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PUBLISHER’S NOTE

SLAY BELLS – A TANNER NOVEL

The events in this book take place prior to the events in the 1st Tanner Novel, INEVITABLE I

CHAPTER 1 – Kids these days

LAS VEGAS, NEVADA, TWO DAYS BEFORE CHRISTMAS 2013

––––––––

Tanner saw the girl walking towards him with her breasts threatening to spill out of her halter top, and used his peripheral vision to locate her partner.

Tanner was in the parking lot of a strip mall where he’d just bought a new pair of boots and was walking between rows of parked vehicles to reach his own car.

The blonde came at him as he was moving between two vans. She looked breathless and was crying without any sign of tears.

She had the body for the work, and if Tanner hadn’t seen the hustle pulled a time or two over the years he might have dropped his guard. But he had heard talk on the street that there was a team working the North Vegas area and that, typically, they were a man and a woman.

Tanner spotted the blonde’s partner through the windows of a van as the man moved towards the rear to sneak up on him. If they were the pair he suspected they were, then the man was about to give him a nasty rap on the back of the head.

They had rolled a number of tourists over the last several weeks. Tanner assumed that they were currently targeting the outlet shops, which were located on the other side of the parking lot. Those shops were a magnet for tourists.

They should have stuck with targeting tourists.

Tourists don’t fight back and they were more distracted by a great pair of tits than Tanner had been since he was a boy.

“Are you all right there, Miss?” Tanner asked. He moved to stand directly in front of her, while watching her eyes.

The girl was looking over his shoulder for her partner to appear, and a smile lifted the corners of her mouth when the boy rounded the back of the van.

Tanner grabbed her and spun around. Her partner, a skinny guy with bad acne and good hair, was already bringing down the pipe.

The foot-long length of galvanized metal caught the girl on the back of her skull with a solid whack and turned out her lights.

“Oh shit, Ellie,” the boy said, as he realized what he’d done.

Tanner tossed the girl at him and the kid let go of the pipe in an effort to keep her from falling. That caused the boy to bend over and Tanner smashed an elbow down on the back of his head. The guy fell to the ground between the two vans with the girl settled atop him.

Tanner had done all of this while using only one hand, as he was holding the bag containing his new boots in the other one.

A good look at the two on the ground told Tanner that they were young, just another pair of street kids, and neither of them likely more than seventeen.

Tanner looked around and saw that the drama had gone unnoticed. The vans that were parked on either side of them, one black, one red, hindered the view. Out of habit, he had parked his car away from cameras. Still, someone would be along soon, as the parking lot was packed with cars.

Tanner nudged the pipe with his foot and watched it roll under the van on his left, the black one. When he looked up, he saw that the kid had recovered and was holding up a knife.

“Goddamn kid, I was about to walk away.”

“Your phone, asshole, give me your phone. Ellie needs to see a doctor.”

“Ellie needs a new boyfriend.”

The punk made an ugly face and placed his free hand on the side of the black van for support, as he slowly stood and let the girl slide off him. Tanner flicked out his hand and gripped the wrist holding the knife then, jerked down hard, which caused the boy to slice a jagged wound across his own stomach.

That made the kid scream. It also spurred the two well-dressed women walking nearby to look in their direction.

Given their strong resemblance, the older woman appeared to be the mother of the younger one, who was in her thirties. The women moved closer with curiosity in their eyes.

“What’s going on over here?” the older woman asked.

“These two tried to mug me.”

The woman looked down at the pair, both of whom had needle marks on their arms. Despite the girl’s natural beauty, her clothes were dirty and her hair was an oily mess.

“I’m calling the police,” the woman said.

The boy called her a vile name and Tanner kicked him hard on the chin. The blow bounced the kid’s head off the side of the black van and the punk fell over onto his back, to lie unconscious beside the girl.

The two women moved back several steps and stared at Tanner, while Tanner gave the pair on the ground a final look and walked away.

The woman called to him as she held up her phone.

“Sir, the police may want to talk to you.”

“I’m sure they would,” Tanner said, and headed for his car with his new boots tucked beneath his arm.

CHAPTER 2 – Pain, the perfect gift

Tanner entered a tavern on North Decatur Boulevard in Las Vegas, only twenty minutes after leaving the strip mall where he’d encountered the two teen hustlers. 

After ordering a mug of beer, a Torpedo IPA, at the bar, he watched the tourists lose money in the slot machines as he waited for the bartender to pour his draft.

Once the ale arrived, Tanner grabbed the mug and headed to a table in the back, where Dwight Sorrell was busy talking on a cell phone.

Sorrell was a tall man with dark good looks. He acted as a go-between for Tanner and the people who sought the services of someone with Tanner’s skill set.

A commercial real estate agent, Sorrell had been lured into the underworld by a former girlfriend. Sorrell liked the money he made from brokering certain services, such as murder, and the set of his moral compass allowed him to feel no guilt over his activities.

Tanner liked Sorrell. His previous go-between had been a man named Jim Horrigan. Horrigan had given Tanner more business over the years, but had become an addict, and thus, unreliable.

Also, while Sorrell didn’t offer Tanner as many chances to ply his trade as Horrigan had, Sorrell’s clients tended to pay better.

Dwight Sorrell greeted Tanner with a smile as he ended his call.

“Yes, Lillian, I’ll call you back soon. I have some business to see to... me too, bye bye.”

Tanner pointed at the phone.

“Lillian? What happened to the redhead, Joy?”

Dwight sighed.

“I found out she wasn’t a hostess. She was a pro.”

“A hooker? Hmm, I never caught that vibe off of her.”

“It’s all for the best. I think Lillian might even be the one.”

“You said you had some work for me?”

Dwight grinned.

“That’s what I like about you Tanner; you have a low tolerance for small talk.”

Dwight removed a white envelope from an inside pocket of his suit coat and slid it across the table.

Tanner picked it up, opened it, and looked at the set of photos inside.

They appeared to have been taken from a distance and showed a middle-aged man who was graying at his temples.

The man was average height, pudgy, and had a kind face.

His name was Richard Wexler, 44, never married, and when he was much younger, Wexler had done time for possession and distribution of child pornography.

There was an address for Wexler in New York City and a rather detailed sheet of his activities over several recent days.

Tanner put the photos and the sheets of paper back in the envelope and placed them in the inside pocket of the black corduroy jacket he was wearing. After taking several swallows of his ale, he asked Dwight a question.

“How much is the client offering?”

“Twenty-five thousand and another five for expenses,” Dwight said.

“That’s good money; the client must be motivated.”

Dwight pointed at Tanner’s pocket to reference the envelope it held.

“I’m not as ignorant about the target as I usually am. The client is a talker and he told me that the bastard you’re going after molested his twin girls. They’re eight, Tanner, eight-years-old, and the bastard broke the arm on one of them.”

“Why isn’t he in prison then?”

“The girls were too traumatized to go through the ordeal of picking the bastard out of a line-up. Wexler also had an alibi from a man named Max Vannick that placed Wexler thirty miles away at the time the girls were snatched.”

“I guess that Max Vannick is a solid citizen?” Tanner said.

“Yeah, a pediatrician no less, and he said that he was meeting with Wexler to sell him a piece of property he has in Upstate New York.”

“Okay, so why is the client convinced of Wexler’s guilt?”

“The girls’ brother saw him. The kid is only ten but he’s very artistic and he drew a perfect likeness of Wexler. One of the cops recognized Wexler from the drawing. That’s when he was picked-up. But, given his upstanding alibi witness and the fact that it’s his word against that of a ten-year-old, the DA declined to press charges.”

“Where did Wexler attack the girls?”

“They were molested in their own home, after their stupid babysitter left them alone to have a quickie with her boyfriend upstairs in one of the bedrooms. If the twins’ older brother hadn’t come home early after getting sick at school, who knows what would have happened.”

“Who took the photos in this envelope, a P.I.?”

“Yeah, so all the leg work has been done.”

“I don’t know how soon I’ll be able to complete the job given that it’s nearly Christmas, but if I can get a flight to New York I’ll leave tomorrow.”

“That would please the client.”

Tanner finished his ale and stood, signifying that the meeting was over.

“I’ll tell the client that the matter has been handled,” Dwight said.

Tanner nodded, took several steps away, but then walked back over to the table.

“Let the client know that I won’t make it quick.”

Dwight looked surprised.

“He actually inquired about that, but I told him that you didn’t work that way.”

“I’ll make an exception in this case,” Tanner said.

“All right, fine, and I’ll charge him an additional fee.”

“Don’t. The pain I’ll inflict on the target will be free. Let’s call it a Christmas present.”

Dwight stared up at him.

“I hope that you weren’t planning on getting me anything for Christmas, Tanner.”

“Not as long as you stay off my Naughty List, Dwight, and have fun with Lillian.”

Dwight watched Tanner leave the bar. He liked the man, but as always, he felt safer knowing that Tanner was going after someone else and planned to stay on his good side.

Dwight ordered another drink and took out his phone to call Lillian.

CHAPTER 3 – Seesaw Susie

Tanner arrived in New York City on Christmas Eve, checked in to a motel in the Bowery, and went to work tracking down Richard Wexler.

Wexler wasn’t difficult to find thanks to the preliminary work done by the P.I. and Tanner was on the man’s trail by the afternoon.

As usual, Christmas Eve in New York City was a cold day and, to the delight of many, there was snow in the forecast. It looked like it would be a white Christmas.

Wexler was shopping, or so it would appear to anyone who didn’t know what he was, but Tanner could tell that the pedophile was actually hunting for future victims.

Tanner had followed the man to a huge toy store on Fifth Avenue that was packed with parents and children. He took note that many of the parents split up soon after entering the store. The tactic allowed one parent to distract the kids while the other grabbed the toys and went to stand in line at the checkout counter. The practice made sense and saved time.

It also made it easier for men like Wexler to gain access to children in the aisles, with fewer parental eyes keeping watch, and many children had been molested in toy stores over the years.

There were four separate lines at the counter. When Wexler finally took his place in one of them, Tanner stood in line behind him.

Tanner was holding a jar of multi-colored marbles that must have weighed several pounds. He had snagged the plastic container off an end-cap so that he would have something to pay for when he reached the front.

Wexler was carrying items that would appeal to young girls, and Tanner knew that if given the chance, the sick bastard would someday put them to use as bait to attract a victim.

A few of the things Wexler carried were accessories for a popular doll, one that Tanner knew about from watching the news. The doll was the craze of the current toy season.

The doll, Seesaw Susie, had sold for more than a hundred times its list price on online auction sites. Wealthy parents who had waited too long to purchase the doll in the stores had to part with their cash over the Internet, if they sought to please their young daughters on Christmas morning.

Those without the money would be disappointed, as was the case the next line over, where a mother was forced to tell her daughter that Santa would have to bring the toy sometime after Christmas.

The little Hispanic girl, whom the mother had called Isidora, appeared angelic, and was the epitome of adorableness with her curly reddish-brown hair and doe-like eyes.

Wexler was practically drooling as he stared at the child, who was no older than six. The girl was gawking back at him, because she had noticed what Wexler was carrying.

The child pointed at him.

“Mister, does your little girl have a Seesaw Susie doll?”

Wexler smiled down at the girl.

“She certainly does, and now she’ll have every accessory too, including the Seesaw Susie Swing Set.”

The doe eyes grew even larger as the little girl’s mouth formed into an O.

The girl’s mother had taken out her wallet to pay at the register; it was the type of purse that came with plastic sleeves. The sleeves held the woman’s credit cards, as well as several forms of identification, including her driver’s license.

Wexler made a point of leaning over as if to show the little girl one of the toys he was purchasing, and while doing so, he read the address off the woman’s driver’s license.

Tanner was certain that he was the only one who had noticed the act. Wexler had the woman’s address memorized. If he were to show up with one of the much sought after dolls, the little girl would fly to him.

All it would take is for the mother to turn her back for a moment and she might never see her child again.

Wexler had no children, but if he possessed one of the coveted dolls, he could lure almost any young girl in the city towards him.

Tanner grimaced. Killing the toad would be a public service.

The woman reached the front of her line and Tanner overheard her talking to her daughter.

“I’m sorry that I couldn’t get you a Seesaw Susie, baby, but Mommy promises you that you’ll have one soon.”

The little girl smiled.

“Santa will bring me one tonight when he comes to visit.”

The mother said nothing to that, but her eyes looked sad.

Mother and child soon left the store, and Wexler followed them, as Tanner followed him.

***

Not far away, two brothers named Merle and Earl Carter were standing together inside the vestibule of a bank where they withdrew eighty dollars.

The two had spent the day looking for a car to steal so that they could turn it in for cash at a chop shop they knew about. Having zero skill at stealing cars, they were reduced to going around and looking into vehicles until they came across one with the keys inside it.

They had actually found such a vehicle minutes before entering the bank, but the car was too old and rusty to be worth anything.  

Earl frowned at the ATM receipt. The remaining balance listed displayed an amount that was less than five dollars.

“I thought we had a lot more money than this.”

Merle nodded.

“We did, but it went to pay the property tax on the farm, remember?”

“Oh yeah, and I’m glad that’s automatic, because I swear I’d never remember to pay it.”

Merle passed his brother half of the money while releasing a sigh.

“We gotta get our hands on some cash soon, Earl.”

Earl jutted his chin in the direction of the interior of the bank.

“That fella sure got some dough.”

The man Earl was talking about was named Francis Nash. Through the glass wall of the bank, they could see that Nash was depositing several bundles of cash inside a leather laptop bag. Once the money was secured, Nash swung the bag’s strap over his shoulder and shook the hand of a female banker.

Merle headed for the street while calling over his shoulder to his brother.

“Keep an eye on that dude.”

“Where you goin’,” Earl said.

“I’m goin’ back to get that car we saw.”

“But you said it was a crapmobile.”

“It is, but it’s better than nothin’.”

Francis Nash left the bank moments later and Earl watched him. Nash was a tall and distinguished looking man with a mane of white hair and bright blue eyes. He was on the hefty side, and his stomach was round.

When Nash walked across the street to enter a parking garage, Earl stayed in front of the bank and paced while keeping an eye out for his brother.

One of the parking attendants brought Nash his BMW and smiled at the tip Nash handed him. As Earl watched, Nash drove off, and Earl figured that they had lost their chance to follow him.

That was when he heard a car backfire. When he looked up, he saw Merle coming along in the smoking wreck they had passed on earlier.

Merle double-parked at the curb and Earl hopped in the car.

“Where’d that guy go?” Merle asked.

Earl pointed out the cracked windshield.

“He’s drivin’ a new silver BMW and he’s just a block away, see it?”

“I see it, and once we get the chance, that money is ours.”

Merle put the car in drive again and they went in pursuit of Francis Nash. Had they known who he really was, they would have left him alone.

CHAPTER 4 – The reluctant terrorist

In Rockefeller Center, a young man named Sharad Jones was ice-skating with his girlfriend, Jennifer Gates.

Sharad was good-looking, athletic, and six-feet-tall with light brown skin. He’d been born in Brooklyn, New York to an American father and a Saudi mother, but at the age of fifteen, he had gone to live in the Middle East after his father died. His mother perished from an illness shortly after the move, and Sharad was raised by a grandfather who was involved in terrorism.

An American at heart, Sharad had never bought into his grandfather’s fanatic beliefs about politics or religion. However, as he had to live under the man’s roof, he found that he had to mirror those beliefs back at the old man or else suffer the painful consequences.

His grandfather, although wealthy and respected in his homeland, was a wanted man in the West, and so he lived in an armed compound. As a fifteen-year-old American boy, moving into such an environment had been a dramatic and awful change, and it was coupled with the loss of both parents in less than a year. Sharad became introverted and dreamed of the day that he might return home to America.

For years, that simple dream seemed unlikely to ever happen, as Sharad was a virtual prisoner inside the compound. Although a lifelong Muslim, Sharad had no choice but to abide by his grandfather’s wishes and adopt his strict religious practices.

Sharad could spout many passages from the Koran from memory and observed the traditions of his fellow countrymen. And yet, he was no devotee of dogma, and the zeal with which his grandfather practiced the faith seemed excessive and unnecessary to Sharad.

When the chance came to return to America, Sharad took it, despite knowing that it would drag him deeper into his grandfather’s terrorist activities.

Three months after his nineteenth birthday, Sharad’s grandfather woke him and told him to get dressed.

It was the middle of the night and Sharad couldn’t imagine anything, other than a fire, which would separate his grandfather from his bed at such an early hour. But the house was fine, and the rest of the family was asleep, as Sharad’s aunt, grandmother, and younger cousins were still in their beds.

Only the guards were awake, as there were always men patrolling the grounds night and day.

Once he donned his thawb, which was a long tunic, Sharad slid his feet into his sandals. His grandfather led him outside to the garage, where he took Sharad by the shoulders and stared at him while grinning.

There was a wild light in the old man’s eyes, the light of fanaticism. Sharad feared that whatever was coming couldn’t be good.

He had been right.

His grandfather had volunteered him for a mission, a mission for God. Sharad was to be trained in an unknown location before becoming “God’s instrument of vengeance.”

The old man began preaching while pacing about and Sharad wondered if his uncles had heard the same speech before they died.

Sharad’s three uncles were all killed while “Fulfilling God’s will,” and Sharad did not intend to become the fourth martyr in the family.

He would run away, he told himself. He would sneak out of the compound, travel far away, and make it somewhere that he might find asylum.

Sharad was thinking of how best to make it across the border when his grandfather uttered a word, America.

Once again, the old man took him by the shoulders and stared at him.

“You will strike a blow against our enemies on their own soil and bring great honor to your family.”

“Yes, Grandfather, I will be an instrument of God’s will.”

The old man smiled at Sharad and Sharad smiled back at him.

There was nothing Sharad wouldn’t have done for a chance to return to America, and if it meant playing jihad Joe in the desert for a few months, then so be it.

Once he stepped foot on American soil he would run, find a place to hide, and begin a new life.

It hadn’t worked out that way.

To say that the training camp was intensive would be a huge understatement. It was Marine boot camp squared with a fanatical bent.

When he wasn’t learning ways to blow things up, Sharad was learning hand-to-hand combat skills or taking target practice.

Mixed in with the lethal instruction were lessons in history. Sharad had heard his grandfather rant about the injustices of the past and disregarded them, but the men who led the training in the camp weren’t old, nor were the men he trained and lived with.

They were true believers, yes, some even more fanatical than Sharad’s grandfather, but as the months of training, prayer sessions, and indoctrination continued, Sharad found that his beliefs were changing.

He’d often heard the phrase that violence solved nothing, but that wasn’t true. Violence often solved a multiplicity of problems; it’s just that it resulted in the victorious and the vanquished.

The victorious went on to thrive, while the vanquished found life after a violent confrontation difficult. At least, the ones who survived the conflict did so.

Violence worked, violence was a tool, and Sharad came to see that terror was also a tool, and one that could be used to obtain victory.

By the time he emerged from the desert training camp he was on the verge of becoming the holy warrior that his grandfather believed him to be. Still, he had doubts and couldn’t come to terms with the willful murder of innocents.

While intellectually, terrorism seemed like a vital tool to elicit change, Sharad knew in his heart that it wasn’t right. He had also had friends of various religious beliefs and races while he had grown up in America. Sharad knew that they were not evil nor abominations as his grandfather always claimed. No, everyone was a human being. Their different appearance and beliefs didn’t negate that.

Sharad hid his beliefs and feelings from his fellow freedom fighters and hoped that he would never be asked to kill an innocent.

Were he ever given the choice to murder an innocent or die, he reasoned that he would choose life and kill. That would leave him alive, but fundamentally changed forever. Sharad didn’t think he would like the man he would become after committing such acts.

After leaving the desert, Sharad and his fellow warriors were placed in a huge house on an estate outside of Paris. There, they received further training, but Sharad found that it was unneeded in his case.

The training consisted of teaching the men how to blend in among Americans and other Westerners.

Thanks to his American father, Sharad had grown up playing video games and going to McDonalds after little league practice. He was an American; he didn’t need to learn how to act like one.

Then, without notice, Sharad and the other men were given information packets, and some received phony ID’s as well. They were then separated into several groups and driven to different airports throughout Western Europe.

Sharad flew out of Heathrow, and when he first spied the skyline of New York City, tears fell from his eyes.

He had come home.

That was six weeks ago.

But within six hours, Sharad would be a member of a group that would be primed to launch a terrorist attack on New York City.

He would have to stop the attack or take part in it.

Either way, it was time for Sharad Jones to choose.

CHAPTER 5 – The Ghosts of Christmas past

In Arkansas, a woman who Tanner knew well was driving onto the property of the home she had lived in as a child. Her name was Laurel Ivy.

Laurel rode along the graveled path that led to the house, and at her first sight of the home, she gasped.

It looked deserted. There was also evidence that a fire had burnt part of the front porch.

She had traveled to Arkansas hoping to reconnect with her two older brothers, whom she hadn’t seen since she was a child of twelve.

Laurel had recently lost her husband, George, to a heart attack. Aside from being her spouse, George had been the one to help Laurel overcome her addiction to cocaine, an ironic fact since George had also been her drug dealer.

Laurel tried the front door of the home and found that it was locked. She was headed around to the rear to try the back door when an old memory surfaced.

Her brothers had often used the wooden trellis on the other side of the house to sneak out at night, after their father had gone to sleep. Laurel wondered if she might not use the same method to gain entry.

After verifying that the back door was also locked, Laurel moved around to the side of her childhood home. The trellis was still there. Although it was weather worn and chipping paint, the dormant vines entangled and intertwined with it were thick.

With a giggle, Laurel stepped onto a section of the trellis and began to climb.

***

Back in Manhattan, a major bust was going down in the Garment District, as FBI Agent Sara Blake led a raid on offices that occupied the top floor of a 7th Avenue building.

She was the head of an FBI/New York City Police joint task force looking into counterfeit merchandise. A fellow agent, Jake Garner, had received a tip from an informant about a huge stash of items being distributed out of an office building.

Garner passed the information along, and now he was at Sara Blake’s side as she entered a large office that looked more like the inside of a warehouse.

There were cartons of counterfeit handbags and fake designer jeans everywhere. There were also a number of people walking about, and a few of them were carrying guns in hip holsters.

Sara pointed her weapon at the chest of the man who was in charge. They had been watching the warehouse since before dawn and had identified him hours after he entered the building.

“If any of your men take their guns out you die first.”

The man smiled at Sara. He was a Mafioso named Jerry Murcia who went by the nickname Jerry Sacks. He was no stranger to the legal system. Murcia had huge bags under his eyes and they were what gave him his nickname of Sacks.

Jerry Sacks gazed at Sara with a look of pure innocence.

“I don’t know what you mean, beautiful. I only stopped in here to ask for directions.”

“According to our surveillance you entered this building over eight hours ago,” Sara said.

Sacks nodded.

“I stopped for a rest.”

As Garner and the other men disarmed Jerry Sacks’ goons and detained his customers, Sara slapped a pair of cuffs on Jerry and then examined a box of counterfeit Gucci purses.

“These are good, but fakes nonetheless, and it looks like you’ll be going back inside, Jerry.”

Jerry shrugged.

“We’ll see what my lawyer says, honey.”

***

As the customers and the crooks were being handled by their fellow agents and the New York Police, Sara and Garner watched from a corner of the room where they had found paper records in a filing cabinet, as well as a laptop full of incriminating info.

Sara looked up from the laptop screen and caught Garner staring at her breasts. She was about to make a remark when she saw his eyes shift to a spot behind her and widen with alarm.

The next thing Sara knew, Garner was pushing her to the floor, as the blast of several guns went off.

The shots had been fired by one of their fellow agents and two of the cops, and they had taken down a man who had been pointing a handgun at Sara’s back.

The man wasn’t dead, but was seriously wounded, and Garner reached over with his foot and kicked the man’s weapon out of reach.

“Where did he come from?” Sara asked Garner, as the two of them moved away from the injured man.

“I saw him pop up from behind a stack of cartons and all I had time to do was to shove you out of the line of fire.”

Sara thanked Garner and then called over one of the other agents. The agent was a young woman with short but stylishly cut blond hair. Her pretty face looked pale after having viewed the violence.

“Agent Zane, I believe that you were tasked with checking out that area, correct?”

“Yes ma’am,” Zane said. “And I’m so sorry that I didn’t see that man hiding amongst those cartons.”

“I’m sorry as well, and there will be a mention of it in your record. Now go help Agent Ross.”

As Agent Zane moved away, Garner shook his head.

“Are you really going to write that rookie up? I think she’s learned her lesson.”

“Of course I’m going to write her up. That’s standard protocol after something like this.”

“Now I see why they call you By-the-Book-Blake, and to celebrate surviving our close call, why not go out to dinner with me, or are you spending time with your family tonight?”

“I know your reputation, Garner. By dinner, you mean bed, and I do have plans; I’m working. I have to meet a new informant tonight.”

“Don’t you ever stop, Sara? It is Christmas Eve.”

“I’ll slow down once I make Director.”

“If anyone can do it, it’s you,” Garner said, but he was looking over at Agent Zane as he said it.

“That girl is barely twenty-three, Garner,” Sara said.

“She’s not a girl, she’s a fellow agent, and one who is likely in need of some comforting tonight.”

Sara sighed.

“Women mean nothing to you, do they? If Agent Zane does sleep with you she’ll be just another notch on your headboard.”

Garner’s face grew serious.

“You’re wrong about that. I just don’t want to be alone tonight, or tomorrow, it’s too painful during the holidays... too many memories.”

“Memories of what... or is it who?”

Garner shook himself, put on a smile, and went to talk to Agent Zane.

Sara watched Garner for a few moments, and then she went back to studying the files on the laptop.

***

In Little Italy, Joe Pullo walked up the porch steps of Sam Giacconi’s townhouse and rang the bell.

As he waited for someone to answer, he looked back with pride at his new vehicle. It was a four-year-old Black Hummer H3, one of the last models of the vehicle that were made, but it was new to Joe and he had wanted to own one for years.

As the door opened, Joe turned and was surprised to see Johnny Rossetti. He and Rossetti were rivals of a sort. It was rumored that when Sam Giacconi passed away or stepped down, either Joe Pullo or Johnny Rossetti would take the old man’s place.

Joe thought that the rumors were true, but while he was no one’s fool, he didn’t feel that he was capable of running The Family, but Johnny R was, because the man was as sharp as they come.

However, Joe was like a son to the old man, and that should count for something.

Johnny held out his hand and Joe shook it.

“Mr. Pullo, it’s good to see you.”

“You too, Johnny, and call me Joe.”

“All right, Joe it is, and Merry Christmas.”

“You stopped by to see Sam?”

“Yeah... and I’m worried about him.”

“Why’s that?”

Johnny reached back and pulled the front door closed, but didn’t shut it.

“Sam gets confused a lot lately, have you noticed?”

Joe had noticed, but had also ignored it. It pained him to think that the man who had been like a father to him could be fading away.

“I’ve noticed, Rossetti, but if Sam decides to step down that will be his decision, understand?”

Johnny did understand, but what he didn’t understand was Joe’s sudden anger, at least not at first. Then, he took Joe’s meaning and looked offended.

“No, no Joe, I didn’t mean anything like that. I’d die for that old man.”

Joe relaxed and clapped Johnny on the shoulder.

“Yeah, I hear you, but there are some who might make a play, you know?”

“I do, but I’m not one of them, and besides, Sam will choose you to run things, if and when it comes to that.”

Joe smiled.

“I was just thinking the same thing about you.”

Johnny grinned back at him.

“Come down to my club soon; we’ll have a few drinks and talk.”

“I’ll do that, but where are you rushing off to, can’t you stay a little longer?”

“I’d love to, but I have to go pick up my kid sister. She’s coming home from college.”

“Gina’s in college? The last time I saw that kid she was playing jump rope.”

“She’s a freshman, and has a fresh mouth too.”

The door swung open and a middle-aged woman with a pretty face and graying hair stared out at them.

“Joe, come on in, and you too Johnny, can’t you stay a little longer?”

Johnny pointed to his watch.

“I really have to go, Gina’s plane will be coming in soon, and tell Sammy I said hello.”

Joe watched Johnny walk off towards a dark sedan and then he entered the house.

Sam’s daughter, Pia Giacconi, kissed him on the cheek.

“Merry Christmas, Joey.”

“You too, honey, and did I hear Johnny right, is Sammy coming home for Christmas?”

“He should be here any time now. Mario went to pick him up in the limo.”

“Good, I miss that kid, and what about Sam, where is he?”

Pia’s face clouded over with worry.

“Daddy is in his office.”

Joe took Pia by the hand. She had been like a big sister to him, when he used to work alongside her in the candy store her father once owned.

“He’s getting worse, isn’t he?”

Pia nodded and then wiped away a tear.

“He thought that I was Mom this morning. He asked me if I fed Sparky and put water in his dish. Joey, that dog has been dead for thirty years.”

Joe walked over to a sofa and sat down hard.

“Is he aware that he’s been... forgetful?”

Pia sat beside Joe.

“Daddy knows that there’s something wrong. He’s going to see a doctor after the holidays.”

“Good, but he can’t be seen like that out on the streets, not all confused like that, if word got out the Russians might make a move.”

“Talk to him, Joey. Daddy will take your advice.”

Joe stood, while releasing a great sigh. He then kissed Pia on the forehead and headed towards Sam’s home office.

As he walked up the stairs, he tried to figure out a way to tell Sam that it might be time to step down. He would have rather faced a loaded gun with his hands tied behind his back.

Joe knocked on the door, heard Sam tell him to enter, and after taking a deep breath, he opened the door.

“Hello Sam, and Merry Christmas.”

CHAPTER 6 – Old flame, new fire

In the weeks leading up to Christmas Eve, Sharad had never been happier in his life.

He was back in America, had a good job, and had fallen in love. Although, it might be more accurate to say that Sharad had fallen in love again.

Jennifer Gates had been his girlfriend when they were both fifteen, but the two had been separated by thousands of miles while Sharad lived in the Middle East. His grandfather had a satellite phone but allowed no one else to use it, nor was Sharad permitted to correspond by mail, and he never left the compound without an escort.

The first opportunity to contact Jennifer came while Sharad was living in Paris, and he and Jennifer Gates hadn’t seen each other in years.

Four years is practically a lifetime when you’re nineteen and Sharad assumed that Jennifer had moved on and found another boyfriend, possibly several in the time that he had been gone.

They had been just kids at fifteen and what they shared was puppy love, but Sharad had never forgotten the golden-haired beauty. Upon his return to America, he took the subway to Brooklyn, New York, and walked through his old neighborhood on a Saturday afternoon.

It all looked exactly the same and yet somehow different, and although he remembered some of the faces he saw, such as the woman who owned the small neighborhood market and the man that worked the newsstand, he saw none of his old friends.

When he stopped by the apartment building he used to live in, he found it occupied by all new tenants. The building was the one thing that had changed drastically, as it had been refurbished and upgraded.

The lobby, which had been a dank and dimly lit space where tenants picked up their mail and parked baby carriages, had become a bright, marble-floored entryway that even had a doorman.

The doorman was an Arab with a thick accent, and he was delighted that Sharad could speak his language.

He told Sharad that the building had been sold two years earlier, and that the new owners had quadrupled the rent after the renovation, which had been an extensive one.

When Sharad had moved away, the ten-story building had four full-sized apartments on each floor. The four full-sized apartments had become two luxury apartments, and the windows had been made larger, while small balconies had been added, and the exterior of the building freshened with faux brickwork.

The place was far nicer in every respect but one, Jennifer no longer lived there. Her family had moved away either before or after the renovation.

When the sense of nostalgia morphed into melancholy, Sharad headed towards the subway to take the train to Manhattan.

As he was about to walk down the steps to the station, Sharad saw two girls walking up towards him. One of them was staring at him with her mouth agape and he realized that it was Jennifer.

“Sharad!”

Jennifer ran to him and hugged him, then she stepped back to take him in. While Jennifer was staring at him in wonder, he was looking at her the same way. The cute girl he had loved had turned into a beautiful woman.

“Why didn’t you ever call me, Sharad, or at least write me after you moved?”

“I couldn’t Jenny; things are different over there... very different.”

The other girl cleared her throat and it was only then that Sharad realized that he knew her. She was Jennifer’s younger sister.

She had been a skinny fourteen-year-old tomboy when Sharad had moved away. That tomboy had become almost a mirror image of her older sister, but her blond hair was a shade darker.

“Carly! Oh my, look at you; you’re nearly as beautiful as Jenny.”

“Hi, Sharad,” Carly said, and then she reached over and took the shopping bag that Jennifer held in her hand. “I’ll take this home, Jenny, and that way you can catch up with Sharad.”

As she passed by him, Carly whispered in his ear.

“Break her heart again and I’ll gut you.”

Jennifer looked at her sister with suspicion.

“What did you just say to him?”

“Nothing, see you later, and remember it’s your night to cook dinner.”

Jennifer looked down at her watch and then up at her sister.

“Carly, would you mind—”

“I’ll cook, but then you’ve got to take the next three nights.”

“Thanks, and tell Daddy I won’t be too late, you know how he worries.”

“Fine, goodbye Sharad, maybe I’ll see you again, or maybe not.”

Sharad watched Carly walk off towards their old apartment building.

“Where do you live, Jenny?”

“Across the street from the old building, we had to move when they renovated. It was too pricy to stay, also... my mom died around that same time.”

Sharad reached out and caressed Jennifer’s cheek.

“Oh baby, I’m so sorry to hear that.”

“Baby?” Jennifer said, and Sharad shrugged.

“It just feels natural to call you that, even after all this time. I’m sorry.”

She smiled at him, and then she took his hand and stared into his eyes.

“Why are you back here? I mean here in the neighborhood.”

“I came looking for you. I never forgot you, Jenny.”

When Jennifer leaned forward and kissed him softly on the lips. It filled Sharad with joy.

***

The leader of Sharad’s sleeper cell was a light-skinned Saudi named Khalid Al Mohammed, who was going by the improbable name of John Smith. Smith had somehow secured a job for Sharad with the New York City Sanitation Department.

Sharad was employed as a janitor at the Manhattan facility, and to his surprise, Jennifer’s sister Carly worked there as a security guard. Sharad didn’t mention that fact to Smith. How could he when he wasn’t supposed to date and certainly not a white American girl. The fact that she was also a Muslim would have been ignored.

In Smith’s world, Muslim or not, you were a fanatic or you were nothing, and women were viewed as servants.

Smith had given Sharad instructions to just keep his head down and do his job until further notice.

That “further notice” came three days before Thanksgiving, when Smith told Sharad that he needed him to sneak two men inside the building. Sharad did so on Thanksgiving Day, when the building was manned by only a few people.

Sharad was grateful that Carly had the day off in case anything went wrong, and he was to have Thanksgiving dinner with her and Jennifer once he got off work.

Sharad snuck the men inside through a door that he knew had a broken camera pointed at it. The men carried large black satchels that made Sharad curious, but he didn’t fear that they would cause any trouble.

He couldn’t imagine what harm it could do to let the men in; the sanitation department handled trash and snow removal. How could those activities be used to spread terror?

If garbage pick-ups and snow removal were somehow stopped throughout the city, it would cause a disruption, yes, but terror?

He began to understand how wrong he had been when, upon request, he led the men to the area where they stored the salt used to melt the snow. The “salt” was actually a chemical compound called calcium chloride. There was also a huge container of liquid calcium chloride that was used for pre-wetting rock salt, so that it might melt the snow at a lower temperature.

Neither of the men Sharad had let inside the building spoke fluent English, but they were dressed in suits and overcoats and had badges identifying them as members of the New York City Sanitation Police.

When Sharad had learned that the sanitation department had its own cops he thought it funny, but the men and women who filled those positions were serious and dedicated, and Sharad had even been befriended by one of them named Mike O’Leary.

O’Leary was young, and openly gay. Sharad knew that the man had a thing for him that went beyond friendship. However, O’Leary kept his desire in check and he and Sharad would often talk over coffee in the breakroom about the TV shows they both liked.

It was nice to have a friend who wasn’t a fanatic, but Sharad never met with O’Leary outside of work. He was taking a big enough risk by seeing Jennifer. If Smith had known that he was friends with a cop, the man might jump to the wrong conclusion.

***

Sharad had no idea what Smith could be planning, but saw no harm in continuing to play the fanatic.

If he refused to help or tipped off O’Leary, Sharad assumed that he would either be murdered or shipped back home to his grandfather in disgrace.

The latter was a more likely outcome, as Sharad’s grandfather was revered, as were Sharad’s martyred uncles.

He knew that he had been given far more freedom and leeway than the men he had trained with, because his loyalty and devotion were assumed to be without question. Smith had even enlisted him to act as a spy.

Sharad had followed one of the other men who was suspected of going against the tenets and of fornicating with an American woman.

The charge seemed to be true, as Sharad had seen the man, a short Syrian named Habib, inside a bar with a chubby white woman.

While the woman used the bathroom, Sharad approached Habib, told him that he was being watched, and was assured by the man that he would stop seeing the girl. On that same night, Sharad was intimate with Jennifer and told her that he loved her.

He’d be damned if he was going to condemn a man for doing something he was guilty of himself, and what harm was there in loving someone who was different from you?

While Sharad agreed that injustices of the past needed to be addressed, he just didn’t have the heart of a fanatic.

Sharad was shaken from his thoughts when the men with him each opened the large satchels they carried and removed red fuel containers.

His immediate thought was that they were going to set the building ablaze, but the men had other plans for the gallons of clear liquid they carried.

They went about pouring the fluid from the fuel containers into the vat of liquid calcium chloride, and as they did so, Sharad watched in mute wonder, as he tried to imagine what evil the men had just performed.

Whatever it was, it seemed harmless on its surface, and minutes after finishing, the men left the building.

***

Sharad spent Thanksgiving at Jennifer’s apartment with her family.

Jennifer’s father was a professor at a local college who taught history and Arab studies. When Sharad was a boy, Professor Winston Gates would come by his parents’ apartment at least once a week and talk about current events and the Middle East.

Professor Gates had advised Sharad’s mother to return to her native country after Sharad’s father died, and Sharad’s mother had been homesick, and so they left.

Sharad often thought that the professor had been in favor of the move as a way to break up his budding relationship with Jennifer. Professor Gates had never said a harsh word to Sharad, but Sharad never felt as if the man liked him. Perhaps he just didn’t think that anyone was good enough for his daughters.

At seventy-one and with a full head of white hair, Gates looked more like Jennifer’s grandfather than her father, as the scholar had married late in life. And yet, the older man was vital and seemed to have a zest for life, as well as a thirst for knowledge.

“Sharad, you and I must have a talk about your time in your homeland,” Professor Gates said over Thanksgiving dinner. “I would love to hear your take on modern life there.”

Sharad had chuckled.

“There is no modern life there, Professor, not compared to here.”

The professor appeared taken aback by that comment.

“Really Sharad, I would have thought that you would have gained an appreciation for your culture. Your country has a wealth of history.”

“Can we not talk about politics or religion, Daddy,” Jennifer said. “I’m just glad that Sharad is back home.”

“Until he runs off again,” Carly said.

“I didn’t run off, Carly. I was fifteen and I moved away with my mom. It’s not like I wanted to leave Jenny behind. I was just a kid and I had no choice.”

“Um-hmm,” Carly said, and went back to eating.

Sharad looked over at Jennifer and saw her smiling at him. He smiled back. He didn’t care what Jennifer’s father and sister thought of him; all he wanted was to be with her.

***

Sharad had spent the days since Thanksgiving wondering what would happen when it snowed and the modified liquid calcium chloride was put to use. The worry and trepidation built inside him like a tumor and he knew he couldn’t assume that the added substance was harmless, in fact, it was likely the contrary.

But there had been no snow, not even a single flake. Then, the talk of an approaching snowstorm came, one that was predicted to arrive during the evening hours of Christmas Eve. Whenever the storm arrived, Sharad knew that the contaminated calcium chloride would be in play.

Meanwhile, he wanted nothing more than to spend his life with Jennifer and make her happy. Sharad’s two lives were in conflict and one of them would have to end.

Although he had the day off, Sharad went into work on the morning of Christmas Eve, where he slipped an anonymous note into the locker of sanitation department police officer, Michael O’Leary.

As he left the building, for the first time in years, Sharad said one of the Christian prayers his father had taught him when he was a boy. He followed it with a prayer of peace from his own Muslim faith and hoped that things would work out all right.

CHAPTER 7 – The truth comes out

Tanner followed Wexler as Wexler followed the girl and her mother.

The child molester seemed fixated on the young Hispanic girl and Tanner guessed that Wexler would try to grab the child if he got the chance.

Tanner had rented a car in case he needed one. It was parked just blocks from Wexler’s apartment, but so far the pudgy man had either walked or ridden the subway.

Following the child led them to a five-story apartment house in Queens, New York. Once there, Wexler stayed back until the woman and her child had disappeared inside. Figuring that he would be tailing the man for at least part of the day, Tanner had brought a pair of small, but powerful binoculars with him, and he used them to watch Wexler as the man entered the building’s lobby.

Wexler had grabbed an outer door as a tenant had left the building, but the inside door, which was made of tempered glass, was still locked. In between the two doors was a row of mailboxes. Tanner watched Wexler run a hand along the slots until he reached the one marked Ramos, which must have been the surname of the little girl, Isidora.

Wexler stood staring at the inner door as if beyond it lay the secret to eternal life. After placing the palm of his gloved hand against the door’s glass and whispering to himself, Wexler left the building and walked back towards the subway.

Tanner couldn’t be certain, since he was hardly an expert at lip reading, however, it appeared to him that Wexler had whispered the words, “Soon, very soon you little bitch.”

Tanner thought that it would be his pleasure to kill the human cockroach. The money he received for the hit was simply icing on the cake.

***

After ice-skating, Sharad and Jennifer had a late lunch and then took a cab to Central Park.

Sharad sat beside Jennifer on a bench, took her hands in his, and proceeded to tell her what was happening, including the fact that he was part of a terrorist cell.

Jennifer released his hands and stood in a rush.

“Are you insane?”

Sharad took her hands again, pulled her back onto the bench, and explained about his grandfather and how his life had been in the years he was away.

Jennifer listened, but her eyes were moist with tears and disappointment.

“Why are you telling me all of this if you’re not really a terrorist? You should be telling the police, warning someone.”

“Baby, I have. You heard me mention my friend who’s a cop, Mike O’Leary?”

“I remember you mentioning him. Why do you ask, have you talked to him about this?”

Sharad laughed.

“If I had, I’d be locked up right now. No, I didn’t talk to him, but I left word with him anonymously, and once Mike talks to his superiors, Smith’s plan will be stopped.”

“Oh Sharad, but then that man Smith will implicate you.”

“I know, baby, and that’s why I have to run away.”

“Run away? No, then I would never see you again.”

“Maybe, but you’d be safe, and I won’t spend the rest of my life behind bars.”

They grew quiet, as around them people walked by talking to each other, or on cell phones, their chatter invariably cheerful with anticipation of the holiday which loomed before them. Now and then there would be a man dressed in a Santa Claus suit, possibly on his way to Times Square.

The area’s business association was sponsoring a publicity stunt named 1,000 Santas, where they hoped to have a thousand or more Santa Clauses marching along in a parade.

Sharad closed his eyes as he envisioned Smith’s act of terrorism being successful, and in his mind, Sharad saw a thousand Santa Clauses lying dead upon the grounds of Times Square.

The thought of it made him feel ill.

When Jennifer squeezed his hand, Sharad opened his eyes.

“We’ll go talk to Daddy. I’m sure he could think of something and also act as a character witness for you.”

“Your father won’t be able to keep me out of going to prison.”

“You don’t know that, and besides, you haven’t done anything wrong, not really, and it’s because of you that your friend O’Leary will be able to stop the attack. In my eyes, Sharad, that makes you a hero.”

Sharad was about to lean in and kiss Jennifer when he saw Habib walking towards them. Habib, who he had seen with his own forbidden woman and lied to Smith about it.

“What’s going on?” Sharad asked Habib.

“Mr. Smith told me to find you,” Habib said, before adding, “Tell your American whore to leave.”

Sharad looked the man up and down as he wondered where he got the nerve to speak about Jennifer that way.

“Talk about her like that again and I’ll break your nose, Habib. Besides, we both know that I could tell Smith a thing or two about you.”

“You finding me with that pig was a test, it was a test for you, and one you failed.”

Habib opened his jacket and showed Sharad the gun stuck in his waistband.

“You’re coming with us, Sharad.”

Sharad tore his eyes away from the gun and looked at Habib.

“Us?”

Habib pointed to their left. Sharad spun around to see a man named Rasa walking their way. Rasa was a huge Syrian who despised Americans, and he liked to cause pain.

Sharad placed a hand on Jennifer’s cheek and kissed her softly on the lips.

“Go! I’ll be all right, but you need to go now.”

Jennifer looked at Habib, then Rasa, and then back at Sharad. She leaned in as if to kiss Sharad, and then whispered in his ear.

“I’ll talk to Daddy; he’ll know what to do.”

Jennifer moved away and followed a group of college kids who were laughing and carrying shopping bags full of Christmas presents.

When neither Habib or Rasa went after her, Sharad breathed a sigh of relief.

Rasa came up behind him and gripped his neck.

“You come with us, Sharad. Today we make history.”

Sharad went along with them. He assumed that they would all be picked up soon, since thanks to him, the authorities knew about the terror plot.

However, sanitation police officer Michael O’Leary never received Sharad’s note, and O’Leary himself would soon be dead.

CHAPTER 8 – Things that go bump during the day

Tanner followed Wexler back to the man’s apartment, which was located on the third floor of a five-story brownstone in upper Manhattan.

There was a couple sitting on the steps outside, a young man and woman, and they greeted Wexler with blank stares, which were followed by looks of disgust after the man passed by them. That told Tanner that Wexler wasn’t well liked in the building.

Wexler would be registered as a sex offender and those lists were accessible to the public. Word about the man’s past must have spread to his neighbors and rendered him a pariah among them.

That was good. If anyone were to become aware that Wexler was in trouble while Tanner spent time with the man, they wouldn’t be likely to come to his aid.

Tanner watched the building from across the street while sitting in the shelter of a bus stop. He was waiting for the couple on the steps to either leave or enter the building before he made his approach.

As he watched, Tanner became aware of a drama taking place on the second floor of the building that was to the right of Wexler’s abode. The sun was setting early, on what was one of the shortest days of the year, and the windows of several apartments glowed with electric light.

Through a drawn shade, Tanner could see the silhouette of two men. They appeared to be struggling with each other, as if in a fight to control something, and judging by the way it tapered, and its pointy end, Tanner thought that something was a knife.

The shadowy figures came and went from view and then stopped after the sound of a crash emanated from the building. It was loud enough for Tanner to hear from where he sat across the street, while the couple sitting on the steps of Wexler’s building jerked their heads around to stare up at the second floor window.

The couple was discussing the noise when a car pulled up in front of the building and gave a beep of its horn.

That took the couple’s attention away from the building and onto the occupants of the car.

The man smiled and waved while the woman bounded off the stairs and ran over to the passenger in the front seat.

“Oh my God, Annie, I’m so happy to see you. It’s been too long.”

A minute later, the couple had climbed into the car and the foursome had driven away.

Tanner left the bus stop and headed across the street. 

Like many people, he had to work on Christmas Eve.

***

Jennifer rushed inside her Brooklyn apartment and found her father and sister sitting together in the living room.

They were staring at a laptop and watching a live feed from Times Square. When they saw the panicked look in Jennifer’s eyes, they rose off the sofa and went to her.

“What’s wrong, dear?” her father asked her.

Jennifer told it all in a rush as best she could, and while she spoke, her father and sister both grew troubled expressions. However, while her sister looked saddened, her father had grown red with rage, and he slapped Jennifer hard enough to knock her to the floor.

“You stupid girl! Don’t you see what a glorious thing Smith has planned? We will be striking terror into the heart of America on one of their most holy days.”

Jennifer was stunned by the blow she received, but it was nothing compared to the shock administered by her father’s words. She looked up at him and shook her head in bewilderment.

“You’re a part of this?”

“I’m one of its architects, and damn Sharad for involving you. We had assumed that he would run the second his feet touched American soil, but when he stayed in New York City, we’d begun to believe that the boy was one of us, and that he wouldn’t simply be a scapegoat. That hope died earlier today, but I never dreamed that he would unburden himself on you and reveal his cowardice and dishonor.”

Jennifer stared up at her father, and she was aghast at what she was hearing.

“You think it’s cowardly and dishonorable not to want to murder innocent people? Daddy, listen to yourself. Terrorism is insane, no matter the cause.”

Carly leaned down and ran a soothing hand over her sister’s hair.

“You’re a Muslim, Jenny. You have to see that it’s either us or them.”

Jenny stared at her father and sister, and then she shot up from where she was lying and bolted for the door, to run to the police.

Carly tackled her back onto the floor and the two sisters tussled until their father came over, bent down, and smashed a fist into Jennifer’s chin. The blow rendered Jennifer senseless, and she lay moaning atop the carpet.

Professor Gates helped Carly to stand and then ordered her to assist him in dragging Jennifer into the kitchen.

“We’ll tie her to a chair for now. I have to talk to Smith about this.”

“Daddy, what do we do with her... I mean in the long run.”

Gates stared at his daughter and communicated without speaking.

Carly began crying, but she took her sister’s arm and dragged her off to be bound like a prisoner, like an enemy. Which is what she was in their eyes.

CHAPTER 9 – Giving and taking

In Forest Hills, New York, Merle and Earl were on their bellies and shimmying along a thick tree branch, one which overhung the small balcony outside the bedroom of Francis Nash.

Nash had returned home without realizing that he was followed and Merle and Earl walked around his house trying to find an unlocked window or door that they could use to enter.

They hadn’t found one, but then Merle came up with the idea of using the tree branch to drop onto the bedroom balcony.

It seemed like a good idea from the ground, but as they edged closer to the tip of the branch, it bent downwards from the pressure of their weight upon it.

Instead of dropping lightly onto the balcony floor like a ninja, Merle had to grip the top of the structure’s railing and pull himself over it. It proved to be a struggle.

Merle had to use both arms, while his legs were still wrapped around the tip of the branch, and the wrought iron railing was like ice to the touch, even felt through the knit gloves he wore.

He tumbled to the balcony floor with a thud, and then heard Earl let out a cry of fright behind him. The full removal of Merle’s weight had caused the branch to spring upwards again, causing Earl to lose his balance and slip off.

His hands still had a hold on the branch, but Earl’s shifting weight had caused the tree limb to jounce up and down, as if it were trying to fling him off itself.

“Hold on Earl,” Merle said, as he reached out to grab his brother. When Earl had managed to inch a little closer by moving hand over hand, Merle grabbed him by the belt and pulled.

The two of them tumbled onto the balcony, and Merle’s head slammed against the sliding door that led inside the home.

The contact made the door open an inch, and the boys smiled at the sight. They moved inside slowly, while wondering if all their fumbling had been overheard. It hadn’t been, as Nash was down the hall.

He was in the bathroom and singing Christmas songs as he showered.

Earl had ventured out into the carpeted hallway to see if anyone was coming. When he turned back to say that the coast was clear, he saw that Merle’s mouth was hanging open.

There was a very realistic looking Santa costume laid out on the bed, along with the phony white whiskers. Next to the outfit were boxes of gold envelopes, but they went unnoticed.

Merle had picked up the Santa suit to look at it and discovered the bundled cash lying beneath it.

There were five bands of currency that held a hundred bills each, and each bill was worth one-hundred-dollars. In all, there was fifty thousand dollars.

“Earl.”

“Huh?”

“It’s gonna be a very merry Christmas.”

Earl grabbed up the fancy red velvet sack that matched the Santa costume, and Merle shoved the money inside it.

By the time Francis Nash finished his shower and dried off, Merle and Earl were driving away in their stolen crapmobile.

They had just robbed Santa.

***

Tanner looked over at Richard Wexler.

The man was lying atop the floor of his bedroom with his hands and feet bound together with zip ties and a gag in his mouth.

His eyes followed Tanner around the room, and he moaned when Tanner found the hidden compartment at the rear of a dresser drawer.

There were photos in the compartment, pornographic photos of young girls. One child was so small that Tanner couldn’t imagine that she was any older than three. None of the girls had clothes on, and in several of the photos naked men stood about the children, their faces covered with grotesque masks.

Tanner peeled back tape from Wexler’s lips and yanked out the rolled up socks he had jammed in the man’s mouth to gag him. Afterwards, he held up a photo that showed the naked men.

“How do I find these bastards?”

Wexler attempted to yell for help and Tanner shoved the dirty socks back into his mouth.

Tanner had come across a handy tool while looking through Wexler’s kitchen drawers, and he used it now to smash Wexler on the right knee. It was a combination meat tenderizing mallet combined with a cleaver.

Tanner had used the mallet end on Wexler’s knee and the pudgy pervert’s eyes bulged in their sockets as he released a muffled cry of pain. When he had recovered some, Tanner spoke to Wexler while holding the sharp meat cleaver side inches from the man’s left eye.

“Try to call for help and I’ll blind you. Tell me how to find these men.”

Tanner removed the gag again, and through tears, Wexler told him how to set up a meeting with his friends over the Internet. He also gave Tanner their names.

“Where do they get the girls?”

Wexler shrugged, and it was a jerky movement since he was lying on his back.

“Those are the men’s daughters. If I bring a girl with me, they’re free to use, otherwise I have to pay.”

“Is one of these men the doctor, Max Vannick, the man that provided your alibi?”

“Yes, damn it, but now listen, I’ve told you everything you want to know. Arrest me and I swear I won’t mention what you did to me.”

“Arrest you? Wexler, I’m not a cop.”

“What? Then who the hell are you?”

Tanner smiled.

“Let’s just say that the chickens have come home to roost.”

The socks went back in. The mallet raised once more, and Richard Wexler learned that it was far better to give than to receive.

In the coming days, his friends would all receive gifts as well, visits from the police, after the cops obtained information supplied by Tanner.

‘Twas the season to give.

CHAPTER 10 – Mass casualties

Laurel screamed as she felt the thin strip of wood break beneath her foot.

She didn’t fall far, because her gloved hands still gripped the thick vines that were weaved throughout the latticework of the ancient trellis.

A wave of fear passed through her and powered her up to the window, and as she hoped it would be, the window was unlocked.

Laurel stepped into what had been Merle and Earl’s childhood bedroom and found the space empty. She wandered throughout the home while using the flashlight app on her cell phone and found the house devoid of furniture.

However, a look inside the hall closet revealed a pair of folding chairs, and she opened one and sat in the middle of the empty living room. She had been hoping to find and reconnect with her brothers, her only family, instead, she had found... desolation?

Tears ran down Laurel’s cheeks, and she felt more alone than she ever had before.

***

In New York City, Joe leaned back in his seat with a shocked look on his face.

He had entered Sam Giacconi’s home office to reason with the man and ask him to think about stepping down, when Giacconi beat him to the punch. After responding to Joe’s greeting of Merry Christmas, the next words out of the old man’s mouth were a declaration that he was retiring after the first of the year.

“What’s the matter, Joey? Did you think I was gonna hang on forever? And let’s face it, I’m losing my marbles.”

Joe spread his hands.

“It can’t be an easy thing to admit, Sam, and who knows, maybe the doctors will be able to help you.”

“It’s Alzheimer’s, Joey, we both know it, and I won’t endanger everything I built by being too stupid to step aside. Which means I have a decision to make.”

“Is that why Johnny R was here?”

“Nah, Johnny just stopped by to say Merry Christmas and drop off a few gifts, but, I am considering handing things over to him. What do you think about that? The truth now, boy, I don’t need you to bullshit me.”

Joe attempted a smile, but then sighed.

“The truth is that it hurts to think that you’d pick him over me.”

The old man started to speak, but Joe continued.

“It’s also true that he’s the best choice. I think I might have done a good job as Don, but Rossetti’s a natural. The kid is smart as hell and the guys respect him.”

Giacconi stared at Joe, and then waved him over. Joe left his seat and walked around to stand beside the old man, who reached out and gripped his arm.

“You’re the best damn man I know, Joey, and when Johnny takes my place I want you to treat him as if he were me, no different, do you understand me?”

Joe squeezed the old man’s shoulder.

“Once he’s Don Rossetti, my life is his, just as now it is yours. I’ll protect him, Sam, you have my word.”

Giacconi released Joe’s arm.

“Good man, Joey. Now tell me, is my grandson here yet?”

“Pia said that he’d be here any minute.”

“Good, send him up when he comes. I need to talk to him as well.”

“Has he asked to be a part of the family again?”

Sam laughed.

“The kid never stopped asking.”

“He’s not a kid anymore Sam, you know?”

“I know, but I couldn’t risk losing him, not after I lost his father, but like you say, Sammy’s a man now. I’m going to tell him that he can do what he wants after he finishes college.”

“He’ll choose The Family.”

“If he does, keep an eye out for him.”

“That goes without saying.”

The sound of a car door opening and closing came from the front of the house, and when Joe looked out the window, he saw Mario driving off in the limo.

He turned back to Sam and smiled.

“It looks like Sammy is here.”

***

Wexler was dead.

Tanner had fulfilled the contract and was leaving the building by the metal staircase at its rear. Although the building was old, it had been maintained, and the stairs gleamed with a fresh coat of black paint.

The stairs creaked a bit, but there were no loud groans from the metal that would attract attention. Tanner moved down the steps with a pack on his back that he had taken from Wexler’s apartment, along with several other items.

Back inside, the kiddie porn was in plain view. Tanner left the photos scattered atop Wexler’s corpse, lest anyone finding him felt sorry for the way the man met his fate.

As a rule, Tanner killed quickly, but he made an exception in Wexler’s case.

Tanner was about to head back to his car when he decided to make another exception. The shadowy struggle he’d witnessed taking place in the neighboring building had filled him with curiosity.

He gazed over at the building, which was a twin of Wexler’s, and on impulse he began climbing a second metal staircase, but this time he was going up.

As Tanner reached the rear of the second floor apartment where the loud thud had come from, he noticed the splotches of blood coating the inside of a window. The window was small and had frosted glass, however Tanner knew blood when he saw it, and the thick dark traces of fluid that marred the window were fresh as well.

He remembered seeing what appeared to be a knife in the grip of one of the struggling men who had been silhouetted against the front window, and it appeared that the knife had been put to use.

His curiosity fully piqued, Tanner moved over towards the window and heard a man talking in accented English. The accent sounded Middle Eastern to his educated and much travelled ear, but the words were too faint, and Tanner couldn’t make out very much of what the man was saying.

The words, “Mass casualties,” caught Tanner’s attention, as did the words “Times Square.” When no one answered the man, Tanner wondered if he were talking on a phone, but no, the man’s cadence sounded as if he were speaking to someone in the room.

That opinion gained weight a moment later when a muffled cry of agony was heard.

The sound was a familiar one to Tanner, for he had spent the last hour eliciting similar cries of pain from the late Richard Wexler.

Someone was being tortured, or rather had been, because the next words out of the torturer’s mouth was the word “Goodbye”, followed by a taunt to his victim about their imminent death.

Tanner moved over towards a larger window that displayed blue curtains and placed an ear upon it to listen. He was rewarded with the sound of the man conversing with someone, and this time it sounded as if he were talking on the phone.

The man was speaking English again but talking in what sounded like code. He spoke of starting “A New Fire,” and told his caller that he would have to make “A sacrifice.” Seconds later, the call ended suddenly and Tanner heard a door opening and closing.

Something serious had gone on inside the apartment, with possibly something disastrous to follow. The phrase, “Mass casualties,” echoed through Tanner’s mind, and he threw caution to the wind, smashed open the window, and entered the apartment. 

CHAPTER 11 – It started with carnations

Merle and Earl Carter grinned at each other as they held twenty-five grand apiece in their hands.

It was the biggest score of their criminal lives.

Since leaving their farm in Arkansas, the boys had scratched and clawed a living from the world with petty crimes and auto theft, but this latest score was the stuff of dreams and they were giddy from just thinking of all the things they’d buy with the cash.

They were staying in a tenement house on the Lower East Side that had seen better days, and were sitting on the floor between their lumpy twin beds.

“I’m gonna buy a new suit,” Merle said, “And a new pair of boots to go with them.”

“Me too, and then I’m gonna go into a fancy restaurant and order champagne.”

“New Years is comin’, we should get ourselves some dates and paint the town.”

Earl looked at his brother.

“Dates? You know two women that will go out with us?”

Merle thought about it and shook his head.

“No, but hell, we’ll hire a couple of hookers; that way we know we’ll be gettin’ lucky.”

Earl laughed loudly, and it caught the attention of one of their fellow tenants.

***

In the room that sat to the left of Merle and Earl’s, Ricky Horton stood up on his bed, and then climbed atop his headboard to look through an old metal heat vent cover that hadn’t worked in years.

However, the vent did allow Ricky to see into the room next to him, a fact that filled him with glee back when two young singers named Savannah and Hanna once rented the room.

Those young ladies had moved out years ago, and since then, none of the new occupants of the room were worth peeping at, especially Merle and Earl. However, Earl’s gleeful laugh had made Ricky curious.

Ricky was twenty-six and had lived in his tiny apartment since his mother kicked him out of her home when he turned eighteen. Other than a short prison sentence, the tenement house had been his home as an adult.

A very tall man, Ricky was covered in tattoos on his back, chest, and arms. He never had much education, and like Merle and Earl he sought to get through life without expending too much effort.

When Ricky looked down from the vent and saw the brothers sitting cross-legged on the floor between the beds, he thought that they were playing a board game of some sort, that is, until he spotted the stacks of money.

The sight of so much cash sent a shiver through Ricky. When the top of the narrow headboard made the soles of his bare feet ache, he lowered himself back onto the bed.

He then sat on the side of it and tried to think of a way to relieve the Carter brothers of their windfall. Having been a sneak thief and an opportunist for most of his life, it didn’t take Ricky long to come up with a simple plan.

***

Sara arrived at a bar in midtown and took a seat on a stool. She was wearing the skirt and blouse she had worn during the raid, but had pinned a white carnation to the right lapel of her winter coat.

The carnation was there so that her contact could identify her. The man had called the tip hotline days earlier. He said that he had info about an organization formed around the criminal underworld and unscrupulous business executives and Wall Street types.

Such a rumor had been floating around for at least a year, but Sara had never given it much credence. If such a marriage between corporate and criminal ever took place, the corporate side wouldn’t survive.

Given time, the criminals would take over, that is, unless someone on the corporate side was even more devious and coldblooded. In any event, it was worth checking out and there was always the chance that it could lead to something that would help her climb the ladder within the Bureau.

Sara Blake planned to be the first female Director of the FBI and nothing was going to stand in her way.

“Pardon me, but is this seat taken?”

Sara turned her head to look at the man who had spoken. He was wearing a red carnation, signifying that he was her contact. He was also one gorgeous hunk of man. He wasn’t male model perfect like Jake Garner, but there was something about him that made Sara’s heart flutter.

“No one is sitting there,” Sara said, and the man settled beside her, while pointing at her carnation.

“Well, I’m here, but I have to tell you, I am nervous.”

“Don’t be, I’m not going to press you to tell me anything, but if you have information that could save lives I do hope that you’ll share it.”

The man smiled and Sara nearly melted. She hadn’t been so smitten over anyone since she was a girl.

“I don’t know about saving lives,” the man said, “But there is a lot of corruption going on.”

Sara smiled back at the man.

“I’m FBI Agent Sara Blake and anything you tell me will be kept in confidence. You don’t have to worry about being compromised.”

“That’s good to know, but I’m not sure where to begin.”

“Why don’t you start by telling me your name?”

The young man offered his hand, as he smiled once more.

“How do you do, Sara Blake, my name is Brian Ames.”

CHAPTER 12 – Fourteen Marker Street

Tanner let his gun lead the way as he stepped over the broken window glass and into the apartment.

He was in a bedroom, but the odor of blood hit him as he moved out into the apartment’s short hallway.

He noticed that a coffee table had been tipped over in the living room and that there was a bloodstain on the carpet. The stain was near the front window, through which, Tanner had earlier seen a struggle take place.

Tanner headed towards the bathroom on the left, where the Middle Eastern man had been talking to his victim. When he reached the doorway he stared in at the blood-spattered room.

The man was gone, but his victim remained, and his wounds told Tanner that he had been killed with a knife.

No, not killed, not quite, as the man’s chest hitched with a feeble attempt at drawing in a breath. He was a young white man who had been in good shape, and had curly blonde hair.

He had been stripped naked and bound at the wrist and ankles with duct tape. Another strip of tape was across his mouth.

On the floor, in front of the window, was a balled-up shower curtain that the torturer had used as a crude poncho to keep the blood off his clothing. A hole was cut in its center that was big enough to fit a head through.

Before entering the bathroom, Tanner leaned in and grabbed a towel off a shelf that sat beside the door. Then, he tossed the towel atop the floor so that he wouldn’t tread in the blood. Once inside the room, he reached down and gripped a corner of the tape covering the man’s mouth, then gently peeled it back.

Whoever had wielded the knife was a pro, and vicious. The things that had been done to the man lying in the tub made the punishment Tanner inflicted on Wexler look tame by comparison.

There seemed to be no place on the man’s body that the blade hadn’t touched, including his genitals, and when the man opened his eyes, Tanner saw that he had been blinded as well.

“Can you hear me?” Tanner asked as he leaned closer. “The man who did this to you, who is he?”

The man twitched, opened his mouth, and blood poured forth. He was bleeding internally and would soon be dead.

Tanner was about to straighten up when the man attempted to speak again.

“Mar... Marker...”

“Marker? Is that the name of the man who did this?”

The man gave his head a tiny shake and spoke again.

“He kept asking me... about... 14 Marker Street. Stop them... stop... stop—”

The man’s body went rigid, but it only lasted an instant before he slumped deeper into the tub. He was gone.

Tanner looked about the bloody room and saw that the man’s clothes hung on a hook behind the bathroom door. He found the dead man’s wallet in a back pocket of the suit pants, but the man’s credentials had been kept in his jacket, along with a badge.

The dead man had been a cop with the New York Department of Sanitation, and his name was Michael O’Leary.

***

After looking about the apartment’s small living room and shoebox size kitchen, Tanner returned to the bedroom. A quick check of the clothes in the closet told him that the apartment was occupied by a man who was young, but not into trends.

There were no T-shirts with catchy sayings on them, but then, the wardrobe was rather limited. It consisted of one stylish black suit, while several pairs of jeans and chinos sat atop a shelf beside shirts that were conservative in style, but colorful.

No pictures or posters decorated the walls, but Tanner found a photo in a bedside drawer that showed a light-skinned Arab man in an embrace with a blonde. The photo was taken in bright daylight in front of the Alice in Wonderland statue in Central Park, and was probably the result of asking a kind stranger to take the photo.

On the back of the photo and written in English were the words, ME AND JENNY, NOVEMBER 20, 2013.

The young couple looked very happy. Due to glare from the bright sunlight across her face, Tanner couldn’t see details of the girl’s features, such as eye color, and most of her blond hair was tucked beneath a knit cap. Still, Tanner thought he would recognize her if he saw her in person.

Also in the drawer was a statement from the electric company that was for a Sharad Jones. Tanner doubted that this Sharad was the man who had tortured Officer O’Leary, because that man had sounded older than the youth in the picture.

Fourteen Marker Street, Tanner thought, and he stepped back through the broken window and headed down the metal stairs.

CHAPTER 13 – Mugged by Santa

Merle opened the door to his room and received a face full of pepper spray.

Before the spray incapacitated him, he’d caught a glimpse of a tall man in a Santa suit. It was his neighbor, Ricky Horton, but he was unrecognizable behind all the fake white whiskers.

Earl rushed over to help his brother. Merle was screaming and had dropped to his knees, and Earl was headed towards the man who had hurt him, to push him away.

His raised hands saved him from getting as bad a blast of the pepper spray as Merle had received. It was still enough to send him into a coughing fit while irritating his eyes, and like his brother, Earl fell to his knees.

The pepper spraying Santa rushed into the room and grabbed a red velvet bag. It was the same bag the brothers had used to carry the cash away from the home of Francis Nash, and it was a perfect match for the costume of the Santa who attacked them.

Santa shoved the bundles of cash into the sack and was headed back out the door when Earl lunged and grabbed the man’s ankle. Santa kicked at Earl to free himself, and as the boot came at his face, Earl saw that there was a splotch of white paint on the bottom of the boot. In fact, he saw it three times. On the third kick to his chin, Earl released his grip and Santa sprinted away with their ill-gotten gains.

Then came the sound of Santa’s pounding footsteps going down the stairs, followed by the creaking of a door opening and closing, as the man left the building.

After flexing his jaw and finding that it still worked, Earl helped his brother into the bathroom down the hall from their room. Merle was still coughing, as he had inhaled some of the spray.

Earl led him to the sink and Merle gargled with warm water. After that, he washed the pepper spray off his skin as well as he could; Earl did the same while leaning over the tub.

When he could finally talk, Merle looked over at his brother with red-rimmed eyes.

“That bastard took our money, didn’t he?”

“Yeah, and that fancy red bag too.”

Merle sat on the closed toilet bowl seat and moaned.

“All that money, but hey, do you think it was the same fella we stole the money from? He did have a Santa suit.”

“It weren’t him,” Earl said, as he sat on the lip of the tub.

“How do you know? All the Santas look alike.”

“I know because I got a look at the bottom of his right boot. There was white paint on it, and it weren’t all that old either. Plus, this dude was tall and skinny.”

“Damn, we’ll never find him.”

“I think it was someone that lives in the building, you know, because of that paint on his boot.”

Merle looked at his brother with a blank expression, but then he got it.

“The fat guy on the fourth floor, he spilled that paint outside the other day when he dropped the can.”

“Yup, right by the bottom step,” Earl said. “And that means whoever took that money probably lives here.”

“Yeah, but who?”

Earl stood and headed for the door.

“Let’s go talk to Miss Mary; she knows everyone who lives in this building.”

Merle hesitated. Miss Mary did know everyone because she owned the building; she could also talk your ear off.

Earl beckoned his brother to follow.

“C’mon now, the sooner we talk to Miss Mary, the sooner we get that money back.”

“I guess, but Lordy that woman does go on a spell.”

“She makes them good oatmeal raisin cookies though, remember?”

Merle did remember. The one time they visited the old woman she had talked them to death, but she had also fed them homemade cookies that reminded Merle of the ones their mother used to make for them.

“Yeah, I liked them cookies.”

Merle stood up from the toilet, rubbed at his reddened eyes, and followed Earl out of the bathroom.

CHAPTER 14 – I spy

Fourteen Marker Street was located in Lower Manhattan and was one of the few streets in the city that had a sharp curve along its length.

Building number 14 came after the street curved left. The old brick building was narrow in its width, but long in its depth. On its right side, there was an alley separating it from a condemned and fire-damaged building, which bore numerous signs warning people not to venture within.

Fourteen Marker Street was a defunct factory with a high ceiling that had boarded up windows and a chained front door. It appeared dark and empty from the street, but Tanner had ventured down the garbage-strewn alley and saw a light behind a covered window.

The window was positioned high in the wall, with its top near the roofline. Tanner used a vent pipe to help climb up to it, as the toes of his boots found footholds between the chipped and weather-faded bricks.

Tanner was dressed for stealth, as he wore all black and had left everything but a throwaway cell phone and a gun back at his rented car.

The window was useless. Despite the glow of light drifting from it, there was no way to use it to see inside the building because it was painted black from the other side. Tanner was about to climb back down when he detected a second and brighter glow atop the roof. When he raised his head to look, he spotted a large skylight.

He climbed up and moved carefully, so as not to cause the roof to creak beneath his feet. The building was old, and the roof appeared to have weak spots in some places. There was no doubt in his mind that the roof leaked when it rained, but by being careful, he avoided making any noise that might alert someone inside the building.

At last, he reached the skylight. He was glad to see that although its cracked and dirty glass had wire mesh embedded in it, it was still clear enough to see through, and not painted over as the window had been.

Tanner looked down into the warehouse from an outer corner of the skylight and saw a number of men changing into Santa costumes. They were in what appeared to be a locker room and bathroom.

It was likely where the factory workers had changed clothes during the years when the building was alive with activity. A large round sink sat near the stained urinals. It was an old ceramic washfountain with foot pedals, which would allow several people to wash their hands at the same time.

A cracked plastic soap dispenser perched atop its center, while the sink basin was filled with debris from the crumbling ceiling, cigarette butts, and old beer bottles.

Whatever the factory had produced in its heyday, it looked to have been dormant for a long time, and being out of the way as it was, Tanner understood why the men below had chosen it as a meeting place. 

Most of the men were swarthy and appeared to be of Middle Eastern heritage. One of the men was huge and had skin the color of copper, while two of the smaller men had light skin, and one of them caught Tanner’s attention.

He was young and sitting alone on a bench in a corner, while holding his head in his hands.

Everything about the young man said that he was worried. When the big man yelled at him to put his Santa suit on, the young man raised his head and cast an angry glance at him.  Tanner knew the kid’s face; he was certain of it. He was looking at Sharad Jones, the man he had seen in the photo earlier.

***

The young man Tanner was gazing down on was Sharad, and Sharad was not only worried, but also frightened.

In the note he slipped inside the locker of Michael O’Leary, he mentioned Smith and gave O’Leary the address of the old factory he was currently in. He had also warned against using the liquid calcium chloride.

Sharad believed that at the very least Smith’s plans would be postponed and the current plot ruined. However, Habib claimed that Smith had somehow intercepted the letter. Not only that, but Sharad’s attempt to disclose the plan had caused Smith to move his timetable up an hour. It appeared as if the terrorist plot was moving forward.

Sharad wasn’t certain what that meant as it concerned the sanitation cop Mike O’Leary, but he assumed it wasn’t good and wondered if his friend was dead.

***

Tanner had heard the man who murdered the cop mention the words, “Mass casualties,” and “Times Square.”

He wondered if that same man could be using the men below to carry out some kind of Terrorist attack, or if he was one of them.

Dressed in Santa costumes in Times Square on Christmas Eve, they could easily walk about and blend in, noticed, but unseen.

Tanner moved silently to another corner of the skylight to see if it gave him a different angle. It did; it allowed him to see towards the front of the narrow building.

On a table, there were guns and ammunition sitting all in a row. The guns all looked to be the same type, and judging by the short slide rails, Tanner took them to be older model CZ 75’s, which was a very reliable weapon manufactured in the Czech Republic. The pistols were old and their black surfaces looked dull, but if their insides were cleaned and oiled they would kill all the same. Next to the guns were ceramic knives that were designed to go undiscovered by metal detectors.

There was another table beside that one. It held the sort of red kettles used by charities to collect donations. These were made of a hard plastic and had an unusual handle. Beside that table were three blue polyurethane barrels sitting open, each containing some sort of chemical. Two of the barrels held white powder, while the third held a silvery substance that resembled sand.

There was also a line of plastic cubes that each contained a rodent, possibly lab mice. Next to that was a 1-liter bottle of clear liquid, alongside a bottle of plain spring water. Tanner thought that he had seen enough to make a call and bring in the authorities.

He took one last look at Sharad and saw that he was putting on his Santa suit. By the look on the man’s face, you’d have thought that he was going before a firing squad.

There were seven men. Tanner considered killing all but Sharad, but he knew that there was a chance they might have vital information that the authorities could use.

He would leave the building and make an anonymous call to the FBI, and then he would keep watch over the men until someone arrived.

It was a good plan, but as he leapt the last several feet to the ground after climbing down the side of the building, Tanner was struck from behind and driven to his hands and knees.

As he reached for his gun, a voice spoke. He had heard the same accented voice through a bloody bathroom window only an hour earlier.

“Show me your hands or I will shoot you in the head.”

Tanner cursed beneath his breath as he stood and displayed his empty hands. When he turned around, Tanner saw a middle-aged man pointing a gun at his face from five feet away.

The man was on the short side and was dressed all in black as Tanner was. He looked Middle Eastern, but like the worried boy Sharad that Tanner had seen through the skylight, this man had light skin.

It was Smith, Sharad’s cell leader.

Smith reached into a pocket with his free hand and brought out a Taser. Tanner felt the twin barbs bite into the flesh of his neck, and the alley floor came rushing up at him.

CHAPTER 15 – Look to the cookie

Miss Mary not only owned the building where Merle and Earl lived, but she could tell you the names of everyone who had rented a room there during her lifetime, which was nearly eighty years. She attempted to do just that as Merle and Earl munched on fresh cookies.

“That’s right,” Miss Mary said, “The man who plays the old judge in that show about the zombies used to live right across the hall from me. Of course, he was just a boy back then. He came here from Oklahoma see, and you talk about a hayseed, my my, but that boy was green.”

Miss Mary was not only talkative, but still spry and seemed to do nothing but bake all day, to the delight of her tenants. She had lived in the tenement building her entire life having been born there, and her parents had owned the property before leaving it to her.

When Merle finally managed to get a word in edgewise, Miss Mary smiled at him.

“Santa? Oh, that would be Ricky Horton. He lives next to you on the right.”

“The guy with all the tattoos?” Merle asked, and Mary nodded.

“Why does he dress up like Santa Claus? Does he work in a department store?”

“No, he’s some sort of walking billboard down at Burt’s Electronics Store, but today he’ll be uptown for that 1,000 Santa stunt that’s going on. The way I understand it, Ricky’s parole officer helped him get that job. With Christmas almost here, Ricky will have to find new work soon. Playing Santa isn’t a full-time job, and hey, speaking of Santa, isn’t it sad what happened to that man in Forest Hills?”

Merle and Earl glanced at each other and then stared at Miss Mary.

“What happened in Forest Hills?” Merle asked.

“Somebody robbed Santa, that’s what happened,” Mary said, as she pointed at the TV that was sitting on the counter behind Merle and Earl. On the screen, the man they had robbed, Francis Nash, was standing outside his home and talking to a reporter. The caption beneath the picture had the words, SECRET SANTA ROBBED BY HEARTLESS CROOKS.

“What’s Secret Santa?” Earl asked, before biting into his eighth oatmeal raisin cookie.

Miss Mary smiled.

“That man right there is a saint. He goes around every Christmas Eve handing out envelopes of cash to people on the city streets. My daughter-in-law received one from him years ago and she still talks about it. Whoever robbed that man is evil, just plain evil.”

“We didn’t know that he was—” Earl said, but Merle cut him off.

“He’ll get that money back, uh, somehow. Whoever robbed him will see that report and realize that they made a mistake.”

“Mistake?” Miss Mary said.

Merle shrugged.

“They probably just thought he was some rich dude that didn’t need the money.”

“Maybe so, but without The Secret Santa going around and handing out money to strangers, Christmas won’t be the same in the city.”

***

The boys managed to get free of Miss Mary and went back upstairs where they entered Ricky Horton’s apartment. It wasn’t difficult to get inside, Ricky had left the door unlocked in his haste to rob Merle and Earl.

There was no sign of the bag or the money and the brothers decided to go look for Ricky in Times Square.

As they walked towards the subway entrance, they talked about the best way to get the money back.

“He must have the bag with him,” Earl said.

“Yeah, and we gotta get that money back.”

“Merle?”

“Yeah?”

“I don’t want to keep it anymore. I think we should give it back to that Nash guy and let him give it away to people.”

Merle grinned.

“I was thinking the same thing, little brother.”

“What if this Ricky sees us before we see him?”

Merle stopped walking and thought that over.

“Yeah, and he’s dressed like Santa too, we might walk right by him.”

“We gotta check the bottom of his boots for that white paint stain. If you see that, you’ll know it’s him.”

“Yeah, but he still might spot us first.”

Earl grinned and pointed at a store across the avenue. The name of the store was Party Planet.

“I bet they got costumes and disguises in there.”

Merle agreed.

They left the store a short time later wearing their own Santa costumes. Then, they went hunting for their thieving neighbor.

CHAPTER 16 – Deep doubt

Tanner had his hands duct taped behind his back by the man calling himself Smith, but as the effects of the Taser began to fade, he lashed out with a foot to kick the man.

The kick hit the man on the shin, but it was a weak blow, and Smith grabbed Tanner by his bound wrists and pulled hard.

Tanner made it to his feet as pain shot through his shoulders. The pain cleared his head further and he tried sending another kick at the man, aiming for his crotch. However, Smith was fast, and he blocked the blow easily before taking out a long knife.

“Move over there and face the wall or I’ll slice open your stomach.”

Tanner complied. He had seen what the man could do with a knife, having found the tortured cop named Michael O’Leary. He would not like a similar fate.

Once Tanner was facing away from him, Smith made a call. When it was answered, he spoke to someone inside the building.

“This is Smith, open the side door.”

The door opened moments later and Tanner turned his head to see the seven men he had been looking down on from the skylight. They had all finished dressing in their Santa suits, but had yet to add the belly stuffing, hats, or fake white beards.

“I found this man spying on us. Take him inside,” Smith said.

Two of the men rushed forward and grabbed Tanner. As they dragged him past Sharad, he saw the fear in the young man’s eyes.

Then, Tanner was down on his knees after having been punched in the stomach. He looked up through eyes squinted in pain to see who had delivered the blow.

He had seen the big man earlier while looking through the skylight, but at eye-level, he looked even larger. The Santa costume was too small on him. Tanner guessed that the man wouldn’t need to add stuffing to his already rounded waistline.

The men who held his arms helped him to his feet and Tanner kicked the big man in his gut. The man moaned loudly and placed his hands over his stomach. When he stared at Tanner with hate, Tanner grinned at him.

The grin infuriated the man and he pulled out a gun. Smith shouted for the man to put the weapon away and the huge man followed orders, but stared at Tanner with a murderous gaze.

Smith slapped the big man on his shoulder.

“You can have him once I’m done talking to him, Rasa.”

Smith had spoken to the man, Rasa, in Arabic, not knowing that Tanner could understand the language to some degree. While far from fluent, Tanner had studied Arabic and could even speak it with a very limited vocabulary.

Tanner was searched, and then shoved into an old wooden chair, all while Smith aimed a gun at his chest.

The tape binding Tanner’s hands together was cut apart, but his relief at having his hands free was short lived, because just moments later, his ankles and wrists were duct taped to the chair.

Smith pocketed his weapon and went through the cheap cell phone Tanner had been carrying. After searching the phone’s call history, Smith made a sound of disappointment.

“Bring me a chair, Habib,” Smith said, and Tanner watched as a short dark man slid a chair over for his leader to sit in. Again, Tanner locked eyes with Sharad and saw that he was different from the others. It also seemed as if he were being watched closely by Rasa.

Someone must have tipped the sanitation cop O’Leary onto Smith. Tanner thought that someone was likely Sharad. If true, it meant that he had a possible ally.

Smith sat across from Tanner and looked him over carefully before leaning back and asking his question.

“Who are you?”

“My name is Tanner.”

“And why are you here, Tanner?”

“I was curious. I come down this alley often and this was the first time I ever saw lights on in the building. No one has been in here for years.”

“Tell me, Tanner, why would you come down the alley at all? It leads nowhere.”

Tanner shrugged.

“I use it when I have to take a leak and can’t hold it in.”

Smith smiled.

“You are lying, but I also do not think that you are a police officer of any kind. If you were, there would have been men assisting you, but no, you are here alone.”

Tanner didn’t respond and Smith kept staring at him, as a look of bewilderment came over him.

“Why are you not afraid?”

“I’m terrified,” Tanner said in a calm voice.

That made Smith laugh, and then he reached into the shoulder bag he had set on the floor and brought out a laptop.

Within minutes, Smith had checked to see if the surveillance cameras he had in place about the area were recording any danger. Other than the normal traffic, there was nothing.

The immediate area was zoned solely for business and was set to go through a major renovation over the coming year. What few enterprises remained in operation were all closed because of the holiday.

Tanner wondered where the man had hidden the cameras since he had looked for signs of surveillance equipment before venturing into the alley. Wherever they were positioned, they must have been camouflaged.

Smith stared at him in a manner that told Tanner the man was a trained observer, and when he went to the trouble of examining his hands, he was certain of it.

“You are not the law, but you have experience at dealing with serious situations. Still, you do not strike me as being of a military bent.”

More staring, but then Smith gave a tiny shake of his head, displaying frustration at his inability to classify Tanner.

“You are an enigma, Tanner, but do you recognize the name Michael O’Leary?”

The name made Sharad jump.

“The name doesn’t sound familiar,” Tanner said. “But maybe I’ll run into him someday.”

“Oh, I doubt that very much.”

“And why is that, is he dead?”

Before Smith could speak, the huge one, Rasa, spoke.

“It does not matter if other man dead, because I will soon kill you.”

Smith pinned Rasa with a withering look and Rasa lowered his head, while looking ashamed.

“Please forgive me for interrupting you, Khalid,” Rasa said in Arabic. “It will not happen again.”

When Smith took his eyes from Rasa, Tanner asked a question of his own.

“What did the big man just say?”

“That does not concern you, you however do concern me, and I think that I will let Rasa have you very soon.”

“You’re all terrorists aren’t you?”

Smith didn’t answer. He had decided to move his plans forward and so that was what he was going to do. In Arabic, he told the other men to join him by the plastic barrels that held the chemicals.

When the men were standing before him, Smith laid out his plan to them in detail.

Tanner listened while trying to appear as if he were unable to understand a word. And while whole sentences made little sense to him, he did understand enough of what Smith was saying to put things together, as the man demonstrated and explained to his men.

Tanner was not a man who was easily shaken, but if Smith’s plan were carried out successfully, Times Square would become hell on earth.

While Smith and the other men were discussing the contents of the barrels, Tanner looked over at Sharad and found that the young man was staring at him. Tanner sent him a small nod, and Sharad returned it, but then he mouthed the word, “How?”

Tanner didn’t know how he would stop Smith and the others, but he mouthed two words to Sharad.

“Be ready.”

Sharad nodded again, but there was deep doubt in his eyes.

Tanner didn’t blame him one bit. 

CHAPTER 17 – Crooner

In Arkansas, Laurel’s melancholy mood had changed to one more pleasant, as she sat in the dark and recalled her days lived on the farm.

Most of her happiest memories as a child were spent with her two big brothers, Merle and Earl, who had always treated her as if she were a princess.

They had even bought her a horse for her tenth birthday, a gentle mare that she had named Lady. Their father thought the horse was too big for her to handle, but with Merle and Earl’s guidance, she learned to ride.

Laurel sighed.

She would reconnect with her brothers someday; somehow, she felt that to be true.

Laurel left the home by the front door and returned to her rental car, where she called the airport and discovered that she could change her plans and arrive back in New York on Christmas morning.

She was alone in the world now that her husband had passed away and had hoped to spend the holiday with family. It wasn’t to be, but still, Laurel felt better having come home.

She was still a beautiful young woman and she would find someone else someday, and the two of them would perhaps make a family of their own.

That thought made her think of Tanner, a man she still loved and would always love, but Tanner had run away from her because of personal demons that she couldn’t fathom.

Laurel whispered, “Merry Christmas, Tanner, wherever you are,” and then she put on the radio and sang along to holiday tunes.

***

Joe had always enjoyed Pia’s cooking, but Sam’s deteriorating mental state was on display during dinner and causing Joe to lose his appetite.

Twice, Sam had called Pia by her late mother’s name, Antonia, while mistaking Joe for his grandfather. Joe’s grandfather had also been named Joe, but had gone by the nickname Crooner, because he had been a singer when younger.

Towards the end of the meal, the elder Giacconi stared at his young grandson with a look of immense confusion lighting his face.

“It’s me... you’re me,” the old man said in an awed whisper.

Joe understood what was happening. Sammy resembled his grandfather greatly, and the elder Giacconi, while locked in the past, was shocked to see a man he had taken to be himself sitting across the table.

The old man rose from his seat and walked over to stare down at his grandson. Twenty-one-year-old Sammy smiled.

“It’s me Granddad, it’s Sammy.”

Nothing happened for a few seconds, but then the old man nodded and caressed his grandson’s cheek.

“Sammy, right, you’ve gotten so big.”

“Yes, Granddad.”

Sam Giacconi went back and took his place at the head of the table. He grew silent, then, after taking a long sip of his wine, he looked over at Joe.

“Crooner... I mean, Joey. Contact Johnny R and tell him that I want to see him here tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow is Christmas Day, Sam,” Joe reminded.

“I remember... but I don’t think what I need to do can wait any longer, do you?”

“I’ll take care of it, Sam. I’ll have Johnny here early,” Joe said.

When Giacconi left the table moments later and retired to his bedroom, Sammy looked over at Joe.

“Granddad thought that I was him, didn’t he?”

“I think so, kid, and you do look like him, well, you look like a younger version of him.”

Sammy rubbed a hand over his face, and then ran fingers through his hair.

“I’m going to let my hair grow long. If it’s long, maybe he won’t get so confused.”

Joe sighed. When he looked across the table, he saw that Pia was wiping away tears.

Not such a Merry Christmas, Joe thought. Not merry at all.

***

The 1,000 Santas promotion was getting underway, with the Santa Parade set to take place in Times Square at eight p.m.

Merle and Earl found that they were just two more Santas added to the hundreds of red-clad men who were already there.

When Earl spotted one of the Santa Clauses toting a red velvet sack on the other side of Broadway, he pointed him out to Merle, and the two brothers headed towards the man. As they drew closer, they could tell that the man was too short to be Ricky Horton.

When they took another look around, they saw that many of the other Santas were toting red sacks.

Merle got a pained expression on his face.

“We might never find Horton.”

Earl pointed at the first man they’d seen with the sack.

“That guy was too short to be Horton, but so are most of these fellas. If we just check out the tall ones we might find him quick.”

That made Merle smile.

“Let’s get to it.”

***

An hour later, Merle couldn’t remember how many odd looks he’d gotten for asking strangers if he could look at the bottom of their shoes, but almost without fail the Santas would lift their feet so that the boys could get a peek.

Whenever one refused, Merle or Earl would roll up the man’s sleeve to get a look at their forearm. Horton had a plethora of tattoos on both arms that would be easy to spot.

When they found that they were beginning to bother the same men twice, they stepped from the crowd and leaned with their backs against the wall outside a restaurant.

“Maybe he just ain’t here,” Earl said.

Merle was about to agree and admit defeat when he spotted another Santa holding a red velvet bag. He had seen and talked to dozens of similar men, however, the man he was looking at now was the only one who was cradling the bag in his arms as if it were a baby.

The man was also tall, and as he and Earl grew closer, Merle could make out shades of color on the tall man’s forearms, below the cuffs of the Santa suit.

“Earl.”

“Yeah?”

“We got ‘im, brother.”

CHAPTER 18 – Brazil will have to wait

Ricky Horton was both giddy and pissed at the same time.

He was giddy because he was holding fifty grand in his arms, but he was pissed because he had to be a part of the stupid 1,000 Santas promotion.

The damn thing had been organized by the sister of his parole officer and the man had practically coerced him into being a part of it, just as he had forced him into taking the crappy job that required him to wear the Santa suit in the first place.

For the last month, Ricky had to stand out in front Burt’s Electronics Store and ring a bell while dressed like Santa. As he swung the bell, he would say things like, “Burt’s prices are so low it’s like paying Ho Ho wholesale,” and, “Come Dasher, come Dancer, come on in, Burt’s has the answer.”

Not only had he felt like an idiot, but people laughed and pointed at him too.

But now that he had the fifty grand that would all change. Three weeks, just three more weeks and his parole would end and then he could leave the city and start fresh. Although, fresh didn’t mean he’d turn into one of those stiffs who spent their lives working 9-to-5. Now that he had money, Ricky didn’t have to stick around and force a living from the mean streets of the city.

Once his parole ended, Ricky had plans to get a passport and travel to South America. He had never been farther south than Atlantic City, New Jersey, but he reasoned that the money in the sack would allow him to live like a king in Brazil.

Would the money last forever? Of course not, but it would last awhile, and laying naked on a beach beside a brown-skinned beauty for a year or two beat anything else he could think of doing.

When the money ran dry he’d deal with it then, but for now, he’d be a good boy, please his parole officer, and then get the hell out of Dodge and avoid having to live through another freezing New York winter.

***

Ricky was daydreaming about laying on a beach under the Brazilian sun when Merle and Earl moved in on him. The brothers were just yards away and closing fast.

Then, a voice called out from the other direction.

“Horton!”

Ricky jumped while clutching tight to the sack that held the money, and when he saw who had called his name, he put a fake smile on his face.

It was his parole officer, Arthur Drake. Drake was fifty and had always wanted to be a cop, but had known he wouldn’t hack it because he threw up at the sight of blood, and often fainted as well.

If he had been a cop and were ever called upon to work an accident scene or a shooting, the first ambulance to show up would have had to revive him. Still, he was a public servant at heart and was a good fit in the parole system.

Ricky Horton was Drake’s pet project and he was determined to turn the young man into a productive citizen.

“Mr. Drake; don’t you ever take a day off?” Ricky asked.

“Merry Christmas to you too, Ricky, I’m glad to see that you—” Drake had stopped talking. Merle and Earl were standing beside him and staring at Horton.

“We’ll take that sack, Horton,” Merle said, as he tried to look tough. He hadn’t expected Horton to have a partner, and although Drake was fifty and graying, he also appeared to be in good shape.

Ricky gripped the sack even tighter and then sent Drake a tight smile.

“I don’t know these two, Mr. Drake.”

Drake flashed his badge at Merle and Earl.

“I’m Mr. Horton’s probation officer. Do you two have a problem with him?”

Merle and Earl looked at each other and smiled. When Merle turned back to Horton, he pulled down the Santa beard.

“It’s me, Horton, your neighbor; me and my brother come to get that sack you been holdin’ for us.”

Ricky started to tell Merle to go perform a biological act on himself which was normally done with others, but then he saw that Drake was staring at the red sack with a curious gaze.

Ricky didn’t know where Merle and Earl had gotten the money, but he had no doubts about it being stolen. If Drake knew that he was holding a sack full of stolen cash he’d not only be in violation of his parole, but he would get busted for whatever crime Merle and Earl had pulled. That meant more time in prison, and that was a place that Ricky never wanted to set foot in again.

While feeling like he wanted to cry, Ricky handed the sack over to Merle. Merle opened the bag just enough to verify that it contained all five thick bundles of cash, and then he smiled at Ricky.

“Thanks Horton, and enjoy the parade.”

Merle and Earl had turned to leave when Drake spoke up.

“Just a second. What’s in that sack? I hope that it’s nothing illegal.”

Ricky laughed nervously.

“Illegal? No sir, Mr. Drake. I’m walking the straight and narrow now, you know that.”

Drake glared at Ricky and then walked over to Merle and Earl.

“Let me see that bag.”

Merle turned around and handed Drake a red velvet bag. After Drake looked inside it, he reached in and brought out more red velvet bags.

Ricky did a double take and scratched his head while Merle and Earl just grinned at him.

“What are the bags for?” Drake said.

“Um, they’s just extra, you know, for the Santas that don’t have one,” Earl said.

Drake knew that something wasn’t right, but he couldn’t put his finger on it. He asked to see Merle and Earl’s ID’s. After writing their names in a notebook he let out a sigh.

“Don’t ask Ricky to do any more favors for you, okay? He needs to concentrate on keeping his nose out of trouble.”

“No problem,” Merle said. “I hope I never see Ricky again.”

“Me too,” Earl said, and tried to look menacing, instead, he appeared constipated.

The boys took off and headed for their car, the stolen crapmobile. Once they were inside it, Merle slid the sack containing the money out from beneath his Santa coat.

The bag full of bags that he had handed to Drake was what he had been using for his Santa belly. It had been the boys’ plan all along to switch bags with Ricky once they found him.

Ricky was stronger and younger than Merle and Earl and they weren’t sure that they could win in a fight against him. However, they could trick him, and while Merle’s back was turned to Drake, he had switched the sacks.

Merle handed the bag of cash over to Earl and, after six attempts, he started the crapmobile and headed to Forest Hills.

CHAPTER 19 – Of mice and madmen

Tanner thought that Smith’s plan was not only clever, but that it also had the potential to be the worst act of terrorism since 9/11.

The fluid that Sharad had seen added to the liquid calcium chloride was an activating agent for the three chemicals that were stored in the blue barrels.

The sanitation department would lay down the liquid calcium chloride in anticipation of the coming snowfall, and Smith’s team of fanatics would stealthily sprinkle the chemicals atop of that, as they walked about Times Square dressed as Santas.

Once combined, the calcium chloride and the three chemicals only needed to be triggered, and that would occur once it snowed.

Water, plain old H2O in a large enough quantity would mix with the tainted calcium chloride and the three chemicals to form a deadly gas.

Smith planned to unleash the terror in the Times Square region. Tanner remembered hearing on the radio that there would be a concert there tonight, as well as some sort of Christmas parade.

If the gas was as deadly as it seemed, the casualties could number in the tens of thousands.

The caged mice had certainly succumbed to the gas quickly.

Smith had sprinkled minute quantities of the chemicals into their cages. The cages were about a foot square, cube-shaped, and made of thick transparent plastic.

Smith then added a single drop of tainted calcium chloride. The mice seemed unaffected, but after telling the other men to move back several feet, Smith donned a gas mask and picked up a bottle of water.

One of the mice was nimbler than the others and he scrambled up and out of the sheer wall of his cage and ran off into a corner of the factory. Smith grunted in displeasure at the escapee as the mouse scampered for freedom, but then turned back to his task before another could escape.

After pouring far less than an ounce of water inside each occupied cage, Smith closed the lids on the plastic cubes, and by pushing down hard, they clicked shut and sealed tight.

The mice convulsed and rolled about on the bottom of their cages, and the last one to die didn’t stop twitching for nearly two minutes. From where he sat, Tanner had seen no tendrils of gas. Whatever the compound was, it was colorless, but deadly.

Smith had removed the gas mask before the mice had all died and he stood by his men and pointed at the plastic cubes.

“The weather forecast calls for six inches of snow. The water added to the cages of the mice approximated less than two inches of snow. It takes that approximate amount to trigger the chemical reaction, and as you can see, the death toll will be great. We estimate that there will be survivors among those on the fringes of the crowd, but those few that survive will be damaged for life.”

All this had been uttered in Arabic. But Smith turned and spoke to Tanner in English.

“I have one more question for you, Tanner.”

“I’m listening.”

“You’re not anything official, but I know a capable man when I see one. Are you a private detective? Did Sharad hire you?”

Smith said those last words while turning his head to stare at Sharad.

Sharad had become frozen in place by Smith’s words, but then he attempted to smile while shaking his head.

“Mr. Smith, Khalid, I swear to you that I’ve never seen this man before.”

“Perhaps,” Smith said. He reached into an inside pocket of his suit coat and took out a folded piece of paper. “This is the note you left inside the locker of that sanitation department police officer, Michael O’Leary. It marks you as the traitorous dog that you are.”

Sharad looked as if he wanted to bolt, but the other men had moved in to surround him, and each of them was holding a weapon. When Sharad looked back at Smith he raised his chin in defiance.

“If you found that note after killing O’Leary, then your plan won’t work. The first thing O’Leary would have done after reading it would be to alert his superiors.”

“O’Leary never read the note. It was removed from his locker before he ever got the chance to see it. You’ve been under surveillance from the beginning Sharad. You were never meant to be anything but a scapegoat.”

“What? No, my grandfather trusts me.”

“Your grandfather is not a fool. He knew that the years you spent growing up in this country had warped you beyond redemption, and so he decided to use you. There are a handful of us who will know what a traitor to your own people you were, but like your uncles you will be seen as a great martyr. You will be blamed for everything.”

“No one will believe that I could have done all this on my own.”

“You are the grandson of a great man, and once O’Leary’s body is found inside your apartment there will be no doubts about your guilt. You both worked for the sanitation department and so your relationship is already established.”

Sharad gawked at Smith.

“My apartment? Why would O’Leary be in my apartment?”

“I lured the gay bastard there by leaving him a different note. One stating your desire to be more than friends. When he showed, I murdered him, and his death will be on your head.”

“Maybe, but I won’t be blamed for this craziness.”

“Whether it’s believed that you were helped or not won’t matter. It will be your name uttered endlessly in connection with this act of terrorism, your face shown on every television screen. A pity, as it is a great honor that you don’t deserve. However, it will elevate your grandfather and broaden his legacy.”

Sharad stared at Smith for a moment longer before making a run for the door. He didn’t even get two steps before Rasa grabbed his arm and yanked him back.

After that, Sharad’s wrists were bound together behind his back and a gag was shoved in his mouth and taped in place. 

Smith held out a set of keys and spoke to Rasa.

“Retrieve my van. I left it across the street and a block south of here.”

Rasa took the keys and then looked over at Tanner.

“I want to be the one to kill him.”

“You will have that pleasure after you return with the van.”

Rasa grinned and left to get the van.

Smith stared down at Tanner.

“Whoever you really are, you’ll soon be dead.”

Tanner glared back at him.

“I was thinking the same about you, Smith.”

Smith laughed at him and then spoke to his men in Arabic.

“Prepare to leave; God’s vengeance is nigh!”

The men gave shouts of agreement and began filling their modified red kettles with the chemicals. Two men to each of the containers that held the white powder, while the fifth man, who was Rasa’s partner, filled both his own and Rasa’s kettle with the silvery powder Tanner had seen earlier.

Smith had explained to the men that once they were at Times Square, the three teams of two would follow one behind the other while releasing their mix of death at the eastern end of the area.

The wind was blowing east to west. When the gas formed, the wind would aid in the spreading of their mayhem. The kettles held a shallow container on top that would be filled with change, as if they had received donations. Anyone looking inside the kettle would see only the change on top.

The bulk of the kettles held the chemicals, and a gentle squeeze of their modified handles would sprinkle the chemicals about.

The snow was expected to begin falling shortly, and by the time the free Christmas concert was going strong, the snow would reach levels that would give birth to the gas.

Tanner didn’t know how he would do it, but he had to stop them. First however, he’d have to survive an encounter with Rasa.

The huge Arab returned with the van and helped the others seal the barrels. Afterward, Rasa grabbed the bound and gagged Sharad, whose eyes looked devoid of all hope, and pushed him into the rear of the van.

Through the open side door, Tanner watched Smith as the terrorist leader gave final instructions to his men. 

“Rasa will deal with Tanner and then you’ll all travel together in the other van to the target area. Remember, leave your guns in the van and carry the ceramic knives instead. There are hidden metal detectors where you’re going, but the knives have been modified, and the metal that was once in their handles has been removed. If anyone attempts to stop or otherwise detain you, use your knives and kill as many of the Christians as you can. God is great and our cause is righteous!”

With those words, Smith slammed the back doors on the van and drove off.

Rasa told the other men that he would join them soon, and then he reentered the factory and shut the door behind him.

The big man walked over to Tanner slowly while bringing out a knife. When Rasa reached him, he gripped Tanner’s neck and leaned down to stare into his eyes, as the razor sharp blade moved closer.

“Khalid give you to me like Christmas present, now I think I open you up.”

CHAPTER 20 – Please knife me

Sara had all but forgotten the reason she was meeting with Brian Ames as she fell deeper in love with the man every minute she was with him.

Ames was enraptured by her as well, and they moved from their stools at the bar and took up residence in an intimate booth in the rear of the tavern.

They talked about their childhoods over dinner while making each other laugh. By the time they were ready to order dessert, Ames was holding her hand.

This is insane. Sara told herself, but knew she didn’t care. She was in love.

***

In Forrest Hills, Francis Nash reached into the safe that was hidden under blankets inside his walk-in closet.

He removed the ten thousand dollars he kept on hand. The money was a far cry from the usual amount he gave away each year, but it was better than nothing, and he refused to let the Scrooge-like thief that stole his money ruin his Christmas and end a tradition.

As he began feeding the money into the gold envelopes that were marked with the words, A GIFT FOR YOU, a loud cracking sound came from outside. It was such a sharp and sudden noise that it startled Francis and made him jump.

He left the closet and headed for the balcony to take a look outside, and saw a red velvet sack lying on the floor near the railing.

Francis stepped out onto the balcony and shivered from the cold, but then spotted something that puzzled him. There were thick clouds overhead, but behind them was a mostly full moon, and the night was aglow with luminescence that allowed Francis to make out details without the aid of a flashlight.

Out beyond the balcony, one of the long branches of a tall maple tree had cracked near its middle. It was hanging loose and dangling above the ground.

As he was wondering what had caused it, Francis jumped once again, as a nearby car let loose a loud backfire. Francis shivered from the cold, scooped up the sack, and headed for his bedroom. After shutting the door on the balcony, he looked in the bag and saw that his money had been returned.

There was also a handwritten note.

SORRY, SECRET SANTA. WE DIDN’T KNOW YOU WAS YOU.

Nash stared at the letter and money in disbelief and then he let loose a laugh of joy.

It was going to be a great Christmas after all.

***

“Cut me, slice me open if you want, just don’t use that damn gas on me,” Tanner begged Rasa, in what he hoped sounded like a plea born of fear.

Rasa had been about to use a knife to rip open Tanner’s stomach, to inflict agony before killing him, but paused, as he turned his head to stare back at the table where the dead mice lay in their plastic cages.

The large man grinned and put his knife away.

“Gas is horrible death, very painful.”

Rasa walked over and gathered up the cube of chemicals that had been meant for the mouse that had escaped. Along with it, he grabbed what was left of the bottle of water. After picking up the gas mask, Rasa slid a chair in front of Tanner and placed the open cage on the floor between Tanner’s legs, which were still taped to the chair.

The big man sat across from Tanner, but before he did so, he had to unbutton the jacket on the Santa costume, so that the buttons wouldn’t go flying off it from the pressure of his bulk. Once he was settled in the chair, Rasa sent Tanner a wicked grin as he held up the bottle of water.

“When I pour this, you suffer and die.”

Tanner struggled to free himself from the chair, even as he made movements with his tongue, inside his closed mouth, while breathing hard through his nose.

Rasa’s smile widened. He was thinking that Tanner was panicking and was close to hyperventilating from fear. Rasa sat the bottle of water down for a moment while he reached for the gas mask, where it lay beside his chair.

As he did so, Tanner made a wet sound that caused Rasa to think he had been spat upon. He checked the front of his Santa suit and found nothing, but when he looked at Tanner, he saw that the man was smiling at him, although his lips were sealed tight.

Tanner’s eyes peered downward and Rasa’s gaze followed. Rasa realized what Tanner had done just as an agonizing pain began stinging his throat. Tanner had spat into the open cage, and thus, had activated the deadly chemical mixture, since human spittle is mostly water.

Rasa let out a cry of terror. He then slammed the lid on the cage, sealing it shut, and scrambled to put on the mask. He was too late, and his muscles all twitched with violent spasms that caused him to fall from his chair.

***

Tanner watched Rasa’s growing agony while continuing to hold his breath to avoid a similar fate. After Rasa fell to the floor, Tanner rocked his upper body forward while simultaneously attempting to stand on the toes of his boots.

The rear legs of the chair left the ground but then settled back down again. Tanner looked at the closed plastic cube beneath him and wondered if its lethal gas could leak out. Possibly, but he remembered that Smith had taken off his mask after closing the lids on the cubes. Even if the cube was airtight, it would still be prudent to move as far away from it as he could, and that meant he had to stand.

Again, Tanner threw his upper body forward in the chair and once more the rear legs left the floor. This time he was able to maintain his balance on the toes of his boots and he walked hunched over with the chair lashed to his back.

He was growing red-faced from the lack of air but he continued to hold his breath until he was near the front end of the factory. Then, in a bid to free himself of his bonds, Tanner sprang up, while propelling himself backwards, causing the wooden chair to slam hard against the old factory’s grease-stained concrete floor.

The painful impact made him open his mouth and he involuntarily inhaled a deep breath while releasing a moan.

Tanner laid there waiting for the pain to arise. When it didn’t appear after several seconds, he assumed he had escaped the gas and went to work freeing himself from the chair.

One of the arms of the chair had been damaged in the fall and broke free from where it had sat flush against the chair’s seat. Tanner was able to slide the tape binding his wrist along the broken piece until it reached the break in the wood and slid off. He then used his free hand to tear at the tape on his other wrist.

Behind him, Rasa’s thrashing had ceased, but the big man was still moaning. However, it was an odd moan, and was accompanied by a wheeze, as if the man had become asthmatic. What had killed a mouse might not be enough to kill a man, but Rasa would never draw an easy breath again.

With both hands free, it was a simple task for Tanner to liberate his legs.

Tanner stood and walked over to stare down at Rasa. At some point, Rasa had attempted to use his gun, it sat outside the holster on his hip, among the folds of the Santa costume.

Rasa’s fingers scraped at the weapon, but he lacked the strength to grip it. That told Tanner that not only did the gas affect the respiratory system, but also sapped the vitality of the muscles.

Tanner picked up the gun, along with the ceramic knife, and then found a twin of the gun in a holster on Rasa’s ankle. Afterwards, he stripped the Santa costume from Rasa.

Although it ate up time he might not have, Tanner wiped his prints from anything he touched, such as the chair he’d been secured to.

He did a quick but thorough job of it, knowing that he had to strike at the men outside before one of them grew restless and came in to see what was taking so long to kill one man.

Tanner threw on the Santa suit, donned one of the fake beards, and checked the guns.

The weapons were loaded, their slide action smooth, and their safety switches thumbed off.

It was time to show Smith’s men what true terror was all about.

CHAPTER 21 – Santa war

Sharad let out a soft moan as he once again fell over onto his bound hands.

The floor of the van was slippery, but he suspected that Smith was taking the turns tighter than he needed to, in order to jostle him about.

He attempted to stand twice, and both times found himself tumbling hard atop the van’s plywood covered floor. There were no windows in the sides of the van, at least not at its rear.

However, Sharad could see through the steel mesh that separated the rear compartment from the front and would catch glimpses of his surroundings through the windshield. It was snowing, but just barely, as scattered flakes of white drifted down from the sky.

At the beginning of the trip, Sharad felt uncomfortable with his hands secured behind him, but as time passed, the discomfort became pain.

Sharad sighed beneath the gag in his mouth. A little pain was the least of his worries. Smith was going to kill him, and had already killed the sanitation cop Mike O’Leary. And, if he somehow survived, he would be blamed for the terrorist attack taking place in Times Square.

Sharad thought of all the people who would die and struggled against his bonds once more, but it was useless. Then, he thought of Jennifer and realized that he’d never see her again, and that she might spend the rest of her life thinking that he had been involved with committing mass murder.

Tanner, who was he? Could he possibly stop Smith somehow?

The man seemed so confident and unafraid, but he was likely dead already, while still taped to the chair inside that old factory.

Sharad realized that Tanner’s death would be blamed on him as well, and the hopelessness of his situation overwhelmed him.

He was going to die and there wasn’t a soul who could stop Smith’s plans.

***

Tanner stepped from the side door of the factory and shot two of Smith’s men in the back. A third man had been smoking and nearly swallowed his cigarette while reaching for his gun. As he raised it to fire, Tanner sent two into his chest.

Tanner had taken them by surprise, and although initially outnumbered five-to-one, he had killed or seriously wounded three of the men only two seconds into the firefight.

Tanner was holding two guns. He had used the weapon in his left hand to send several shots towards the fourth and the fifth man, who had been leaning against the wall at the left side of the alley.

Unable to aim two guns at once, Tanner used the spare gun to unnerve the men, but had no expectation of hitting them.

However, luck was with him, and the fourth man fell back against the wall with a bullet wound in his gut, which caused the feathered pillow he was using as a Santa belly to let loose a plume of feathers.

The fifth man returned fire while running away. Tanner fired a shot that chipped the bricks a foot from the fleeing terrorist’s head and then watched as the man reached the end of the alleyway and headed right.

Tanner had been planning to let one man flee from the start, in the hope that the runner would lead him straight to Smith.

As he passed the man he’d shot in the stomach, Tanner saw the man reach for his gun. The weapon had fallen between the man’s legs, as he stumbled back against the wall.

Tanner knocked the man’s feet out from under him and then stomped twice on his head, causing the terrorist’s fake white beard to go askew. That would keep the man unconscious until the Feds arrived, and perhaps the man knew something useful.

Smith likely knew something useful. If so, he was taking it to his grave.

Tanner looked back along the length of the alley and saw four dead or wounded Santas. He then ran to where he’d left his rented car. He had to catch up to the terrorist he’d let live, hoping that the fool would lead him straight to Smith.

***

Sharad was wondering where Smith was taking him to when he spotted a building he knew well. They were in his old neighborhood in Brooklyn.

When Smith pulled up in front of his former apartment building, Sharad remembered the Arab doorman he had talked to the time he returned to look for Jennifer.

Smith had said that someone had been watching, and Habib’s appearance at the park earlier told him that Smith had known about Jennifer. Sharad didn’t know how he would do it, but if Smith harmed Jennifer, Sharad would kill the man.

They had been stopped in front of the building for only a few seconds when Smith made a U-turn and then a sharp right down a side street, followed by another quick turn. That placed them at the rear of the building Jennifer was living in with her father and sister, and Sharad feared that Smith was targeting them.

He pleaded with Smith to leave them be, but it came out as nothing more than unintelligible mumbling with his mouth gagged.

The passenger door opened and someone climbed in. The man acknowledged Smith with a warm greeting that was returned in kind, and then he smiled at Sharad.

“Hello there, young man; it’s good to see you again, and I know that my daughter will be pleased as well.”

The man was Professor Gates, Jennifer’s father.

CHAPTER 22 – ...Often go awry

After handing Sharad over to Professor Gates, Smith traveled back to Manhattan.

When the snow became heavy enough to facilitate the need for the windshield wipers, Smith laughed aloud, while believing that the success of his plan was assured.

Communication with his teams had ended when he left them, on the off-chance that the authorities would be monitoring all calls coming from the Times Square area and would have enough time to act upon them.

There was no further need for talk, only action, and Smith was confident that his men were seeding destruction with every passing second. Once they had dispersed the chemicals the men would gather at an isolated farmhouse that belonged to Professor Gates.

The old farmhouse was situated among rocky fields and had been abandoned by Gates’ father when he was just a boy. The failed farm was the reason that the Gates family had moved to the city in the first place, but the farm had been kept as a place to hunt and fish by Gates’ late father.

It would serve well as a place of hiding in the weeks ahead, and when the security levels returned to normal, Smith would send the men south in the very van he was driving back to Manhattan.

Smith watched the flakes grow thicker and thought what a waste the drive was that he was making. He was going to Times Square to check on the progress of his men. Rasa would be meeting him in a pre-arranged place near the edge of the pedestrian plaza to give him a status report.

If Rasa failed to show, Smith would know that something had gone horrendously wrong. In that eventuality, he would head to a secure spot that only he knew about to wait until it was safe to travel.

Smith parked the van as close as he could and changed into his own Santa suit, with the 1,000 Santas promotion going on, he couldn’t ask for a better disguise to blend in.

He walked briskly and reached the Plaza in ten minutes. Smith smiled when he saw a man he assumed was Rasa waiting for him at the rendezvous spot. The smile disappeared when Smith realized that the man was too small to be the hulking Rasa.

Still, even with the phony white beard and Santa suit, he recognized the man as he drew closer. It was Habib, one of his soldiers, and Habib’s eyes were darting about with fear shining within them.

“What has gone wrong? Where is Rasa?”

Before explaining in detail, Habib answered with one word.

“Tanner.”

***

At that moment, a hundred yards away, Tanner was not happy with himself.

He had lost Habib while following the man. Losing a target was something that hadn’t occurred in years. The failure was caused by inattention as he spoke on the phone to a 9-1-1 operator who insisted that he give her a name.

When Tanner used the phrase National Security and began talking about a gas attack at Times Square, he was transferred directly to the woman’s supervisor. In the end, Tanner had alerted the right people about the chemicals still in storage at the factory, as well as the dead Santa/terrorists strewn outside its walls.

He never mentioned the dead police officer in Sharad Jones’ apartment, on the off chance that Sharad might come out of things unscathed.

At some point during that call, Habib must have grown aware of his presence and sped the van he had been driving through a freshly turned red light, causing Tanner to sit and wait for the bumper-to-bumper traffic to disperse.

However, Habib hadn’t become aware of him until late in the game, and Tanner was certain that the man’s destination was Times Square.

Tanner walked about Times Square, concealed beneath the Santa costume, and searched for either Habib or Smith.

***

After returning the money to Francis Nash, Merle and Earl dropped the crapmobile back where they had found it and traveled on foot to Times Square.

The crowd had doubled since they had been there earlier and there were even more men dressed like Santa.

When Merle noticed that one of the Santas was glaring at them from the doorway of a store, he realized that it was Ricky Horton, and the eyes above the cheery white beard looked pissed.

“That’s Horton over there, ain’t it?” Earl asked.

“Yeah,” Merle said.

Horton raised an arm and pointed a finger at them as he rushed their way.

“Run Earl!” Merle shouted, and they did, with Horton giving chase.

***

“All of them?” Smith said in a tone laced with incredulity.

“Yes,” Habib said. “And we must assume that Rasa is dead as well, although I did not see his body.”

Smith felt nauseated. All the brilliant planning and maneuvering and one man had destroyed it all.

Tanner must have tipped the authorities to the location of the factory. If any of the men did survive, Smith knew that he would be in grave peril and his face plastered on wanted posters alongside Sharad’s.

“This is disastrous, Habib, but are you certain that the man Tanner didn’t follow you?”

When Habib didn’t answer, Smith followed his gaze and saw that he was looking at a man dressed in a Santa suit and phony beard. One look at the man’s intense eyes told Smith that he was seeing Tanner.

“Quickly Habib, move! We will lose him in the crowd.”

Smith and Habib dashed among the throngs and were swallowed by them, but Tanner was gaining while keeping them in sight.

As much as he wanted to turn and attack Tanner, Smith knew that he dared not draw attention to himself with all the security and police wandering about, and so he ran while looking for a way to shake Tanner off his trail.

Large sculptures were in the plaza as part of the celebration of the holidays, and when Smith approached one that looked like a melted pyramid, he ran to the right side of the monolith with the full intention of circling it and running back the way he’d come.

He was sure that by doubling back he would lose Tanner, but to his shock, after rounding a corner of the sculpture, a man in a Santa suit was running right towards him with his arms reaching for him.

Smith assumed that Tanner had been running faster than he realized and had circled around the sculpture first, but Smith would not be taken, and so he brought out his knife.

As a pair of strong hands grabbed Smith by the collar, he drove his knife into the man’s stomach and delighted in the look of shocked pain he saw on the man’s face.

But then, his joy and triumph both faded when he realized that he had stabbed the wrong man.

***

It wasn’t Tanner who had grabbed Smith, but rather Ricky Horton, who had mistaken the fleeing Smith and Habib for Merle and Earl.

Ricky realized his mistake, and as he sank to the ground, he spoke to Smith.

“Why’d you stab me, and where did those hillbillies go?”

Smith left the knife embedded in Horton, grabbed Habib by the arm, and disappeared into the thickening snow of a Christmas Eve.

CHAPTER 23 – Strangers in the night

When Tanner saw Smith run behind the pyramidal sculpture, he was certain that the man would try to use the thing as an opportunity to double-back, and so he ran to the left to cut him off.

Unfortunately, for Tanner, the left side of the pyramid was crowded with people listening to a street violinist, as the talented old man played a soft romantic tune.

Tanner weaved around and among the music lovers at half the speed he had been going, but smiled in triumph as he watched a pair of Santas running his way. He cleared the crowd, headed towards the pair, and extended a stiff arm to block their progress, while also slamming them against the side of the mammoth sculpture.

However, it wasn’t Smith and Habib he had pinned, but rather, Merle and Earl.

***

Ten feet to Tanner’s right, Sara stared over at him after he confronted Merle and Earl.

She and Brian Ames had been leaning back against the sculpture, embraced in a kiss, when Tanner had stopped the Carter brothers in their flight.

Sara sighed. She didn’t want to work tonight, didn’t want to be Agent Blake. She just wanted to be Sara, Sara who was falling head over heels in love. She certainly didn’t want to become involved in a drunken fight between three men dressed in Santa Claus suits.

Still, in order to keep the peace, she was about to intervene when the larger of the three men apologized to the other two, glanced her way, and then moved off in a hurry.

Sara smiled at Brian, asked, “Where were we?” and kissed him again.

***

Tanner had grabbed the Carter brothers expecting to look down into Smith’s intelligent brown eyes, but instead, he found himself staring into the dull gray eyes of Merle and Earl.

Tanner figured that he had outsmarted himself and that Smith must have kept moving in a straight line instead of circling back.

Tanner released Merle and Earl.

“Sorry boys; I thought that you were someone else.”

Before leaving, Tanner gave a quick look at the couple standing a few feet away, and then rushed off to find Smith again.

***

Merle and Earl both sighed with relief as Tanner headed off. They had thought that he was Ricky Horton.

They walked by the young couple who had resumed their kissing and decided to circle back around.

That was when they stumbled across Horton sitting on the ground, leaning back against the sculpture, with the knife sticking out of his stomach. If the other people walking by had noticed him, they took no mind of it, but just continued to chatter and stroll along.

Merle knelt down beside him.

“Damn, Horton, who knifed you?”

“Don’t know, some Arab or Mexican maybe.”

“I’ll get a cop to call an ambulance,” Earl said, before rushing off to alert a pair of police officers who were approaching from the west.

Horton grabbed Merle’s hand.

“I don’t want to die.”

Merle gripped his hand and smiled.

“You won’t, but save your strength.”

“Tell me something... what’s your name, hillbilly?”

“I’m Merle and my brother is named Earl.”

“Oh, well tell me something else, Merle, where did you guys get all that money?”

“We stole it from that Secret Santa fella, but we gave it back.”

“All of it?”

“Yeah.”

“Damn.”

“Yeah.”

The cops arrived and soon Ricky was rushed off to the hospital. With nothing else to do, Merle and Earl stayed for the Santa Parade and watched the children delight in the freshly fallen snow.

Earl sighed.

“I just realized that I don’t have a gift for you and I spent the last of my money renting this Santa suit.”

“Me too,” Merle said. “But that’s okay, at least we ain’t got a knife in our guts like Horton.”

Earl pointed at a little blond girl who had her tongue stuck out to catch snowflakes.

“That little angel reminds me of Laurel Lee.”

Merle nodded in agreement, and then jumped as a man shoved something into his hand. The man did the same to Earl and then moved on after wishing them a hearty “Merry Christmas!”

The boys looked down at their hands and saw that they were both holding golden envelopes with the words, A GIFT FOR YOU printed on them in white script.

The man had been Francis Nash, the Secret Santa, and he had just brightened two more lives.

Merle and Earl laughed and then handed each other their envelopes.

“Merry Christmas, Merle.”

“And to you too, little brother, a Merry Christmas to you too.” 

CHAPTER 24 – The longest of long shots

Smith and Habib had lost Tanner in the crowd and returned to Smith’s van.

Habib drove, and once they were moving, Smith took out a cell phone and called Professor Gates.

“There has been a disaster,” Smith began, as he explained to Gates that Tanner had destroyed their plans while killing most of his men and alerting the authorities.

“Does he know about me and Carly?” Gates asked.

“I do not believe so, and that will be his downfall. Although he’s denied it, I believe that Sharad hired this Tanner and that means that Tanner will be looking for him.”

“Yes, but Sharad is here with me, does that put me in danger?”

“You are safe, Professor, for now, but it is in both of our best interests to kill Tanner.”

“You have a plan, Khalid?”

“Yes, but I’ll need your daughter to help carry it out.”

“I’m listening,” Professor Gates said.

***

Gates hung up two minutes later. As a precaution, he destroyed the cell phone he’d just used to take Smith’s call. The two men had several throwaway phones that they could use to communicate, and never used any cell phone that could be traced to their own names.

Professor Gates took a new phone from his desk and handed it to his daughter, Carly.

“If there are any problems, use that to call me or Khalid, who is going by the name Smith. The numbers are pre-loaded.”

“What does Tanner look like?”

“Khalid says that he has unusual eyes, is six-feet-tall, and with dark hair. He may also be dressed in a Santa suit.”

She looked back towards the kitchen where both Sharad and her sister were bound to metal chairs.

Tears fell from her eyes and she gave her father a pleading look.

“You won’t let Khalid kill Jenny, will you?”

Gates grabbed his daughter and stared at her with the bright gaze of a fanatic.

“I will do what is necessary, and so will you, now go!”

Gates released her. After she left, he walked into the kitchen and stared down at Sharad and Jennifer.

***

Sharad greeted Gates appearance with a look of hate, one that Gates answered with a sad sigh.

“On the day you were born in this city, I told your grandfather that he should have you kidnapped and brought to him. You see, I knew that if you grew up here you would never be one of us. That stupid cow who was your mother was to blend in here as I did, but instead, she actually fell in love with your father and tried to become an American.”

Sharad was gagged, and although Gates couldn’t make out his words, he understood that Sharad was asking a question when he mumbled at him.

“Oh, you think I’m an American? No boy, I was born in your country and grew up as one of your grandfather’s best friends. My own grandfather, and my father were working there as engineers in the oil fields and my mother had worked as his secretary. When my father moved back here to become a farmer, I stayed with my mother. The saddest day in my life was when my mother dragged me back here, but I never forgot where I came from, and I never lost contact with your grandfather.”

Sharad strained against the ropes holding him in place.

“Relax Sharad and erase that look of betrayal from your eyes. I haven’t been duplicitous, rather, it’s you who have turned your back on your heritage.”

Jennifer was staring up at her father with pleading eyes while he spoke. Gates left the kitchen without even acknowledging his daughter’s presence. As far as he was concerned, she was dead to him, and his greatest failure.

While on his way out of the room, Gates cut off the lights and left Sharad and Jennifer sitting in the dark to ponder their fate.

***

Tanner gave up searching for Smith in Times Square and returned to his car.

He had no idea where Smith could be, he only knew where the man had been.

Tanner was certain that Smith wouldn’t go within a mile of the factory where the chemicals were. He would have to assume that Tanner had alerted the authorities. And so that left only one place left to look.

Tanner pointed his car in the direction of Sharad’s apartment house and hoped that Smith had, for whatever reason, returned to the scene of his crime, the murder of Officer Michael O’Leary.

It was the longest of long shots, but it was all Tanner had.

CHAPTER 25 – Tanner trap

Before Tanner approached Sharad’s apartment house, he watched it from a distance through his binoculars. If the Feds hadn’t discovered Sharad’s link to the building, they soon would.

Lights were on in many of the apartments, but there was no glow in the one belonging to Sharad, nor was there a light in the abode of Richard Wexler, who Tanner had murdered only hours ago in a neighboring apartment house.

There was a young lady pacing in front of the building. A good-looking blonde wearing a winter coat and a knit hat.

Although he couldn’t be certain, Tanner thought that she was the same woman he had seen with Sharad in the photo he’d found in the drawer of the bedroom.

He approached her with stealth, in clothes as black as a shadow, having discarded the Santa suit. The snow had continued to fall and his footfalls were cushioned by over an inch of snow.

The girl was actually Carly Gates, pretending to be her sister, Jennifer, in order to lure Tanner into a trap created by Smith.

When Carly realized that she was no longer alone, she jumped in fright, but then she rushed towards Tanner with pleading eyes.

“Hi, do you live here? And if you do, do you know Sharad?”

“I don’t live here, but I do know Sharad.”

“Oh good, do you know where he is?”

“No, but I’m looking for him too. What’s your name?”

“I’m Jennifer. I’m Sharad’s girlfriend.”

“My name is Tanner, and tell me, would you happen to know a Middle Eastern man named Smith?”

“Mr. Smith? Yes, he’s Sharad’s friend.”

“You’ve met him?”

“No, but I saw Sharad with him once while I was riding in a car with my sister, Carly.”

“Where was this?”

“Up in Harlem; Carly spotted Sharad coming out of a vacant store that was being renovated. Sharad was with Mr. Smith and some other men, and we saw them while we were stopped at a light. When I asked Sharad about it, he said that Mr. Smith was fixing up the store to rent out and that he and the other men were helping Mr. Smith.”

“Do you think you could find this vacant store again?”

Carly started to say yes, but then she remembered her father’s instructions. Professor Gates wanted his daughter to lead Tanner into a trap, but he had also warned her that if she made it too easy that the man might grow suspicious. She was using her sister’s name in case Sharad had ever mentioned Jennifer to Tanner.

Carly pretended to look thoughtful for a moment, and then she gazed sideways at Tanner, displaying mistrust.

“How did you say that you knew Sharad?”

“I didn’t say, but we work at the same sanitation department building.”

Carly knew that was a lie, being employed there herself, but she smiled and played along.

“Oh, and yes, I could find that store again. I know what street it’s on, but I think I’d have to see it first, I’m not sure that I could give directions to it.”

“Why don’t we go there now? Maybe Sharad is helping Smith again.”

“I’ll try anything, Tanner. Sharad isn’t answering his phone and he’s over three hours late for our dinner date. That’s not like him at all.”

“We’ll take my car,” Tanner said, and as Carly followed him to his vehicle, she pressed the SEND button on her phone to dispatch a text to Smith.

The text consisted of two words. BE READY!

***

Smith smiled when he received the text.

He had Habib get into position and turned on another one of the work lights that were used by the laborers who were renovating the building. Smith had no idea who actually owned the property, but he had chosen it months ago as a possible site to use as a base.

He later rejected it in favor of the building they had used on Marker Street because of its distance from Times Square. That turned out to be fortuitous because the building in Harlem was being rehabbed.

However, the apartments above were still empty of new tenants, and so no one would hear Tanner’s cries of pain or come to investigate any strange sounds.

Smith had thought that Tanner would go for the girl’s story, since he had mentioned Sharad’s apartment in Tanner’s presence, as well as the fact that Sharad worked for the sanitation department.

It was also proof to Smith that Sharad had a connection to Tanner, or else how would the man have known where Sharad lived?

Now Smith was minutes away from getting revenge and then he would disappear and start over. The gassing of Times Square would have been a tremendous blow against the United States, but Smith had more ideas and resources that he could utilize, and he would use them. Success was delayed, but would be assured. It was all a matter of time.

Smith held a large claw hammer that he had found in a toolbox in the rear of the store. He would use it to make a silent kill of Tanner, having left his ceramic knife buried in Ricky Horton’s midsection.

Smith stood across from Habib, who was sitting on a folding chair. Between them was an empty three-foot wooden wire reel. The reel was laying on its side to act as a makeshift table. After completing a few adjustments to assure that the scene was staged perfectly, Smith waited for Tanner to walk into the trap.

CHAPTER 26 – It all works out in the end

Tanner had to smile when he saw that of all the streets in the city where the vacant store could be located, it was on St. Nicholas Ave.

When “Jennifer” pointed out the storefront to Tanner, he saw that the windows were covered with cardboard, but that light leaked out around the edges.

Without the girl’s timely assistance, he would have never found Smith, and Tanner wondered if it were luck or deception that had brought him to Harlem.

Whatever it was, if Smith was inside the store, Tanner would kill him. The planned gassing of thousands of people was masterful if insane, and although Smith might be a goldmine of information concerning the activities and locations of other terrorists, Tanner would kill him regardless of that fact.

The man was too dangerous to leave alive, and anyway, Tanner didn’t like the bastard.

Tanner parked across the street and gazed about for signs of an ambush, he saw none, unless the old guy on the opposite corner picking up after his beagle was actually a terrorist operative.

It was late on Christmas Eve. If you weren’t out celebrating or last second shopping, you were most likely at home and settled in.

Tanner told Carly, who he still believed was Jennifer, to stay quiet and follow him. She nodded her agreement and they walked across the snow-covered street. Tanner had his gun ready, but hidden under his jacket.

The soft sounds of music drifted from the store and came from a radio, as Tanner heard a commercial break before Tchaikovsky’s The Russian Dance began playing. It was music from The Nutcracker.

It brought a memory to Tanner’s mind from a long ago Christmas when his father took his mother to see the ballet right here in New York City. His mother had loved the finer things in life, and although he wasn’t a rich man, given all the expenses of maintaining a ranch and making payroll, his father had been able to spoil Tanner’s mother on birthdays and anniversaries.

Tanner had been only seven-years-old then. After opening presents together on Christmas morning, his parents flew to New York while he and his little sisters had stayed with friends of the family. Tanner remembered he missed his mother every day that his parents were gone, and resented her absence. But his mother fairly glowed when they returned from that trip and he knew that she was as happy as she had ever been.

She was dead by the following Christmas, and life was never the same.

***

The temporary door on the front of the shop was made from two sheets of plywood that had been cut to size and glued together. On the outside was a strong chain with a closed padlock hanging from one end of it, while the inside lock consisted of a piece of 1-inch dowel stock slid into place between two U-bolts.

Tanner took out his knife and used its tip to gently slide the dowel free, and the door gapped inward, revealing a crack of light.

Illumination wasn’t the only thing seeping through the crack, as the aroma of pizza reached Tanner’s nose. There were also voices, two men. Tanner recognized one of them as belonging to Smith.

Carly, still pretending to be her sister, leaned in and whispered a question.

“Why are you being so cautious? It’s just Sharad and his friends in there.”

Tanner answered her by placing a finger to his lips, and then he pushed the door open in a slow but steady motion.

Habib and Smith’s voices grew clearer as Tanner stepped inside and beckoned Carly to follow. For a moment, he debated the wisdom of locking the door behind them, but decided to do so. Whatever transpired over the next few minutes should go unobserved even if he were to come out on the wrong side of it.

A passerby calling for help would wind up dead. If the assistance came from a cop, it would likely result in Tanner being detained at the Rikers Island Jail, which was not how he wanted to spend Christmas.

Habib and Smith were making plans in the store’s rear room.

As Tanner stepped farther into the store, he could see Habib’s back through the open doorway. The man was sitting in a chair and talking about a farm he knew of where he and Smith could spend the next few weeks.

Smith’s replies were all questions about the farm, which Habib seemed to be going into great detail about.

Tanner stood listening, sensing that something wasn’t right, and that’s when Carly moved in front of him and spoke in a loud voice.

“You’re being silly. It’s just Sharad and a few of his friends back there.”

Tanner stared at her, while Habib spun in his seat and looked at them with a smile on his face.

Tanner instantly understood what was going on and dropped to the floor just as Smith sprung from his hiding place behind stacks of insulation.

From his position on the floor, Tanner looked up and saw that Smith had been unable to stop the arc of the heavy hammer he was wielding, and the claw side of the tool plunged into the delicate hollow of Carly’s throat.

Smith’s plan had been a more complicated version of the act the two kids in Las Vegas had tried on Tanner in the strip mall parking lot.

Tanner was to be distracted by the pretty girl while the bad man came up from behind. Instead of taking his wallet and cell phone, Smith would have claimed his life.

Tanner was still holding the knife he had used to open the door and he thrust it upward between Smith’s legs, and gave it a twist.

The terrorist screamed as he lurched away, stumbled forward, then dropped to his knees and screamed again.

Tanner made it to his feet as Habib rushed from the back room with a gun in his hand, but the short Syrian never got the chance to use it.

Carly, maddened by pain and the fear of death, ran into Habib as if she didn’t know he was there. The two went down in a tangle of legs and arms and Carly thrashed wildly as her severed windpipe deprived her of precious air, while the wound itself delivered pain and blood loss.

Tanner snatched up the bloody hammer that had become dislodged from Carly’s throat, after she fell to the floor with Habib. He stood over the struggling pair and bashed Habib’s forehead with several hard blows, while hearing a rewarding CRACK! on the final strike. The man went limp as the dying girl atop him began to slow in her movements.

Tanner spun back around ready to shoot Smith, but found the terror cell leader on his knees and leaning forward with his hands flat on the floor, as if he were in the middle of a failed push-up.

Blood puddled on the unfinished floor beneath Smith’s raised hips, and mixed in with the bright red fluid was feces and urine, as the handle of Tanner’s knife was sticking out from the terrorist’s ass, with its blade buried deep within.

A hand brushed his ankle. Tanner tore his eyes away from Smith and saw that Carly was lying on her back and staring up at him. Tanner stared back, as the light faded from her eyes. She was never going to see Christmas.

It was only then that it registered on Tanner that he was still hearing Smith’s voice coming from the back room, although the man was several yards away. He saw it then. It was a tape recorder. Smith had used it to make it seem that he was in the back room and sitting across from Habib.

Clever, and if Tanner hadn’t seen the anticipatory look of glee on Habib’s face when the man turned towards him, the ploy might have succeeded.

Smith’s claw hammer would have found its way into Tanner’s back, and not have been thrust into the lovely throat of the dead girl on the floor.

Tanner turned off the tape recorder along with the radio and walked over to Smith. The man was dying, but he managed to turn his head and issue a warning to Tanner.

“You stopped this attack, but we will win in the end.”

Tanner smirked as he looked at the knife jammed up Smith’s ass.

“In the end? It’s nice to see that you haven’t lost your sense of humor.”

Tanner stepped behind Smith and kicked the knife in deeper.

“Rot in hell, Smith!”

Smith let out a final scream as he fell flat on the floor atop his own blood. After convulsing and releasing a loud gasp, he died.

Habib and Smith carried no identification and their cell phones were throwaways. However, the girl’s purse contained a wealth of information, the most interesting of which was found in her wallet.

Tanner learned that she wasn’t Jennifer Gates, but rather a sister named Carly. Tanner came across a picture in the wallet of the two girls standing together at a park, and the resemblance was strong. There was also a picture of an older man standing with Carly, and they were both dressed in religious garb.

On the back of the photo were the words, HAJJ at MECCA with Dad, October 2012.

Along with Carly’s driver’s license was another cheap phone. Tanner left the phone, the wallet, and the pictures behind, but kept the keys that would let him into the girl’s home.

If Jennifer and Carly’s father was involved in the terrorist attack, then he was a loose end that had to be tied up.

Tanner turned off the lights, checked the street for signs of activity, and finding none, he walked to his car and drove away.

His destination was Brooklyn and the apartment of Professor Winston Gates.

CHAPTER 27 – Don’t believe everything you see on TV

Professor Gates was getting worried.

Not only was Carly not answering her phone, but neither was Smith, and the professor thought that he should have heard something, given how late the hour was.

Gates turned on the lights as he walked into the kitchen and saw his two hostages blink at the sudden brilliance. The kitchen was immaculate with its shiny Formica countertops and chrome appliances. The gleam made the corruption of the room’s use as a cell seem that much more foul.

Gates wondered if he would ever again be able to eat a meal at his kitchen table once this day was through, or would he forevermore be tortured by thoughts of Jennifer, and her soon to be tragic fate.

Jennifer sat with a gag in her mouth while bound to a chair as Sharad was, but they were two feet apart, and Jennifer had a bruise on her jaw from the punch she’d received.

She mumbled and looked at her father with pleading eyes, but her father ignored her. He couldn’t think of her as his daughter, as his little girl. To think of her as such ever again would lead to weakness. He had to be strong, he had to be true to his religion.

The loss of Jennifer was a sacrifice he needed to make. And didn’t all Gods in every religion ask for sacrifices? Isn’t that what religion was, the sacrifice of one’s own desires and impulses to please those of God?

Gates often wondered why God didn’t simply force everyone to behave correctly and live as he wished them to live. Gates knew that if he had such power he would employ it now to cause Jennifer and Sharad to see the light, and then... then he wouldn’t have to lose his daughter.

Gates removed the gag from Sharad’s mouth and asked him a question.

“This man, this Tanner, exactly who is he?”

Sharad ignored Gates and spoke to Jennifer.

“Are you okay, baby?”

Jennifer nodded, but there were tears in her eyes.

Sharad felt the barrel of a gun press against the side of his head, as Gates asked his question once more.

“Who is Tanner?”

“I don’t know,” Sharad said. “The first time I saw him was when Smith found him spying on us at that old factory.”

“You’re lying, Sharad. You were the one who tried to involve that gay cop. Tanner must be your doing as well, and Khalid called earlier and said that the man showed up at your apartment house.”

“He did? How would Tanner have known where I lived?”

Gates laughed.

“I almost believe your look of confusion. You should have been an actor.”

“Forget Tanner, Professor, and listen to me. Please let Jennifer go. You don’t want to hurt her anyway, do you?”

Gates glanced over at his daughter, then quickly looked away, as Jennifer’s pleading eyes dug into his heart.

“She’s like you, Sharad. Despite my best efforts she’s Americanized. Only my precious Carly is worth a damn.”

Mentioning Carly brought back the worried look to Gates eyes, a look that turned to hope when he heard a chime sound from the front of the apartment.

Although the apartment’s security system wasn’t armed, it still made a chirping sound whenever anyone opened or closed the front door.

“Carly, I’m in the kitchen. How did it go?”

Gates heard the sound of footsteps moving about at the front of the apartment, and then they wandered in and out of the bedrooms. Someone was giving the apartment a quick but efficient search to ensure that no one else was at home.

By their purpose and sound, Gates knew that the footsteps weren’t made by his daughter. He grabbed Sharad by the hair and pressed his gun harder into the young man’s temple.

Tanner appeared in the kitchen doorway with his own weapon held at the ready.

“Drop the gun, Gates, and I’ll let you live.”

“You’re Tanner, aren’t you?”

“That’s right.”

“Where is my daughter?”

“She’s in Harlem and she’s dead. Smith killed her.”

Gates laughed.

“Nonsense! Khalid is a friend.”

“It was an accident, but Smith is also dead and so is his man Habib.”

Gates looked confused, as if he couldn’t believe what he was hearing. He opened his mouth, closed it, wet his lips, and then spoke in a quavering with anxiety.

“Drop that gun, Tanner, or I’ll blow Sharad’s brains out.”

“Drop my gun? Gates, you’ve watched too much television.”

Tanner moved towards Gates with his weapon pointed at the man’s face.

The professor finally understood that threatening to kill Sharad wasn’t going to make Tanner give up his gun, an act that wouldn’t help Sharad and would have left Tanner defenseless. Gates moved his gun from Sharad’s head to fire at Tanner.

He was too late. Tanner sent a bullet through the bridge of the Gates’s nose and painted the refrigerator with the professor’s brains. The sound of the shot was deafening as it reverberated off the walls of the kitchen, but as it faded, it was replaced by Jennifer’s wails of grief, as muffled screams came from behind her gag.

Tanner grabbed a knife from the dishwasher and cut Sharad free. Sharad thanked him, freed Jennifer, and took his weeping girlfriend in his arms.

Tanner placed a hand on Sharad’s shoulder.

“We have to leave. That shot will make someone call the police.”

They left by the back staircase, which was a set of exterior wooden steps that led to a row of green trash receptacles at the rear of the building. Jennifer had no coat, so Sharad wrapped her in the top half of his Santa costume.

Tanner made a quick stop at a gas station minutes later, so that the couple could use the restrooms. They had both been tied up for hours, and their bladders were full.

Once they were back in the car, Tanner drove through a snowy night as Jennifer regained her composure, then he pulled the car into the parking lot of a Walmart that was closing in less than fifteen minutes.

Sharad looked around.

“Why are we here?”

“You two need supplies. For starters, I’d suggest you buy new coats, gloves, and a change of clothes for each of you.”

Sharad nodded, but then remembered that his wallet was in a locker back at the factory where he’d changed into the Santa suit.

Tanner handed him several hundred-dollar bills.

“Along with the clothing, buy some toiletries, a large sleeping bag, flashlights, blankets, a can opener, and enough canned food and water to last you for several days.”

“Why?” Sharad asked.

“Go Sharad. The store will be closing soon.”

“Who are you, Tanner? I don’t know anything about you.”

“The three of us will talk when you get back.”

Sharad got out of the car, but Tanner told him that Jennifer was staying. The young man began to protest, but Jennifer silenced him.

“He saved our lives, Sharad; I’ll stay. Anyway, I want to talk to him.”

“But Jenny, I don’t know your sizes.”

Tanner sent Sharad a hard look. He understood the man’s reluctance to leave Jennifer behind, but time was not a commodity they had in abundance.

“Take a guess, Sharad, but get in and out of that store before they close.”

Sharad hesitated, but then he kissed Jennifer and ran into the store.

Jennifer watched him go, and then she turned to look at Tanner with tear-reddened eyes, before moving away from him until she sat leaning against the passenger door.

“Is my sister really dead?”

“Yes.”

More tears came, as Jennifer hugged herself and her shoulders shook from her sobbing.

Past the windshield, huge flakes floated down to merge with their brethren and coat the landscape with a growing layer of white. Something on the dash flickered and Tanner saw that the time had changed on the digital clock.

It was midnight.

It was Christmas.

Somewhere off in the distance, church bells rang.

CHAPTER 28 – No chimney required

“My father always wore two faces, his public face and his private face,” Jennifer Gates said. She was staring out at the gently falling snow.

“How long had he been involved with terrorists?” Tanner asked.

“After what I heard him say tonight, I think he thought radically his entire life, but that he hid it from us. I mean, I knew that he was religious and passionate about Middle Eastern culture, but I never knew he was born and raised over there until tonight.”

“Your sister must have known; she was helping him.”

“Yes, Carly and Daddy were very close and she was as intense in her religious beliefs as he was; I just never had a clue how radical those beliefs were.”

Sharad emerged from the store while pushing a cart, as behind him, the store manager wished him a Merry Christmas.

Tanner told Sharad to load the things onto the rear seats, and then Sharad and Jennifer took the time to change into their new coats.

Once they were moving again, Tanner drove back to Manhattan and pulled to the curb near a parking garage. They were two blocks south of the building where Officer Michael O’Leary lay dead.

There were red and blue flashing lights in front of the building that were visible from where they were parked. Tanner surmised that the Feds had traced Sharad’s address from the wallet left behind at the factory.

Tanner pointed at the lights.

“The way I see it, Sharad, you and Jennifer have two choices. You can stay and attempt to convince the authorities of your innocence, or you can run.”

Sharad let out a humorless laugh.

“Do you recognize the name Ali Abdul Juhana, Tanner?”

“I’ve heard it mentioned on the news many times. He’s a known terrorist mastermind.”

“He’s also my grandfather. If I came forward dressed as Uncle Sam and holding a copy of The Constitution the authorities would still place me in chains, and that’s if they didn’t just shoot me on general principal.”

Tanner nodded in understanding before looking inquisitively at Jennifer.

“What about you?”

“My father and my sister’s activities have tainted me as well, and I don’t want to be separated from Sharad.”

“Then you’re running, but you have to know that there’s a good chance that you’ll be captured someday.”

The couple looked at each other and then spoke the same words at the same time.

“We’ll take that chance.”

Tanner reached into an inside pocket of his jacket and brought out a credit card and a set of keys. The card had a post-it note attached that had its pin number written on it, and beneath that was scribbled an amount, $5,024.89.

“These were once the property of a pedophile. The key fits a white van in this garage while the card will give you access to about five thousand dollars. Both the van and the card are under a false identity. No one will be the wiser if you use them.”

Jennifer took the card and keys then gazed at Tanner with a look that bordered on awe.

“You’re just giving this to us?”

“Yes.”

“Why are you helping us?” Sharad asked, but there was no suspicion in his tone, just genuine curiosity.

Tanner pondered the question seriously for a moment, and then shrugged.

“I think I’m helping because I can. Think of it as a Christmas present.”

The pair looked at each other and then back at Tanner.

“We’re not terrorists, but we’re not Christians either,” Jennifer said.

“Well then, just think of it as a holiday gift.”

A small smile lit Jennifer’s face and she leaned over and pecked Tanner on the lips.

“Thank you, Tanner.”

“You’re welcome, and here’s some free advice. Head to Mexico, stay off major roads, use the sleeping bag, no motels, and stay away from official border crossings. If you do those things, you might make it out of the country.”

The couple grabbed their belongings and left the car to head inside the parking garage.

Tanner returned their words of goodbye and then drove off into the deepening night, headed not to his motel, but rather, he had an errand to run.

***

Once he reached his destination, Tanner removed the items he needed from the car’s trunk and went about wrapping the gift atop the rear seats, where there was more room to work.

When he was finished, the gift wrapping was far from professional looking, but it covered what was beneath it with bright images of Santa Claus and his reindeer. Tanner had even added a big multi-colored bow and red ribbons onto it.

He left the car and moved quickly across the street so that the falling snow wouldn’t get the wrapping paper too wet. Once past the outer door, he picked the lock on the inner door within seconds. He then took the stairs to the top floor, so as not to alert anyone by using the elevator, which were invariably noisy conveyances in older buildings, such as the one he was in.

The cheery Christmas wreath hanging from the door had a nameplate beneath it that proclaimed the apartment belonged to the Ramos family.

Tanner had purposely left one end of the red ribbon on the box longer than the other. he sat the gift on the floor and then slipped the end of the bright ribbon beneath the door, ensuring that the box would be discovered sooner rather than later.

Like the money and vehicle he had given to Sharad and Jennifer, the contents of the box also came from Richard Wexler.

Tanner had come across a new Seesaw Susie doll in the pedophile’s closet. He was gifting the doll and its full line of accessories to the little girl that Wexler had stalked earlier, Isidora Ramos.

The card attached to the box would let the child know that her gift came from Santa. Wexler had planned to destroy the little girl’s innocence, Tanner meant to preserve it, at least for one more Christmas, along with her sense of wonder.

Tanner headed back down the stairs and drove towards his motel through a world gone white with snow, while listening to Christmas carols on the radio.

When he thought about the expression of joy that would light little Isidora’s face in the morning, he broke out in a smile.

Francis Nash wasn’t the only Secret Santa in New York City.

CHAPTER 29 – Transfer of power

On Christmas morning, Joe opened the front door of the home of Sam Giacconi, forced a smile onto his face, and wished Johnny Rossetti a Merry Christmas.

After stepping inside, Johnny grinned back at Joe and reached out to shake his hand.

“I was surprised to be asked back here so soon,” Johnny said.

“Yeah, well like I said on the phone, Sam thinks it’s time he stepped down.”

“I’m honored, but I swear Joe, I thought that the old man would choose you as his successor; I know how close you two are.”

“Not close enough, apparently,” Joe said, and then he regretted his words, because it sounded as if he were whining.

Johnny pointed at the stairs.

“Is Sam up in his office?”

“Yes.”

Johnny let out a sigh and headed up the stairs. There was an old telephone table with an attached seat in the entryway and Joe sat and waited for Johnny to return. Rossetti would be the new Don of the Giacconi Family and that’s just the way it was going to be.

Sammy came out of the kitchen munching on a buttered egg bagel and dressed in a red & white jogging outfit.

Joe threw a thumb at the door.

“You’re not going running are you? There’s more than half a foot of snow out there.”

Sammy smiled and gave a little laugh.

“I’m meeting up with some guys from the neighborhood and we’re going to play some pool in a friend’s basement.”

“You need a lift?”

“No thanks, Uncle Joe. I’m just going around the corner.”

As Sammy put on a ski jacket, Joe reached into his pocket, withdrew some money, and handed it to the young man.

“That’s in case you meet a girl and want to take her out for lunch or a movie.”

Sammy grinned.

“You know that you don’t have to give me money anymore, not like when I was a kid.”

“Are you gonna give it back?”

Sammy shoved the money in his pocket.

“My friend does have a cute sister.”

Joe laughed and punched him on the shoulder.

“Have a good time, kid.”

Sammy left and Joe continued to wait for Johnny Rossetti to return from the office.

When Johnny came downstairs a few minutes later, Joe stood, dropped to one knee, and lowered his head as a sign of respect.

“Don Rossetti.”

Johnny asked him to get up and then shook his head at Joe.

“Sam is still Don; I’m going to be the new Underboss. I wouldn’t feel right to be called Don while Sam’s still alive, but I will be running the day-to-day business of The Family.”

Joe stared at him for a moment and then let out a huff of surprise.

“Well I’ll be damned, that’s a class move Mr. Rossetti, a real class move.”

“It’s Johnny, Joe, just call me Johnny, and I want to see you at the club. We should work together; you know?”

“I’ll drop in when I get back; I’m flying to Florida today to spend Christmas with my mom.”

“Great, I look forward to seeing you.”

Joe let Johnny out and was closing the door when Pia came up to him.

“So, Johnny is running things now?”

“Yeah, but Sam is still Don. That was Johnny’s idea.”

Pia smiled.

“I always liked that kid, although his Uncle Al is a pig.”

“Al’s in Vegas for good from what I hear, and yeah, Johnny is nothing like his uncle. He’ll make Sam proud.”

“How about some more coffee?”

“No thanks, I think I’ll go upstairs, say goodbye to Sam, and then head to the airport.”

“Give your mom my love, Joey.”

“I will,” Joe said, and then he went up to see Sam.

He opened the office door after having to knock twice before being told to enter, and the old man greeted him with a huge smile.

“Crooner, how you doin’? Antonia didn’t tell me you were here.”

Joe put a smile on his face.

“I’ll always be here for you Sam, always.”

CHAPTER 30 – Home for Christmas

Far above the snow-laden streets of Midtown Manhattan, Sara Blake awoke to a Christmas morning while snuggled in the arms of her new lover, Brian Ames.

She lifted her head, saw that Ames was still sleeping, and sighed with a sense of contentment that she had never known.

Talk about love at first sight, Sara thought, as she smiled to herself.

Brian Ames affected her in ways she would have never thought possible.

Sara knew that what they shared, the immediate intimacy that they both felt towards each other was radical. However, she had always had an extreme personality, and so why should she not be so when falling in love.

Ames stirred, opened his eyes, and smiled at her.

“Hello there, Sara Blake. Merry Christmas.”

“Merry Christmas to you too.”

“And many more?” Ames said.

Sara kissed him.

“And many, many more.”

***

At Beth Israel Medical Center, Merle and Earl entered the room of Ricky Horton, who was recovering from the stabbing he received at the hands of Smith.

“What are you two doing here?” Ricky asked.

Merle held up a plain brown paper bag.

“Miss Mary made you some Christmas cookies and asked Earl and me to drop ‘em off to you.”

“Miss Mary’s cookies? Damn, now that’s medicine. Give me that bag and take a seat.”

“How you feelin’ Horton,” Earl asked.

“My six-pack sprang a leak thanks to that knife, but it would have been a whole lot worse if I wasn’t wearing that stuffing under my Santa costume. The doctor said that without that, the knife would have run me straight through.”

“Still, that was some bad luck runnin’ into a crazy man like that,” Merle said.

“No, it was good luck. Turns out that a buddy of mine from high school does some of the hiring around here. Once I heal up, I got a new job as an orderly, and it pays good money too.”

A nurse walked in and Merle and Earl stared at her with obvious desire. She was a beautiful woman with caramel-colored skin and long raven hair that was pinned up beneath her cap. She spoke to Horton as she checked his vitals for a chart.

“Ricky, don’t eat too many cookies. I don’t like fat men.”

“Don’t worry, Mayara, I never gain an ounce.”

The nurse, Mayara, ran a hand over the tattoos on Ricky’s arm.

“So many beautiful tattoos, and Ricky, I’ll be back later to give you a sponge bath.”

“I can’t wait,” Horton said, and Mayara left the room to see to her other patients.

“She’s beautiful, Horton, and she’s taken a shine to you,” Merle said.

Ricky grinned.

“She’s Brazilian too.”

The three of them talked a little longer and discovered that they shared a love of football, but then a doctor came in and Merle told Horton that they would see him around.

“All right, but where are you guys off to, you got family here?”

Earl frowned in sadness.

“We have a little sister named Laurel Lee, but her mama moved away with her and we ain’t seen her for years.”

***

At that moment, Laurel Lee Ivy was walking through a terminal at LaGuardia Airport when she spotted a familiar face coming towards her.

“Mr. Pullo, hi, and Merry Christmas. I’m Dr. Ivy, Laurel, do you remember me?”

“A beautiful woman who’s also a doctor, yeah, I remember you.”

Laurel smiled.

“How has your wrist been?”

“It’s great. It hasn’t bothered me at all since you took the cast off last year.”

“Are you coming or going, Mr. Pullo?”

“Call me Joe, and I’m flying to Florida to see my mom. What about you?”

“I’m coming back from Arkansas. It was a bit of a wasted trip.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” Joe said, before gesturing towards a coffee shop. “I’m early for my flight, how about keeping me company while I wait for my plane?”

Laurel considered Joe’s offer. All that awaited her at home was an empty townhouse, and the solitude only made her miss her late husband, while granting emphasis to the fact that she was now alone.

“Sure, I’d like that, Joe.”

***

Joe and Laurel took a booth and sipped coffee while sharing news, some of which came as a shock to Joe.

“Oh damn, Laurel, I hadn’t heard that George died.”

“It was recent, and he went quick, a heart attack.”

“I always liked George, he was a classy guy for a drug dealer.”

“You do have interesting friends, don’t you?”

Joe sent her a shrug.

“I was born into the business, Laurel, so yeah, I guess you can say that my friends are unusual.”

“It’s not a complaint. When I lost my license, Sam Giacconi gave me a second chance to practice medicine. I’ll always be grateful to him for that.”

At the mention of Sam’s name, Laurel noticed a sad look enter Joe’s eyes.

She reached across the table and took his hand.

“Joe, is something wrong?”

He was going to say no, but when he looked at Laurel’s compassionate face, Joe found himself opening up to her. He shared what was happening with Sam and told her of Johnny Rossetti’s rise to power.

“Oh Joe, I’m so sorry to hear about Sam, and I must say, I’m surprised that he chose Mr. Rossetti over you. From what I hear from patients at the clinic, you and Mr. Giacconi are close.”

Joe sighed.

“I’ll admit it, I was hurt at first, but Johnny R is the right choice and I’ll give him all the help I can.”

“So you two are friends?”

“More like friendly, and I do admire the guy.”

When Laurel spoke again, she tried to make her question sound like casual interest.

“Um, there’s another friend we have in common, Tanner. Have you seen him around lately?”

Joe raised an eyebrow.

“You and Tanner are friends?”

“I like to think so, but I haven’t seen him in a while now.”

“Yeah, Tanner is sort of like the wind; he blows in and he blows out, but I’ll tell you a secret, I like him a lot, and I wouldn’t mind seeing more of him.”

Laurel smiled, and then she pointed at the refrigerated case behind the counter where desserts were on display.

“Why don’t we share a piece of chocolate cake?”

Joe smiled at his future wife. “Why not? You only live once.”

***

Tanner had been watching Joe and Laurel from the other side of the terminal and wondered how well they knew each other.

He could see them through the glass window of the coffee shop and came to the conclusion that they were just friends.

He wanted to walk over to Laurel, to talk to her, but knew that there was little point to it. He’d walked out on that relationship for a reason and that reason hadn’t changed.

He was a loner and Laurel wanted someone she could rely on to always be there for her. The thought of making such a commitment brought more trepidation to Tanner’s heart than Smith and his terror sect ever had.

Still, here it was Christmas Day and he was all alone.

He turned away from Laurel and Joe and began walking. His flight back to Las Vegas would be boarding soon.

As he neared his terminal, he paused and leaned back against a wall. There was nothing but a hotel suite awaiting him in Vegas, and whether it was the holiday or seeing Laurel again, he didn’t want to be alone.

Tanner took out his phone, searched his memory, and dialed a number.

When the call was picked up, Tanner felt a strange sense of relief.

“Hello?”

“It’s me, Spenser.”

“Merry Christmas to you, Cody.”

“Merry Christmas, what are you up to?”

“Not a damn thing, boy. My new girlfriend flew back to California to see her mom.”

“What’s the new girlfriend’s name?”

“Amy, and she’s special. This one may last.”

Tanner said nothing, and Spenser called his name.

“Cody, you still there?”

“Yeah, and how’d you like some company for a few days?”

“Are you kidding? I’d love it, and you’ve got great timing, Romeo and Nadya are coming here in two days.”

Tanner smiled into the phone. He hadn’t seen Romeo and Nadya in a while.

Spenser asked a question.

“Where are you coming from, Cody?”

“New York City.”

“Great, boy, and I can’t wait to see you.”

“Same here, Spenser. I’ll call you when I land.”

Tanner went about the not inconsiderable task of changing his air travel plans during the height of the holiday season, but in the end, he arranged to be in Wyoming by nine p.m.

As the airline employee handed Tanner the ticket for his flight, the young woman smiled at him.

“Have a good trip, sir.”

“I will,” Tanner said. “I’m going home.”
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