drum last night. Besides now I get to hang out with you.”
She smiled showing her white teeth and moved her head back and forth in disbelief.
“You are full of it. I need to get these orders to Frank. I will be right back.”
She was always calm and that was good for me.
My tuna arrived and another whiskey later, Jill returned.
“We are on for Friday unless something unforeseen comes up,” I said, trying to sound positive.
“Did you get your article done?” she asked.
I thought a second trying to remember last night.
“Oh yeah. Jim Novak and I rapped that up this afternoon. How does BBQ at Miss Kelly’s sound?”
“Great. Oh here comes the boss. I better start moving again.”
“I’m going to eat and leave. I’m sorry but I am a hit and run tonight. I will be at your place about six tomorrow.”
“That sounds great,” Jill said as she blew me a kiss.
The next week went quickly. I was still working on the software program and the Garden Grove op had stalled. I had been making my daily trip to the Ocean Queen and I had kept my date with Jill which led to an incredible night.
I had worked diligently on the first rifle. My guess was this rifle had not been fired in a long time. The barrel had some serious mold and there was no sign of any oil in the chamber. I didn’t know where this gun had been, but no one had been taking care of it.
California State law required me to register firearms that had no serial number or means of identification directly with the nearest ATF office or Police Department. They required proof of ownership, personal ID and an on-site ballistic test at the nearest police authority. Then the gun was assigned an ATF number and the number was engraved on the barrel.
After a trip to my neighborhood shooting range, I thought the rifle was a useable weapon so I started the process to get it registered.
Knowing the Long Beach Police Department had a quick and easy process, I phoned them.
“Hello, Long Beach Police,” the receptionist answered.
“I would like to speak to Marie Sanchez in Ballistics.”
“Just a minute,” she replied as the background music took over the conversation.
Shortly she answered, “Officer Sanchez.”
“Marie, its Jonathon Stone from Real Sportsman Magazine. I have an old rifle that I’ve just restored and the serial number has been filed off. I would like to bring it down tomorrow and get it registered.”
“Okay. You’ll need to bring it through security and then directly to me. We will need proof of purchase and, of course, bring your ID. We will have to fire the weapon and check it against our brass checker. You know, the Bullet Trap System,” she said with a slight Mexican accent.
“I understand.”
“Do you know anything about the history of the gun?” she asked.
“No. I purchased it last week at King Louie’s Gun Shop in downtown LA. I also have two others that I’m going to restore. When I get those done, I will go through the routine again. None of them have serial numbers.”
“It will be nice to see you again, Jon,” she said.
“Thank you, Marie. I will bring the rifle in tomorrow morning.”
She was always pleasant with me. We had gone through this process several times in the last couple of years.
The early mornings in Long Beach were always exciting. The air smelled fresh, but salty. Being a Midwest boy I enjoyed the mild weather especially the winters. I remembered getting frostbite when I was a student at the University of Missouri. That was something you never forgot.
One of the reasons I had picked the location of my home was because it was only two blocks from a cement running path that circled the Shore’s area.
The path paralleled the Alamitos Bay where large condos lined its waters. Some say this spot was the rowing capital of the United States because many of our Olympians practiced in the channel leading to the ocean.
The path extended about five blocks to the ocean and then turned to the west along a parkway to the pier in downtown Belmont Shore. At the foot of the pier was the location of my favorite coffee shop in the whole world, Essie’s.
The route was about two miles in length and took about twenty minutes to jog. If I stopped to get coffee and listen to the local gossip it took about an hour and a half.
Today, I was going to have to skip the coffee and the scuttlebutt.
After a quick shower, I got dressed and headed out. I needed to stop by work first and meet with Jim Novak, my ghostwriter. Jim actually wrote all my articles but occasionally I gave him an idea or two.
Long Beach had gone through almost as many ebbs and tides as the Pacific Ocean. At one time, it was the second largest oil producing area in the country. Oilrigs had lined the beaches for miles to the south. It had been the ideal place for oil production with a direct access to two of the largest ocean ports in the world. Lots of oil money had made Long Beach a boomtown.
The next wave was the Navy. For a long time this was an important base for our military effort. Back then the town was filled with sailors and the good times ruled. A beachside amusement park had been one of the main attractions, along with the many bars and strip joints.
Now the attention was on the good life with ideal weather and a long, sandy beach. Many retired people had settled in the area.
Real Sportsman Magazine offices are located in downtown Long Beach on Pine Street where they are housed in a two-story office building in the center of a redeveloped, trendy area.
The main floor was the typical office setup with a large security window in the reception area. Debbie was the smiling gatekeeper with a heart of stone. No one got by Debbie without a real good reason. Her job was maybe the most important in the organization.
Debbie was a middle-aged woman with a pleasant smile. She knew her job well. She could look at you and ask you a question, get the answer and profile you with ninety-nine percent accuracy.
Behind the security door was a row of individual glassed in offices along the wall to the left. They were for management and the writers. In the middle of the room was a large open work area with desks and cabinets.
We actually produced a monthly hunting magazine with a modest circulation.
The magazine specialized in hunting and firearm articles. We had several regular specials including a Gun of the Month section. This section detailed a specific firearm each month.
But as you know, sometimes things are not like they appear. The basement of our offices told an entirely different story. This was the location of the west coast office of the CIA’s Domestic Operations – Terrorism division (DOT). 
The predecessor to DOT
was established in 1962. It provided clandestine services in the United States against foreign targets and then was abandoned when it was deemed not politically correct and the human rights people picked up on its operations. Sometime in 2003, after the Department of Homeland Security was formed and they took control of the intelligence for our country, DOT
was reinstated in the background.
I guess some of the higher-ups didn’t think that DHS was really going to share information across all agencies. Besides, sometimes the less people that are in the loop, the better the situation.
Our point of view was that DHS looked from inside the US outward and we were looking from the outside inward, trying to follow the terrorist contacts abroad as they communicated in the states. If we needed to avoid privacy safeguards and people’s rights, we could get by with it because we didn’t have to answer to anyone.
DOT
also had undercover offices in Chicago, Dallas, New Orleans, Miami, New York and San Francisco.
Our group’s ops were usually surveillance, monitoring activities and some data mining. All the real detail stuff was handled by the CIA office in San Francisco. We also did special projects and research for our country.
The basement was filled with computers, large video screens and agents monitoring activities of people and places in the western United States and the Far East.
Wiley Fowler was in charge of the computer lab down here. He was a computer geek of the highest order. A graduate of Stanford, he had been with the CIA for about five years, all of which was in the DOT
organization in California. He had moved from Russ Evans’ group in San Francisco to the Long Beach office when it was established in 2003.
He ran the computer operations and managed the programming staff. Wiley was as good as it got.
The magazine had been our cover for about five years now. I joined the staff in June 2003, shortly after the Long Beach office was setup.
I’m the agent in charge of investigations and surveillance. The writer tag gave me a free rein on questioning and interviewing people without mentioning the Company or needing a warrant.
“Jim, how is the article coming along?” I asked Novak as he entered my office.
“Well, I’m waiting for your input before I finish it up,” Jim said with a smile.
“I have to go over to the police station to register a rifle this morning. Sorry,” I said.
As if he was going to wait for me. Without Jim, I wouldn’t have much of a cover.
The Long Beach PD was located on Ocean Boulevard about a mile from the office. It was housed in a large; five story gray structure that took up the whole block, counting a large parking lot. Across the street was a similar building that had courtrooms and general office facilities.
I had broken the rifle down so that the front door security officer wouldn’t go ballistic.
As I entered the building, I went directly to the officer at the security area and handed him the weapon.
“I am Jonathon Stone. I am here to see Officer Sanchez to register this rifle.”
He took a quick look at me, probably profiling me. I know that’s my job, too.
He picked up the phone and punched a few buttons.
“Marie, there is a Mr. Stone to see you. He paused a second and then hung up the phone.
“She’ll be right down. I need to tag that gun before you take it in. Do you have any ammo?” he asked looking directly at a small bag I had in my hand.
“I brought a couple of shells.” I handed him the bag with a bullet clip in it. He inserted the bag into a leather pouch and sealed the top.
“Take a seat over there, Mr. Stone,” he said, motioning to a chair against the wall.
Shortly, Marie appeared from an elevator in the middle of the foyer with a handful of papers. Marie was a slender brown skinned woman with dark black hair and large earrings. Except for a slight scar on her left cheek, she was a very attractive woman. She looked really good, even in the police uniform but the big gun at her waist got my attention first.
She had told me before that she had been raised in Juárez, Mexico just across the border from El Paso, Texas. Times had been tough for her but she had fought her way through it.
I had spent some time in the area when I came back to the states and I knew what a rough area it was. I had tried to get a drug lord in the area to inform us of any terrorists trying to come across the border.
The odd arrangement seemed to work from our point of view but Drug Enforcement didn’t like it very much.
“It’s good to see you again, Jon,” she said. “Follow me downstairs. We’ll need to get this set up for a ballistics test. We can fill out the paperwork down there.”
I followed her down a small flight of stairs to the basement. This area served as a parking garage for the high rankers. A series of holding cells and some interview rooms lined the wall to my right. We went into one of the cubicles to fill out the paperwork.
“Fill in your name and address on the top of these two forms,” she said, passing two documents to me. “Put the company you bought it from and its address in the middle section of both. Did you bring an invoice for proof of purchase.”
“Yes,” I said, handing her Louie’s invoice.
“Good. I’ll need to make a copy of this and your driver’s license when we are done here.”
Marie took the rifle and started to examine it.
“I see a date near the trigger area. It looks like 1959. Write that in the identification area of that form. Also, it looks like 7.35 stamped on the other side. That must be the caliber. Include that in the ID area. And the stock says clearly Carcano,” she said.
I wrote as she suggested.
“Someone definitely filed off the serial number. I wonder why?” she asked.
“I have no clue.”
“You will owe fifty-five dollars when we get the test back from the ballistics. Let me get an Officer to fire the weapon,” she said.
“How long will this take,” I asked.
“Not long. We have a test setup across the street. They will just have to walk through the underground tunnel to check the rifle,” she said.
Just then a patrolman walked through the door.
“Here Jacob, we need to fire this for a ballistics test,” she instructed him.
She handed him the rifle and the shells from the leather pouch.
The patrolman took the rifle and bullets and left. He was gone about fifteen minutes. When he returned, he handed Marie the rifle and a plastic package with the spent shells.
“I have assigned an incident number to this,” she said to the patrolman. “We both need to sign the package to maintain the chain of custody.”
She turned to me as he autographed the documents.
“This is a special case because the serial number is not readable. You never know what we’ll find. In my experience missing serial numbers usually run up a big red flag.”
Marie handed me the rifle. “You’ll have to break that down to take it out. Also, you’ll need to give the guard this form. It will take two to three days for the test results to come back. When I get the results I will call you. We can arrange for you to return to complete the process. Don’t use the gun until it’s been registered,” she said. “I’ll need the fifty-five dollars then.”
“I never go hunting or anything with the guns I restore. Usually I place them in a locked gun case at my house. I even take the firing pins out and store the pins in another location.”
“It’s nice to see you again, Jon,” she said, extending her hand.
I smiled. “I’ll see you in a couple of days.”
I walked back upstairs to the security area. I should have no problem. Marie had given me a get out of jail free form. The guard looked at the rifle parts and initialed the form. I went to my car and placed the rifle in the trunk and then I headed back to the office to give Jim Novak some moral support. He was probably just wrapping up my article for the month.
Several days later I got the call from Marie. “Jon, I have some news about your rifle. The test came back but I don’t know what to make of it. I have been doing this for over ten years and this is a first. We got a hit on the BAT system.
That is not a surprise with serial number missing and all. However the status and priority are unique,” Maria said.
“What’s unique about it,” I asked.
“Well, the status is Watch. I have never seen that before. Also, the priority on the status is a six which is the highest we have,” she said. “Yet there is no other information. The computer entry is very old. It likely was entered at system startup.”
“What does that mean?” I asked sounding concerned.
“The system started in the early 1970’s. The startup records were an accumulation of other systems, paper documents and other information. This record appears to be one of those,” she said.
“Also, usually it gives information on a crime or the person to notify. The only note is a reference to Case Number 63-2451. So I ran that case through our case system and it comes up C-12, L6, Classified Top Secret with no other information.”
“Well, what do I do now? Do I bring the gun in or what?” I asked.
“I don’t know. I’ll talk to the captain and get back to you,” she said and hung up.
I think it was time to get Russ Evans involved. Russ had been my superior for over ten years now and he was responsible for my Jonathon Stone identity. He was located in San Francisco at our west coast CIA headquarters.
After a tour of duty in the Marines in Iraq, I had joined the CIA in 1993. Two years later, after going through training at Langley, I was stationed in Europe and Russ Evans was my boss. At that time my name was John Ridgestone. But things happened and in 2001 Russ had me reinvented as Jonathon Stone and moved me to California.
Russ ran a tight ship and everyone benefited from it. He could be a jerk sometimes but I usually got over that. His leadership and thoroughness had saved my life several times in the past. Sometimes he got grumpy with me when I was gambling but he believed it was for my own good.
Russ was in his mid-fifties and had been with the CIA over twenty-five years. He was an old school agent who had come up from the streets and lived to tell about it. He had been through a lot. He had quickly moved up through the Agency and now was the substation chief for the CIA’s Far West Operation.
In 2003, after I had gone through computer training in San Francisco, he had moved me to Long Beach. To me, Russ’ best quality was he was a fellow Marine and he always had my back.
One of his rules was that he always needed to know anything that happened out of the ordinary and this rifle was out of the ordinary. Like he said, “He wanted no surprises.”
I dialed Russ’ direct number. After several rings he picked up. “Hello, Jon. What can I do for you?”
“I have a situation here. You know how I like to restore guns and rifles. Well, I am trying to register one in Long Beach and their Ballistic Tracking system came up with a hit and I don’t know whether to dump the rifle or just turn it over to the police.”
“A lot of used guns have prior pasts. I’m sure the police can direct you in the right direction,” Russ said authoritatively.
“The feedback from the system was C-12, L6, Classified Top Secret. The only information was Case Number 63-2451,” I said, looking at my notes.
“63-2451. I’ll check on it and get right back to you,” Russ said.
Several minutes later Russ called back. “There is something strange here. I don’t have high enough clearance to view this case. This is a Level 6 matter. I will have to elevate this to a higher level. Somebody at Langley will have to clear this one for us. Just put the rifle away someplace. I don’t want the police nosing around our operation,” he said and hung up.
It was Monday morning and the weather was pleasant at the beach with a slight breeze from the north. The ocean salt smell filled the air. As I jogged along the running path, I could see a flock of sea gulls flying in circles around a leftover McDonald’s bag on the beach. Everyone and everything had to survive some way.
I rounded the street corner and turned into my driveway huffing and puffing. Boy, I needed to do this more often. The area around my house was already busy. The neighbor across the street was out cutting his lawn and his wife looked like she was supervising from the porch.
A few minutes later, after a quick shower, I went to work. We were still working on an op in Garden Grove, a heavily populated Vietnamese area. My team and I had been monitoring several places in the area via remote video. The surveillance in this area could be quite complex because of the tight knit group of Asian people living there.
We were on the lookout for a trafficker named Tay Minh who specialized in gun running. He was a suspect in a terrorist plot we had been working on for a while. A month ago, he had disappeared from a video store he owned and had gone underground. This op was taking up most of my group’s time.
Things were hectic as usual at the office. Time really flew here. I hadn’t been at work more than half an hour when my cell phone went off. The security system at my house had just been breached.
I paged Wiley on the intercom.
“Wiley, I need to go. The alarm just went off at my house,” I said as I picked up my briefcase and headed to the door.
It takes about five minutes to get back to my house, so whatever or whomever tripped the system would be long gone. It could be nothing but I couldn’t take any chances.
When I reached my home the front door was unlocked but showed no signs of forced entry. I pulled my gun and started searching the upper level. After I cleared the living room, I checked the closet where the security system was located. Whoever was here used a device to clear the security code. All the wiring seemed to be intact.
I walked through the den to where my gun case stood along the wall. It looked like the lock had been picked and the doors were slightly open but after a quick check it appeared nothing was missing. That was strange.
My computer in the corner of the room was off and looked okay. I don’t keep anything from work on this computer anyway. I only used it for the Internet, remote access to the office and personal e-mail.
My kitchen in the back of the house was next. Everything appeared to be just like I had left it. At least they could have washed some of the dishes while they were here. I tried the back door. It was locked but they could have gone into the backyard and relocked it when they returned.
I moved to the lower level of the house to my gun work area. Everything seemed to be slightly rearranged but nothing seemed to be missing. As I started to move back upstairs, I checked the gun bath.
“What,” I said out loud to myself. “What is going on?” The two old rifles that I had just bought were gone. I just stared at the tubs for a minute.
I walked briskly out to the garage and looked around. Everything seemed in order. They could have gotten into the garage from the inside without opening the garage door but it appeared they had not. I would know more after I reviewed the surveillance video.
My neighbor across the street was dumping his cut grass into his garbage can. I walked outside and motioned to him.
“Hi. Did you see anyone at my house this morning?” I asked.
“Yeah. A couple of guys were there. They looked like maintenance men or something. I thought maybe you were having some work done. They weren’t there very long but Mrs. Monroe’s dogs were going wild. I thought maybe they were in your backyard. Is everything all right?” he asked.
“I don’t know. I have to check my place again. I didn’t have anybody scheduled but maybe they had the wrong address,” I said.
“They had a white work truck parked down there,” he said, pointing across the street and down a couple of houses.
“Oh yes, I saw that truck when I came back from my run. They were parked in front of the house that’s for sale. Thanks. I need to go back inside to check things out.”
I went back inside and started my computer. I remotely accessed my computer at work to review my surveillance folder. It should have cycled down to my office computer by now.
Well, there they were. There were two of them. It looks like they had work uniforms on. I panned the video around to get a close up. They had company tags on their shirts. I thought it said Ace Termites. No names. I’m not that lucky, as if they would use their real names anyway. I would need to blow these pictures up and get them to Russ as soon as possible.
I dialed headquarters.
“Russ, it’s me again. This thing is getting odder and odder. Two men in work uniforms just robbed my place. It appears the only thing they took were two of those old guns I just bought,” I stated.
“What the hell is going on down there? It sounds like you’re becoming a busy man. It’s not one of your gambling friends trying to collect a debt, is it?” he asked sounding very agitated.”
“No. It can’t be anything like that,” I said, trying to sound offended. “I don’t owe anybody money, Russ.”
“They didn’t get access to our information, did they?” Russ asked sounding very concerned.
“No,” I said. “I keep everything on the computers at the office. I don’t have a clue who would do this or why they would skip all the cool guns in my gun case and take those old things downstairs.”
“I don’t know what you have gotten us into but I don’t like it.”
“You know I have a large gun case full of guns and rifles,” I said, shaking my head to myself. “It doesn’t make any sense, Russ, unless it’s tied to that rifle with no serial number that I’m trying to get registered. It’s in the trunk of my car.”
“I am starting to get worried about us getting compromised. We need to report the break-in to the police just like you’re an everyday citizen. Go through your place and come up with a reasonable story of what happened. If there is something in the rifles’ past, you can always add to the police report later. Let’s play this straight up and see what happens. They will print you and we know your current identity will hold up so that’s not a problem,” Russ said, trying to think of the alternatives.
“I thought about that, too. I don’t really want to tell them that the only thing missing are two rifles with no serial numbers.”
“I agree. By the way how did you know there were two burglars?” Russ asked.
“You know me; I've got a backup to my backup. I have developed my own security system. It’s a special thing I have been working on in my spare time. Actually, it’s pretty simple.”
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