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            Yes!

          

        

      

    

    
      PARIS, FRANCE

      

      On the rooftop restaurant of the Terrass Hotel in Paris, Tanner and Sara were being served dessert.

      The view of The City of Lights was impressive and unparalleled, and the brightly-lit Eiffel Tower dominated the stunning landscape.

      Sara smiled at the decadent petit gateau placed before her. The chocolate fondant consisted of a warm chocolate cake with a soft, mellow filling and was served with vanilla ice cream. Tanner had chosen to indulge in a crème brûlée. The caramel custard looked delicious, nevertheless, he knew he wouldn’t enjoy it until he did what he had come to Paris to do.

      Tanner was a man who could face off against dozens of armed men without feeling so much as a flicker of fear. During such encounters in the past, he’d had no doubts that he would triumph and emerge victorious. He felt no such confidence as he slipped a hand into a side pocket to grasp the small velvet box he carried.

      He was about to ask Sara to marry him, and he believed her answer would be yes, but uncertainty caused him to experience an even rarer feeling, trepidation. As he placed the velvet box on the table, Tanner was amazed to realize his hand was shaking as he opened it to reveal the diamond ring it held.

      Sara dropped the fork she was holding as her hand flew to her mouth and a look of surprise lit her beautiful face.

      “I love you so much, Sara. Will you marry me?”

      Sara gazed at Tanner, then down at the ring, then back at Tanner, as tears of happiness filled her eyes.

      “I love you, too, baby. Yes! Yes, I’ll marry you, and oh God, I love you so much.”

      They stood, embraced, and heard the sound of applause as their fellow diners realized what was occurring. As the happy drama concluded, conversations in the restaurant returned to normal as Sara tried on her ring.

      “It’s so beautiful, Tanner, thank you.”

      “I’ve had that ring for a while, but I had to wait for the right moment to give it to you.”

      “Thank you for doing it here, in Paris, it makes the moment even more memorable.”

      They ate their desserts amid happy chatter that included plans for their wedding. At a lull in the conversation, Tanner made a request.

      “I want to meet your father.”

      “Okay, but why?”

      Tanner shrugged slightly.

      “The usual reasons. I did just ask you to marry me.”

      Sara leaned back in her seat and grinned at Tanner.

      “Are you saying you want to ask him for my hand in marriage?”

      Tanner grimaced.

      “It sounds archaic when you put it like that, but yes, I guess that is why I want to meet him.”

      “Despite everything, you’re still a country boy at heart, Mr. Parker.”

      “There’s some truth to that.”

      Sara cocked her head, as something just occurred to her.

      “What name do you plan to use at our wedding?”

      Tanner looked at her blankly. The thought had never occurred to him. Although he was using the name Thomas Myers and could certainly get married under that identity, it was just another in a long line of aliases.

      “I hadn’t considered that aspect, just the same, you’re right. I’ll need to choose a name.”

      Sara reached across the table and took his hand.

      “I want to be Mrs. Cody Parker. I want our marriage to be real.”

      “The world believes Cody Parker died a long time ago.”

      “I understand, but there must be a way to resurrect yourself now that Alonso Alvarado is dead.”

      “Maybe, still, it would still be a risk if the wrong people put two plus two together. Also, I don’t know if we could have a traditional ceremony.”

      “Don’t get me wrong, Tanner, I’ll marry you under any circumstances. However, I do want children someday, and I will not have them living under an alias.”

      Tanner gave Sara’s hand a squeeze.

      “I’ll make it happen somehow.”

      “Thank you, and it will be good for you too. I know you love being a Tanner, but you’re a man first, and you were cheated out of a normal life. I want you to have that life again, baby, and I’ll make a home and a refuge for you to return to when you’re not working.”

      Tanner ran his thumb over the diamond in Sara’s ring.

      “There are a lot of changes ahead for us.”

      “Yes, but they’ll all be good.”

      “I love you, Sara.”

      “And I love you too.”

      They leaned close and kissed, then resumed eating their desserts. Tanner finished his, however, Sara ate but half of hers.

      “Do you plan to invite anyone to the wedding?” Sara asked.

      “I’ll ask Caleb to come, along with Spenser and Romeo. And what about you, will you invite your mother?”

      Sara’s lips formed into a tight line at the mention of her mother. Lily Blake, who was currently living under her maiden name of Lily Taylor, had run off with her father’s law partner when Sara was fourteen. Sara had only seen her mother twice since then. Lily had shown up at Sara’s high school graduation and Sara had all but ignored her. Their most recent meeting took place at her father’s house in Connecticut. Sara had been shocked to see that her father had forgiven her mother’s betrayal. She also learned her mother had moved to Manhattan, after having traveled around for years.

      Her parents weren’t dating, and there was no chance of reconciling, but Sara’s father, Warren Blake, told Sara she shouldn’t cut her mother out of her life. Sara disagreed.

      “I don’t want that woman anywhere near our wedding.”

      “I can understand that, anyhow, I’d like to meet her someday.”

      “Why?”

      “She’s your mother, so I’m curious what’s she’s like.”

      “I resemble Lily a great deal, but I’m nothing like her.”

      “You call her by her first name?”

      “She stopped being my mother when she abandoned me to run off with my father’s partner. As far as I’m concerned, she might as well have died.”

      Tanner leaned over and kissed Sara, as he attempted to lighten the mood again.

      “When would you like to get married?”

      “I’m not sure of when, however, I do know where I want to get married.”

      “Name the place and I’ll book it.”

      “You won’t have to book it. You already own it.”

      “Our penthouse?”

      “No. I want to get married at the Parker ranch. Didn’t you say your parents were married there?”

      “They were, as were my grandparents and great-grandparents.”

      “As much as I love our penthouse, I also adore the ranch. I can’t imagine marrying anywhere else.”

      “All right then, we’ll marry at the ranch.”

      “And I’ll be Mrs. Cody Parker.”

      Tanner shook his head in amazement.

      “Who says miracles can’t happen.”
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            Guess Who’s Coming To Dinner

          

        

      

    

    
      Sara’s father, Warren Blake, was a distinguished-looking and fit man in his fifties. Until recently, he was one of the most sought-after defense attorneys in the country. He had stopped practicing law in order to run for congress in a special election, which was held to fill a seat that had suddenly become vacant. Warren Blake had lost the election by a slim margin.

      Tanner sat across the desk from the man in Blake’s study. The walls were lined with books and graced by several tasteful paintings depicting nature scenes. There was a wide window to the left of the desk; through it, Tanner could see the corner of a swimming pool and a tall wooden fence.

      There were also photos on the walls of Sara and Jennifer, along with pictures of various airplanes. Sara had mentioned that her father was a pilot. Perhaps it was an area where they could find common ground.

      Tanner wasn’t a pilot yet, just the same, he had completed the required schooling and aced the written and oral exams, while clocking in over thirty hours of solo flight time. He would soon take the FAA practical flight test to qualify for a license.

      The Blake family home was located in Connecticut and sat on more than ten acres. Blake had bought the land and built the house when Sara was still a toddler. Tanner learned from Sara that her father was a self-made man who grew up poor and put himself through law school, afterward, he founded his own firm at twenty-four.

      After Sara’s mother ran off with Warren Blake’s younger partner, Blake had the man arrested for embezzlement. The charges were substantiated, although only technically, as Warren Blake’s former partner had absconded with a paltry six-hundred and thirty dollars. The money had been used on the spur of the moment to buy plane tickets when Lily Blake left her husband.

      Blake saw to it that his former partner did six months for the crime. However, it took thousands of dollars and over two years of wrangling in court to accomplish it. The partner also lost his license to practice law. While the man was in jail, Lily Blake moved on.

      Tanner realized, that like his daughter, Warren Blake knew how to hate. And yet, he had never done a thing to his ex-wife, whom he had apparently forgiven. Perhaps the man still loved Sara’s mother.

      Blake was staring at Tanner, and unlike most men, he seemed unfazed by Tanner’s intense eyes.

      “I know who and what you are, Tanner.”

      “I understand. Sara said Jennifer filled you in on me.”

      “Yes. Jennifer looks out for her sister, and I’m surprised she has mixed feelings about you.”

      “That surprises me as well. I thought Jennifer disliked me.”

      “You saved her life when she was taken hostage in Guambi, so I suppose that counts for something. She’s also convinced that you love Sara, but neither of us is thrilled with your… profession.”

      Tanner said nothing, because there was nothing new to say. Warren Blake knew he was a paid assassin. Tanner never expected Sara’s father to approve of him, however, he thought the man should have the opportunity to voice his displeasure. Regardless of what Warren Blake’s opinion was, he and Sara were getting married.

      “I’m told you speak several languages and are well-read, is that true?”

      “I speak many languages and I routinely study a variety of subjects such as chemistry, medicine, architecture, and different philosophies. I’m also on the verge of becoming a pilot.”

      “Impressive, and shocking, given what you do for a living.”

      “Despite what you might think, Mr. Blake, I’m not a street punk or a common hood. I am a highly-trained assassin and the latest in a line of men like myself. I’m able to excel at what I do because of the men who came before me and passed down their experiences and knowledge. My profession is unusual and illegal, yes, nonetheless I take pride in my professionalism.”

      Warren Blake absorbed Tanner’s words and looked as if he were holding back a smile.

      “I should have known my daughter wouldn’t become involved with anyone common, and you say you’re a pilot?”

      “I’ve yet to take the test, but I expect to pass it.”

      “Do you love Sara?”

      “I love your daughter more than I’ve ever loved anyone.”

      Warren nodded.

      “She loves you too, although I understand that wasn’t always the case.”

      “She tried to kill me on several occasions, and damn near did it.”

      “My daughter is, to say the least, headstrong. You not only survived her wrath, you somehow managed to turn it into love. I find that amazing.”

      “So do I,” Tanner said.

      “You’re a remarkable man. That is, if any of the stories I’ve heard about you are true, and I suspect they are. You’re also a criminal and a man with many enemies.”

      “I can’t deny that.”

      “Will marrying you endanger my daughter?”

      “Possibly.”

      Warren smiled slightly.

      “You’re not a bullshitter; I like that. All the same, I still worry about my daughter’s safety.”

      “Sara is capable of taking care of herself, and I promise you I’ll do everything I can to keep her safe.”

      Warren looked up at a photo on the wall that showed Sara as a young girl. In the picture, she was sitting in a row boat and holding a fishing rod while smiling.

      “I couldn’t stop this wedding if I tried. We both know that, yet, if I could do so, I would.”

      “I can understand that. Will you come to the wedding anyway?”

      “Of course.”

      “Good, otherwise Sara would be disappointed.”

      “Treat her right, Tanner. I love that girl with all my heart.”

      “She’ll be cherished,” Tanner said.
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        * * *

      

      They left the study and found Sara, Jennifer, and Jake Garner staring at them with faces full of curiosity. Jennifer, who had recently given birth, was holding her daughter, Emily.

      Warren laughed at their expressions.

      “You all look like you expected us to emerge with angry faces.”

      “Is everything all right?” Sara asked.

      “No. Everything is not all right. You’re marrying a hit man. However, I learned a long time ago that you’ll do as you like.”

      Sara went to her father and hugged him.

      “I don’t expect you to understand this, but Tanner is a good man.”

      Warren kissed the top of his daughter’s head.

      “As long as you’re happy. That’s all I care about, honey.”
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        * * *

      

      Baby Emily had been fed and had fallen asleep by the time they sat down for dinner. There was a live-in housekeeper named Mrs. Johnson. She was a stout woman with a pleasant face and manner who had been tending to the house for nearly ten years. Mrs. Johnson had prepared the meal of steak and lobster, and Tanner found it to be exceptionally good.

      After the plates had been cleared away and everyone was sipping on coffee, a bell chimed.

      “Were you expecting a visitor, Daddy?” Sara asked.

      “No,” Warren said. “And you know I hate it when people just drop by without calling.”

      Moments later, Mrs. Johnson appeared in the doorway. With her were two people, a man and a woman. Both were dressed in business attire and wore stern expressions.

      Feds, Tanner thought, and had it confirmed when Jake Garner, himself an FBI agent, recognized them.

      The man was Agent Driskell, while the woman was Agent Monroe. When they stated they were there to investigate the attempted murder of a federal agent, everyone stared at Tanner.

      Their stares turned to looks of surprise when Agent Monroe approached Sara.

      “We need you to come with us, Miss Blake.”

      “What’s this about?” Sara asked.

      “We have it on good authority you attempted to murder Special Agent Garner three years ago while in Las Vegas.”

      “What? But those charges were dropped.”

      “They’ve been reinstated,” Driskell said. “Now, do we have to cuff you, or will you come in voluntarily?”

      Sara looked across the table at her brother-in-law. Jake appeared as confused and upset as she felt.

      “I know nothing about this, Sara. You know I refused to press charges.”

      The female agent, Monroe, took hold of Sara’s arm, and did so none too gently.

      Tanner stood and glared at the woman.

      “What do you want to happen here, Sara?”

      Sara reached out and touched him on the back of his hand as she stood.

      “Stay calm. I’ll go with them and get this settled.”

      The two of them kissed. Afterward, Tanner and the others walked outside and watched as Sara was placed in the rear of an unmarked vehicle.

      “Come with me in my car, Tanner; we’ll follow them,” Warren Blake said.

      “I’ll get on the phone and try to find out why this is happening,” Jake said.

      “Thank you,” Tanner told him. And although he didn’t voice his suspicion, he thought Sara’s arrest was somehow connected to him. If so, whoever was behind it would pay.
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            Somebody Wants Something

          

        

      

    

    
      Sara’s father followed Driskell and Monroe’s car to a police station and watched the unmarked vehicle be allowed access to a fenced-in area behind the building. As he parked across the street from the station, Warren Blake wondered aloud what was going on.

      “Somebody wants something,” Tanner said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I’m not sure yet, but this might be happening because of me.”

      Warren’s grip tightened on the steering wheel.

      “Is my daughter in danger?”

      “Not physically, or they wouldn’t have sent Feds.”

      “Who wouldn’t have sent them?”

      Tanner released a sigh as he pointed out past the windshield to where a man and a woman were walking down the stone steps of the police station. There were cops nearby, as well as several men in suits, which Tanner took to be more federal agents.

      “Those two are behind this.”

      Warren studied the pair. The man had graying hair and a young face. The woman was beautiful, with long raven tresses, however there was a coldness about her that told you she was the no-nonsense type.

      “That man looks familiar, but I don’t know the woman,” Warren said.

      “Her name is Vanessa Benedetti; she’s with the CIA. The man is the director of the FBI, Nicholas Carson.”

      “Carson, right. I met him once at a party in D.C. What do they have to do with you?”

      “I recently stopped them from carrying out a plan that involved a friend of mine. I guess they’re looking for payback.”

      “Then why not arrest you instead?”

      “Because they want something from me.”

      “Whatever the hell it is, give it to them. I do not want my daughter going to prison.”

      Tanner gazed into Warren’s eyes.

      “I’ll do whatever it takes to free her.”

      “I’ll hold you to that.”

      They left the car and headed toward the steps of the station.

      “Let me talk to them alone, Mr. Blake.”

      “All right. In the meantime, I’ll go inside and act as my daughter’s lawyer.”

      Warren glowered at Benedetti and Carson as he walked by them. They didn’t notice. Their eyes were fixed on Tanner.

      “Hear us out before you do anything stupid,” Benedetti told him.

      Tanner ignored her and stared at Nicholas Carson. Carson broke eye contact and moved closer to the largest of his agents.

      “Tell me what you want,” Tanner said.

      Benedetti chuckled. “I’d like to see you behind bars or dead. Although, since you helped to rescue Thomas Lawson there’s not much chance of that happening.”

      “Lawson can also get Sara free.”

      “In time, yes, once he recovers,” Benedetti said. “But who knows when that will be? Until then, Sara Blake will be behind bars… where anything could happen to her.”

      “I’ll ask you again, what do you want?”

      “We, that is, the CIA, needs you to go on a mission,” Carson said.

      “A mission? What happened, Benedetti, you people run out of spies?”

      “An unusual situation has arisen that forces us to use an outside contractor. I immediately thought of you when I learned the mission could end in death.”

      Tanner studied her.

      “You hate me. Why is that?”

      “You ruined one of my best operatives and he’ll be lucky if he’s ever fit enough to return to the field.”

      “You’re talking about the redheaded man, Garrett?”

      “He’s on crutches thanks to you.”

      “Garrett helped kidnap Lawson and kept his whereabouts a secret. CIA agent or not, I was going to make him talk until you butted in.”

      “Garrett was a dedicated agent following orders. That’s something a thug like you would know nothing about. As I said earlier, if I had my way you’d be the one behind bars, not Miss Blake.”

      “How is it you know about her?” Tanner asked.

      “I’m with the CIA, Tanner. We know everything.”

      Tanner thought back over the previous interaction he had with Benedetti and the circumstances that surrounded it. He then realized where Benedetti must have gathered her information.

      “You people bugged the FBI safehouse in Texas that Mr. White and I were using.”

      “What?” Carson said. “Is that true, Vanessa?”

      “He’s lying, Nicholas. We found out about the relationship through a different method.”

      Carson wasn’t buying it, even so, he let the subject drop as Benedetti brought the conversation back on point.

      “Be at the Arsenal inside Central Park at noon tomorrow. I assume you know where it is, yes?”

      “It’s in the sixties, off Fifth Avenue, but what’s this mission you want me to go on?”

      “That will be explained to you tomorrow by my superior.”

      “And what’s the name of this superior?”

      Benedetti smiled. “Tomorrow, Tanner. For now, sweat out the wait.”

      “I want Sara released.”

      “That depends on you. She’ll spend the night alone here in a cell. If you don’t show up for the meeting tomorrow, I’ll have her shipped off to a hellhole and locked up with women who will hurt her.”

      Tanner took a step closer to Benedetti.

      “Do you think I won’t kill you because you’re with the CIA? If so, you’re wrong.”

      Benedetti’s smug look faltered for an instant, only to return.

      “Tomorrow at noon, Tanner. Don’t be late.”

      Benedetti and Carson walked away with their entourage of armed agents. Tanner let them. Nothing would be gained by killing them, at least, not yet.
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        * * *

      

      Tanner’s Thomas Myers’ identification passed examination by the desk clerk inside the station. The FBI director, Carson, had arranged it so Tanner could speak to Sara. He found her handcuffed to a table with her father sitting across from her.

      “They’re holding her, although she hasn’t been charged yet,” Warren Blake told him.

      Tanner explained the situation to them, and Warren shook his head in confusion.

      “Why the hell would the CIA need you to go on a mission? Have you been trained as a spy?”

      “I’m not a spy, but I am as capable as any of their agents. That still doesn’t give me a clue what this is all about. I’ll go to their meeting tomorrow and learn what they want.”

      “And in the meantime, my daughter is just supposed to rot away in here?”

      “I’m not pleased by the situation either, Mr. Blake.”

      “Daddy,” Sara said. “This isn’t Tanner’s fault. If I hadn’t shot Jake years ago, they would have nothing to hold me on.”

      “Once I meet with Benedetti’s boss I’ll see that you’re released tomorrow, Sara.”

      “Don’t agree to anything too horrible, baby. I can still fight this through the legal system.”

      “No, I’ll see that you’re freed.”

      Sara looked at her father.

      “Please don’t hold this against Tanner. My being locked up in here is not his fault.”

      Warren turned his gaze from his daughter and stared at Tanner.

      “This meeting you’re having tomorrow, call me when it’s over. I want to know the name of the son of a bitch who’s using my daughter like a pawn.”

      “I want that name as well,” Sara said.

      Tanner looked at father and daughter and saw the fire burning in their eyes. It occurred to him that Sara’s single-mindedness and ruthless streak may have been inherited.

      “Whoever is behind this will regret it. If I don’t get them, one of you will.”

      “It will be me,” Sara said, and Tanner believed her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            4

          

          
            When A Legend Meets A Legend

          

        

      

    

    
      The following day in Central Park, Vanessa Benedetti looked down at her watch and made a face of disgust.

      “He’s late.”

      Seated beside Benedetti was her superior. He was the head of the CIA’s Clandestine Operations, Lyle Hanover. Hanover was in his sixties and had gray hair, and yet, his eyes were the eyes of a younger man. Hanover was tall, and his formerly athletic build had become thin over time.

      Lyle Hanover was a legend in the world of covert operations and had been America’s leading spy during the cold war years of the late 1970’s and early 80’s. Hanover had a well-earned reputation for ruthlessness. He had killed over twenty men and women while working as a spy.

      There was another man inside the limo. His name was Garrett and he had a head of red hair. Garrett’s left hand was bandaged and had a missing finger, while his left knee wore a brace and he needed crutches to get around. Both of his injuries had been delivered by Tanner recently in Texas, when Tanner, along with Mr. White, Blue Steele and Jake Caliber were there to rescue Thomas Lawson.

      “Did you make it clear to him that this was the only way to keep his woman out of prison?” Hanover asked Benedetti.

      “Yes, but perhaps he cares about no one but himself.”

      “If that were true, Miss Blake wouldn’t be wearing an engagement ring in the photo you sent me of her sitting in her cell.”

      “She was wearing an engagement ring?” Benedetti said.

      “You didn’t notice?” Garrett asked. “The damn diamond in that ring looks big enough to marry five women. Tanner must have some money.”

      Benedetti furrowed her brow, took out her phone, and looked at the photo Hanover and Garrett had referenced. An examination of Sara’s left hand revealed a diamond ring.

      “How the hell did I miss seeing that? The rock on that ring is huge.”

      “You’re an excellent handler of operatives and assets, Miss Benedetti, be that as it may, you were never a field agent,” Hanover said.

      “If your life relied on noticing details, you would have spotted it,” Garrett assured her.

      “Fiancée or not, Tanner isn’t here,” Benedetti said.

      The limousine they were in was parked near the front entrance of the Central Park Arsenal. The huge brick building had been built in the mid-nineteenth century and was older than the park itself. Several tourists were in the area and more were at a nearby fountain. Employees of the city’s Parks and Recreation department came and went from the building, which housed their headquarters.

      Hanover pinned Benedetti with his ice-blue eyes and asked a question.

      “Have you taken any measures that might scare Tanner off?”

      Benedetti looked away as she answered.

      “I placed a man on the roof with a rifle… just in case.”

      “Call him, and don’t be surprised if your man doesn’t answer.”

      “You think Tanner spotted him?”

      “If he’s anything like his reputation, yes,” Hanover said.

      Benedetti called her sniper and the call went to voice mail.

      “Shit. Tanner must have taken out Collins.”

      Lyle Hanover opened his door and stepped out of the limo.

      “You two wait here until you see Tanner, then join us.”

      “What if he tries to kill you?”

      “The man wants to talk, otherwise he wouldn’t be here at all. Once he satisfies himself that it’s safe, he’ll approach me.”

      Hanover traveled with two guards, one of whom acted as his driver. He told them to stay with the limousine and walked toward the steps of the Arsenal, where he leaned his left shoulder against a tree. As he stood there, Hanover scrutinized the people around him.

      It was possible Tanner had donned a disguise, although it would be difficult for the man to camouflage his unique eyes, which were intense and piercing. With that in mind, Hanover gave extra attention to any man wearing sunglasses.

      He was staring at a man with an athletic build who was pushing along a baby carriage. The man had dark hair and wore mirrored glasses. If there was a baby inside the carriage it was making no sound and was hidden from sight beneath a layer of blankets.

      Hanover was certain he was looking at Tanner, right up until the moment a man in a Parks and Recreation uniform approached him and asked a question.

      “Do you want to talk or were you trying to kill me?”

      Lyle Hanover was a man who was rarely surprised, and yet, shock was showing on his face as he stared at Tanner.

      “You look almost nothing like the photo I saw of you. The one that was taken when you were arrested in Mexico.”

      “I thought they were all expunged from the databases.”

      “Oh, they were, thanks to your friend, Thomas Lawson, however I kept a printed copy.” Hanover looked closely at the eyeglasses Tanner was wearing and realized they were engineered to thwart facial recognition technology. They weren’t perfect at the task, but they did change Tanner’s appearance slightly.

      “Those glasses were designed by my people. I wasn’t aware anyone in the private sector was offering them. I must say, they certainly tame those eyes of yours.”

      “You haven’t answered my question,” Tanner said.

      “I’m here to talk. My name is Lyle Hanover and I’m going to offer you a chance to serve your country.”

      “Save the patriotic speeches. I’m only here because you’ve threatened to lock up Sara Blake.”

      Benedetti and Garrett emerged from the limousine, with Garrett balancing on his crutches. Hanover held up a hand, telling them to stay where they were.

      “We should talk inside the limo where we’ll have privacy. By the way, did you kill the sniper Miss Benedetti placed on the roof?”

      “He’s alive, bound, and gagged, but he won’t be using a rifle for a while; I broke both his arms.”

      Hanover smiled. “I think you might be just the man we need.”
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        * * *

      

      Tanner was seated beside Garrett inside the limousine. The covert operative gave Tanner a look that could kill and received no response from Tanner, who had removed the glasses he’d been wearing.

      Benedetti was seated directly across from Tanner, while Hanover sat to her left.

      “What’s this about?” Tanner said.

      Benedetti had a leather portfolio on her lap. She opened it, removed a photo, then passed it over to Tanner.

      The photo showed a man with blond hair who had a beard that was turning gray. Looking out from the photo were a pair of intelligent gray eyes. The eyes appeared large behind the lenses of eyeglasses that were set in a thick black frame.

      “That man is Owen Bishop. He’s an American living somewhere in Europe, possibly in Italy. He’s also the head of a terrorist network that targets government institutions.”

      “He looks familiar.”

      “Bishop is the spokesperson for the citizens’ rights group he uses as a front. You’ve likely seen one of his infomercials. The damn things play non-stop and he has millions of followers on social media. If you heard his distinctive voice you’d remember him.”

      “What does he have to do with me?”

      Benedetti smiled.

      “You’re going to kill him for us.”

      Tanner tossed the photo back at her and looked at Hanover.

      “What’s really going on here? You must have a hundred men you could send off to kill this guy.”

      “I’ll go into the reasons why when we’re prepping you for your mission. Just know that we’re using you out of desperation. Owen Bishop is your target, however, before you kill him we’ll need you to obtain something from him.”

      “And what would that be?” Tanner asked.

      “A data drive,” Benedetti said. “This device should be small, conversely, it might be concealed within something large, but it will likely be on Bishop’s person. That means you can’t just shoot him from a distance and meld into the background. The man also never seems to go out in public anymore; you’ll have to get inside his inner circle.”

      “How am I to do that?”

      “We have a plan,” Hanover said. “If all goes well, you should infiltrate Bishop’s organization in a matter of weeks. Once you’re accepted, you’ll work your way closer to the man.”

      “You expect this to take weeks?” Tanner said.

      Benedetti chuckled.

      “This isn’t some bookie your friend Joe Pullo needs whacked, Tanner. Owen Bishop runs an extensive organization that has people in place throughout the world. The man knows our government is out to kill him, and he won’t be easy to get to. If you carried this assignment out in less than a month I would be amazed.”

      “How many men have died going after Bishop?”

      “We’ve lost eight of our best men.”

      “All right, he’s a tough target. Still, you have enough trained killers to send an army in after him. I don’t understand why you want me for this.”

      “Four of those men were a team. They never got near Bishop before they were killed in their sleep.”

      “Bishop’s security is that good?”

      “It’s adequate,” Hanover said. “What’s more, the man has an ace up his sleeve that gives him a huge advantage.”

      “What is that?”

      “That’s on a need to know basis,” Benedetti said. “If you don’t take the assignment, you don’t need to know.”

      “If I say yes, Sara goes free and the threat of prosecution goes away forever.”

      “No,” Benedetti said. “The bitch stays behind bars until you fulfill your assignment, and if you fail she does hard time.”

      “I’ll only agree to this if Sara is set free,” Tanner said.

      Benedetti was opening her mouth to deny the request when Hanover said, “Done, however, if you fail to kill Owen Bishop, Miss Blake will be back where she is now.”

      “I don’t fail,” Tanner said, then he turned his head to stare at Garrett. “Why are you here?”

      “I didn’t want you to forget me, Tanner.”

      “You plan to kill me someday, is that it?”

      Garrett’s answer was a smile.

      Lyle Hanover spoke while raising a hand up in caution.

      “Garrett is not to be harmed, Tanner, nor is Miss Benedetti or myself. I can understand your desire to do so, in consideration of that, I would like your word that you won’t harm any of us, and that includes Nicholas Carson.”

      “My word is good, but how do you know that?”

      “Every source I’ve been able to find concerning you says that you’re a man who does what he says he’ll do.”

      Tanner looked across at Hanover, then at Benedetti.

      “I’ll go to Europe and kill Bishop, on the condition that Sara goes free today.”

      “Agreed,” Hanover said, “and what about retribution?”

      “I won’t harm any of you,” Tanner said, then he looked at Garrett. “Unless I’m first provoked.”

      “Excellent,” Hanover said.

      Benedetti passed Tanner a card. “Be at that address at six p.m. and we’ll give you a full briefing. After that, we’re off to Europe.”

      “We?”

      “Yes, we. I’ll be your handler on this operation.”

      “I don’t need a handler.”

      “Too bad, you have one, and I don’t take shit from my operatives.”

      “That’s for sure,” Garrett said.

      Tanner memorized the address on the card, then tossed it on the floor of the limo.

      “I’ll meet with you at six, just make sure Sara is released by the time I get to Connecticut.”

      “She will be,” Hanover said, “and welcome aboard, Tanner.”

      Tanner gave the three of them one last look before stepping out of the limo and walking away into a crowd of tourists.
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        * * *

      

      Inside the limousine, Benedetti was making a face of displeasure.

      “You realize that he’ll try to kill all of us when this is over, don’t you?”

      “Of course,” Hanover said.

      “Then what was all that nonsense about taking his word?”

      “I was hoping to put him at ease.”

      “Oh, but we’ll still kill him once he delivers the data drive, right?”

      Hanover smiled at her.

      “Next time, use five snipers. That should get the job done.”

      Benedetti let out a wicked laugh and was joined by Garrett.
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      Tanner arrived at the police station in Connecticut to find Warren Blake pacing before the station’s front desk. Sara’s father hadn’t shaved, and Tanner saw the worry in the man’s eyes. Tanner had changed out of his Park’s Department disguise while in the car and was wearing jeans along with a black polo shirt.

      Tanner settled on a wooden bench with Warren Blake. Around them, cops came and went while paying the two men little attention. Tanner was a man who had committed countless murders over the years, yet he felt not a flicker of fear while being so close to the law.

      Part of his training had prepared him to live in plain sight of the police, and anyway, most cops thought he was a myth.

      “I’ve been trying to get Sara released and have had no luck, Tanner. A judge friend of mine said that the word came down that she’s to be moved to Rikers Island tomorrow.”

      “That won’t happen, Mr. Blake. I’ve arranged for Sara to be set free.”

      “You’ve made a deal with someone in the government?”

      “I have.”

      The sound of a metal gate being buzzed open came from down a hallway. That was followed by the sound of footsteps and the appearance of Sara, along with a female officer. Sara wore a relieved smile and hurried through the procedure that allowed her to get her possessions back. After signing one final form she was told that she was free to leave.

      Tanner took her in his arms and embraced her in a tight hug, then planted a kiss on her lips.

      “You must have agreed to something or I wouldn’t be free. What is it?” Sara asked.

      “Not here,” Tanner said.

      The three of them left the station and climbed into a blue Mercedes that was owned by Sara’s father. Before saying anything, Tanner asked Sara to hand him her purse. After feeling along the seams, Tanner removed his knife and cut into the expensive leather bag. A moment later he removed the miniscule listening device that had been planted.

      “Those bastards,” Sara whispered, as her father stared at the device with wide eyes.

      Tanner stepped from the vehicle and walked over to a sewer grate, to drop the bug down the hole. It landed in moving water and was swept away. After returning to the car, he told them what he knew.

      “I have to go to Europe and kill an American involved in terrorism. There’s more to the story than that, but I won’t be given details until tomorrow.”

      “Who ordered my daughter’s arrest?” Warren Blake asked.

      “A CIA bigshot named Lyle Hanover is behind this.”

      “What’s he like?” Sara asked, and Tanner described Hanover.

      “Once I’ve handled this you’ll never again have to be concerned about being charged in Garner’s shooting. Unfortunately, it may take me some time to get to Bishop, and I can’t simply kill him outright.”

      “Why not?” Sara asked.

      “The man has some sort of data drive the CIA wants. I have to get that from Bishop before I kill him.”

      Warren Blake ran a hand through his hair. “This all sounds very dangerous.”

      “I’m sure it is, but it’s nothing I can’t handle.”

      “Even so, you must realize the CIA will never let you go. When you’ve proven your worth to them they’ll keep hounding you.”

      “I’ll handle that too when the time comes,” Tanner said.

      “And just how will you accomplish that, by killing agents of the United States?”

      “No, Mr. Blake. I won’t have to kill anyone. I’ll have to outsmart them.”

      “When do you need to leave?” Sara asked.

      “Tonight.”

      “So soon?”

      “Yes.”
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        * * *

      

      Sara and Tanner said goodbye to her father and headed back to the city. As he drove, Tanner recounted his meeting in the park in detail.

      “A sniper? Were they trying to kill you?”

      “No, or there would have been more than one man. Besides, I think they need me to handle their problem for them.”

      “That doesn’t mean they won’t try to kill you once you’ve succeeded.”

      “I expect them to, and I’ll be ready for them.”

      Sara reached out and took Tanner’s hand.

      “Couldn’t you try contacting Thomas Lawson?”

      “I did that last night. Jessica White spoke with Lawson’s mother. She told Jessica that Lawson is recovering from his ordeal, just the same, he’s still healing.”

      “This data drive they want you to get for them might be a bid to gain enough power so that Lawson won’t be able to touch them.”

      “That’s a possibility,” Tanner agreed.
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        * * *

      

      After returning home they ate a late lunch, showered, then made love. Afterward, while lying together in each other’s arms, they discussed their upcoming separation.

      “Will it really take you weeks to do what they want?”

      “I won’t know that until I learn more tonight, but you know I’ll return as soon as I can.”

      “It’s funny, I always feel concern for your safety, and yet I never truly worry about you. I know there’s nothing you can’t handle. I’m just angry beyond words that Lyle Hanover thinks he can use me like a pawn to force you to work for him.”

      Tanner heard a tone in Sara’s words that made him look at her carefully.

      “You want to hurt him, don’t you?”

      “Yes.”

      “Don’t go at him directly. I got the impression he’s a wily bastard, and he has massive resources he can call upon.”

      Sara smiled. “I thought you were going to try to convince me to let it go.”

      “I know you better than that. Besides, Hanover will be worried about me coming at him. He won’t even see you until it’s too late.”

      Sara snuggled against him.

      “I can’t believe we’ll be separated from each other so soon after our engagement.”

      “I don’t like it either, but I’ll do as they ask.”

      “And afterward?”

      Tanner’s intense eyes narrowed. “There will be a reckoning. Count on it.”
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      Tanner arrived at the address he was given on East 87th Street in Manhattan. The three-story townhouse had a stucco surface made to look like flagstones. Because of the different window treatments on each floor, Tanner assumed it housed three separate apartments. In the area of Manhattan he was in, the three residences would be worth upwards of a million dollars each.

      However, after entering and being escorted inside by a large man wearing a suit, Tanner saw that the exterior of the building was little more than a shell of normalcy. The space had only a single floor, few walls, and soared up to a ceiling thirty feet high. In the center of the spacious room was a conference table, while a massive flat screen television filled part of a wall.

      Seated at the conference table were Lyle Hanover and Vanessa Benedetti.

      The entryway walls were thick. Tanner guessed that they contained hidden metal detectors and that he was being scanned for weapons. He was then searched by a huge young man who was wearing a suit that was too small for him. After finding nothing in Tanner’s pockets, the hulking federal agent grunted and led Tanner over to the conference table.

      When Tanner took a seat and remained quiet, Benedetti gestured at the room.

      “Aren’t you going to comment on the building? Everyone does their first time here.”

      “I didn’t find it that surprising.”

      “Why not?”

      “It’s owned by the government. The fact that you would use a building worth millions for a simple conference room is par for the course. No one wastes money better than you Feds.”

      Benedetti frowned, then she spoke to the man who escorted Tanner to the table.

      “How many weapons did he have on him?”

      “None,” the man said.

      “You came here unarmed, Tanner?” Hanover asked.

      “I assumed you would take my weapon, and I can always get another if needed.”

      “How?” Benedetti asked.

      Tanner tossed his chin in the direction of the man who had searched him.

      “I could take his. Judging by the bulge beneath his jacket he’s wearing a shoulder holster on his left.”

      “I’d like to see you try it,” said the man in the too-tight suit.

      “I’d like to see that as well,” Hanover said.

      “Too bad. I’m not a trained monkey.”

      The huge federal agent let out a derisive laugh and waved a hand at Tanner.

      “This guy is all talk.”

      “I agree,” Benedetti said. “Now get back to the door and don’t let anyone in.”

      There was a stainless-steel pitcher sitting on the conference table. Tanner used its reflective surface like a mirror to view the agent as he moved to return to the door. When the man’s back was turned, Tanner pushed away from the table while swiveling around in the office chair he was seated in.

      The man heard the noise, yet he was too late to react. Tanner planted his feet behind the agent’s knees and caused him to fall backwards. The man fell atop Tanner with a grunt, and Tanner’s hand snaked beneath his jacket and grabbed the agent’s weapon from its holster.

      The agent attempted to grab his gun, but he was still off-balance, and when he tried to stand he caused the chair to slide across the floor. Tanner grabbed a fistful of the man’s hair and forced him to roll off of him, then used him as a shield as he crouched behind him.

      When he looked back at the conference table, he saw Lyle Hanover bringing a gun up from beneath the table. Judging by the weapon’s compact size, it had been in an ankle holster. As for Benedetti, she appeared to have frozen and was sitting with her mouth open in shock.

      “Now you know how easy it is for me to get a gun,” Tanner said.

      Hanover began laughing as he laid his weapon on the table.

      “So far, you’ve lived up to your reputation, Tanner. Now let’s get down to business, shall we?”

      Tanner pushed the chair back to the table while holding the gun loosely at his side. The man he’d taken it from walked behind him with a face reddened from embarrassment.

      “If you don’t mind, give Kersey back his gun,” Hanover said.

      Tanner ejected the magazine from the pistol and checked for a chambered round before handing the gun over.

      “If you try to get even I’ll kill you,” Tanner told the man.

      Agent Kersey grabbed the gun and the magazine from Tanner without saying a word, then headed toward his post at the door.

      Benedetti recovered from her shock and used a remote to turn on the television. When she pushed a second button, a man’s face appeared on the screen. At first, Tanner thought he was looking at another photo of his target, Owen Bishop. He changed his mind a moment later when he realized the man in the photo was older than Bishop and that his nose was broader.

      “The man you’re looking at is Kent Bishop,” Benedetti said. “He was Owen Bishop’s father and the man who founded the organization his son now heads.”

      “A terrorist organization?” Tanner asked.

      Benedetti smirked. “Officially, Bishop’s organization, which is named Citizens Freedom Group or C.F.G. for short, is a human rights organization dedicated to eradicating statism.”

      “Statism? So, what you’re saying is that Bishop and his people are against having a massive central government. They’re in good company, such as many of the Founding Fathers.”

      “People can’t govern themselves, Tanner. Most of them are idiots,” Benedetti said.

      “I’m not in favor of Bishop’s views, or of yours. I operate outside of normal society. But I take it Bishop’s group does more than protest overreaching legislation.”

      “The human rights front the group displays was always just that, a front,” Hanover said. “Its real goal is to bring down the world’s governments.”

      “The man doesn’t lack ambition.”

      “He comes by his beliefs naturally, since his father and his grandfather were both anarchists,” Hanover said. “Walden Bishop, the grandfather began making anti-government speeches in 1933 after FDR signed Executive Order 6102.”

      “The confiscation of gold from private citizens,” Tanner said, then saw both Hanover and Benedetti looking at him with surprise.

      “Yes, that is what the executive order accomplished. I’m impressed by your knowledge of that,” Hanover said.

      “I know many things, but go on with your briefing.”

      “Walden Bishop, the grandfather, was a man who had a deep hatred for the police and any other government employees he deemed to be, ‘enemies of the people.’ He spent time and money accumulating photos of every police officer in Vermont, along with many of the federal agents assigned there. By 1948 he had an impressive collection and passed around copies of the book, which I’m told resembled a thick photo album. Two undercover police officers were identified and killed because of Walden Bishop, however, at trial he was found innocent.”

      “It sounds like the man was obsessed,” Tanner said.

      “He was,” Hanover agreed. “Walden passed on his views to his son. The son, Kent Bishop, was wiser than his father. He hid his passion behind the organization he founded, C.F.G. He was also a brilliant inventor and an early pioneer in the science of facial recognition. Like his father, he spent time accumulating information on law-enforcement and government personnel. When the man died in 2002, Owen Bishop took over.”

      “Is that the data you want me to get out of Bishop? Does it have something to do with one of his late father’s inventions?”

      “In a way,” Benedetti said. “Bishop’s father was a patient man with a devious mind. In the late-eighties he began accumulating photos and videos of every police and military academy graduation ceremony he could find, while also destroying any duplicates he came across. That went on until his death, then it was continued by his son, Owen Bishop.”

      Understanding dawned on Tanner’s face.

      “Kent Bishop saw the future of facial recognition technology and planned to put it to his own use, didn’t he?” Tanner said.

      “Exactly,” Hanover said. “As near as we can tell, Bishop has an extensive database that contains the faces of our military and police personnel, both former and current.”

      “All right, I can see why you’d want to get that data out of his hands, but I find it hard to believe he could have amassed information on every police officer and federal agent in America.”

      “You’re correct, and like yourself, Owen Bishop saw the futility of continuing the work his grandfather and father had begun, or rather, he sought to accomplish their goal another way.”

      “What way is that?”

      “By using computer hackers,” Benedetti said. “Owen Bishop has employed a group of hackers for over a decade and gave them one job. They were to break into the government’s database and extract the names of every federal agent in over one hundred separate agencies.”

      “I take it they were successful?” Tanner asked.

      Hanover released a sigh.

      “They succeeded in an unprecedented fashion… and they went undetected for a time. We don’t know the extent of the data breach, however, it’s catastrophic.”

      “That’s why we’re forced to use someone like yourself, a career criminal,” Benedetti said. “You’ll be able to infiltrate Bishop’s organization, while our operatives might be identified and murdered.”

      Tanner looked at Hanover.

      “That was how you lost the eight men you mentioned yesterday, Bishop used facial recognition technology to identify them?”

      “Yes. Our analysts’ best guess is that Bishop’s data may contain ninety-two to ninety-four percent of our agents, but so far, he’s murdered a hundred percent of them. I won’t risk any more of our operatives until I’ve tried a different option. You’re that option, Tanner.”

      “Why not equip your people with eyeglasses like the ones I wore earlier? I was told they were developed to counteract facial recognition.”

      “We did that, along with elaborate disguises, it failed miserably. Like his father, Bishop has a fine scientific mind. We suspect he’s developed an advanced method of facial recognition. We also have such technology, but ours is in its early stages.”

      “I’ve read about it recently. I thought it was years away from becoming reality,” Tanner said. “And Owen Bishop must have downloaded the data somewhere besides this data drive you mentioned. He could have copied it a hundred times.”

      “That’s a possibility, yes,” Hanover said, “but Bishop would retain control of those copies, and if he stored them in a computer cloud we would have discovered them. As you can guess, the NSA has been conducting an exhaustive search for the data. Our own hackers have covertly invaded every computer in Bishop’s organization and come up empty as well.”

      “Owen Bishop is highly intelligent and displays narcissistic tendencies,” Benedetti said. “Our profilers think it would be in step with his personality to have one copy of the data. And if there are more copies somewhere, he would be the only one who would be able to access them.”

      “When I kill him and grab the data drive the threat should be ended.”

      “That’s correct,” Hanover said. “And threat is too weak a word. Owen Bishop could dismantle decades of work and leave the country in a vulnerable position.”

      “Bishop is smart enough to make money with the data as well.”

      “Yes, it’s our fear that he’ll begin selling his services to anyone that can pay. Imagine your friend Joe Pullo with the ability to unearth an undercover cop in his midst just by paying Bishop a fee. Now imagine that same scenario playing itself out across the country.”

      “There would be an epidemic of dead cops,” Benedetti said.

      “Joe wouldn’t kill a cop or a Fed. It’s bad for business.”

      “In any event,” Hanover said. “You see what we’re up against. We must retrieve the data Bishop has and end him. If not, covert police and intelligence operations would come to a standstill.”

      Tanner thought over what he’d just been told, and a question came to his mind.

      “Why isn’t Bishop already selling the information?”

      “It’s possible he is,” Benedetti said. “We’ve gathered intelligence that makes us think someone has contacted large criminal organizations. That someone has made claims they have a way to detect our undercover agents.”

      “I see why you’re desperate enough to consider using me, but you can relax now. I’ll get the data drive and kill Bishop for you. Once I do, you’re never to bother me or Sara again.”

      “You don’t get to set the rules around here, Tanner, we do,” Benedetti said.

      Tanner ignored her and spoke to Hanover.

      “We have a deal?”

      “We do,” Hanover said, then he stood, to reach across the wide table and offer his hand. Tanner shook and found surprising strength in the older man’s grip.

      “When do I leave and where am I headed?”

      “We believe Bishop is in Italy. You and Miss Benedetti will board a jet in one hour. Everything you need will be provided for you. While in-flight, Miss Benedetti will school you on the techniques and methods we refer to as tradecraft.”

      “I don’t need instruction and I don’t need Benedetti tagging along.”

      “No one cares what you want or don’t want. While you’re working for us you’ll have a handler, and that will be me,” Benedetti said.

      “That is non-negotiable, Tanner,” Hanover said, “and, I think you’ll find Miss Benedetti will be a great help to you. She speaks four languages, one of which is Italian.”

      “Fine,” Tanner said. “But I won’t need a translator. I can speak Italian fluently, as well as certain dialects spoken there. And I’ll tell you right now that I don’t take orders. I’m not a soldier, a spy, or an agent. What I am is the best killer in the world.”

      “Then do what you do best,” Hanover said, “and kill Owen Bishop.”

      “He’s the only thing standing between my being able to keep Sara out of prison. As far as I’m concerned, he’s already dead.”
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      By eight o’clock, Tanner was on a private jet with Vanessa Benedetti and headed for Rome.

      During the flight, Benedetti made calls to contacts in Europe to make certain everything would be ready for their arrival.

      While she was on the phone, Tanner looked over the details of the false identity he’d been provided with. His cover name was Steve Ryan. He was a native of Oklahoma and the beneficiary of a small trust fund a great-grandfather had set-up for him. Steve Ryan was also a man with a history of protesting the government.

      According to the phony biography, Steve Ryan had traveled to Europe during the summer while a sophomore in college. Ryan had decided to drop out of college and stay in Europe after meeting a young woman. He subsequently spent over two years in Italy. The equally fictitious young woman was a political activist and had infected Ryan with her beliefs. At twenty-four, Ryan had returned to the United States. His passion for the young woman had faded but not his fervor for protesting.

      After being arrested at an anti-government rally that had ended in a battle with the police, Ryan was exonerated of any acts of violence.

      Disenchanted with America, Ryan was returning to Italy. Benedetti assured Tanner his cover would withstand scrutiny if anyone were to check.

      Benedetti finished with her phone calls and began questioning Tanner about his cover identity. Tanner answered her questions easily without making an error. Benedetti should have been pleased he was a fast learner with an excellent memory, however, she did not appear to be so.

      “How the hell did you memorize those facts so quickly? Do you have a photographic memory or something?”

      “What I have is a trained memory, and this is not the first alias I’ve used.”

      Benedetti cocked her head.

      “Who are you really? As far as we can tell you popped into existence in 1998 while using the name Xavier Zane.”

      “I’m surprised you know that much.”

      “When did you start working as a hit man, Tanner? You must have been damn young.”

      “I was young. I also trained for years to become an assassin.”

      “You mean to become a Tanner. I’m aware you’re not the first man to go by that name. In fact, I’ve been aware of you for some time.”

      “Why is that?”

      “You came onto my radar when the decision was made to farm out delicate assassinations through the Burke corporation. Hanover and I protested, however we were wasting our time. Thomas Lawson wanted that program, and what Lawson wants, Lawson gets.”

      “He didn’t want to be kidnapped and left to die.”

      Benedetti narrowed her eyes. “And Garrett didn’t want to lose a finger and have his knee blown apart.”

      “He had hurt a friend of mine, Benedetti. That usually results in pain and suffering for the people involved.”

      Benedetti’s gaze softened, and she wore a sly smile. “Remember, Tanner, you promised not to harm me.”

      “I’ll keep that promise.”

      “I hope so, but first, you have to survive this assignment. That’s where I come in. I’ve developed a plan that will result in you being accepted as a member of Bishop’s group.”

      “Let’s hear it.”

      “A man was arrested the other day for a petty crime who is a known member of Bishop’s organization. While he was in jail we arranged to have him killed and make it look like he had a heart attack.”

      “Why?”

      “To cause a vacancy to open up in the rooming house he lived in. You’ll be filling that vacancy and use the opportunity to become acquainted with other members of Bishop’s group. In particular, we want you to make friends with a man we know by the single name of Vinchanzo.”

      Benedetti handed Tanner a manila folder that contained photos of a dark-haired man in his thirties who had a large nose and fleshy lips.

      “Vinchanzo isn’t very high up in the organization, still, he is a place to start. I expect this phase of the operation to take no more than three weeks.”

      “Why so long?”

      “What, Tanner? You think these men make friends easily. Not only will you be a foreigner, you’ll also be under suspicion because of the timing. Bishop has to know we won’t stop trying to find him and kill him. By moving slowly now, we’ll alleviate much of the suspicion you might face as a newcomer to the group.”

      “Still, three weeks seems excessive.”

      “That’s the plan, Tanner, stick with it. Make sure you run into Vinchanzo at the local pub or show up where the man eats. During your conversations, bring up politics and rant about how unjust everything is. Vinchanzo is a fanatic. He won’t be able to stop himself from spouting his own anti-government rhetoric. Once he’s sure you think like him, he’ll invite you to a protest.”

      “There’s a huge one planned for this week in Rome. I saw that on the news.”

      Benedetti pointed a finger at him.

      “No. That would be moving much too soon. You can mention the protest rally in conversation but don’t attempt to get invited to attend it. That would seem suspicious.”

      “Your plan is too cautious. By the time I move up the ladder to where I’m close to Bishop, the man could already be selling the information.”

      “I understand that, and you need to realize that you’re our last shot at this man. We can’t afford to rush things.”

      “I’m not a covert operative, but I am excellent at breaching a target’s security. Let me do this my way and Bishop will be dead by the end of the week.”

      “If you were to go gunning for the man in your usual manner he might decide to place the information for all to see on the internet. He’d have nothing to lose if he faced death,” Benedetti said, as her voice rose, and her face reddened. After closing her eyes for a moment, she spoke in a calmer voice. “Stick to the plan, Tanner. I know what I’m doing, and I’ve been involved in hundreds of successful operations.”

      “But never in the field, am I right?”

      “Yes, that’s correct. I’m still the best handler of covert operatives the agency has ever had. Follow my instructions and we’ll get through this just fine.”

      Tanner gave a non-committal nod, then made a request.

      “Tell me everything you know about Owen Bishop.”

      “I sent a file to the phone I gave you. However, there’s not much in it. The man is a bit of an enigma, and he’s become a recluse.”

      “Then give me everything you know about his organization. When I know how it’s managed I’ll have insight into its leader.”

      Benedetti made a derisive sound. “What, now you’re an analyst?”

      “No, Benedetti. I’m the best killer in the world.”

      “Or maybe just the luckiest.”

      “If I was lucky I wouldn’t be on this jet with you.”

      Benedetti crossed her shapely legs, causing her skirt to rise up.

      “Most men find me attractive.”

      “Not once they get to know you,” Tanner said.

      Benedetti slammed her laptop shut and moved to another seat.
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            Reaching Out To A Friend

          

        

      

    

    
      Sara stood on the balcony of her penthouse apartment and looked out at a breathtaking nighttime view of Manhattan. She hardly noticed it. Her mind was filled with thoughts of Tanner and the danger he would undoubtedly face while working for the CIA.

      It infuriated her that she’d been used as a pawn by Lyle Hanover in order to get Tanner to go on a mission. A mobster named Moss Murphy had also used her as bait recently. Sara was determined to not be a liability to Tanner. Murphy was dead by Tanner’s hand, but she could pay back Hanover herself.

      Since Tanner’s departure, she had been on the computer trying to find out about Lyle Hanover and had only discovered one photo of the man that was years old.

      The anger she felt at being used by a government official was the closest thing to hate she had experienced since the days when she was out to kill Tanner. Those feelings scared her because she knew such rage hurt the one generating it as much as, if not more than, the person it was directed toward.

      Sara closed her eyes and took in a long, slow breath. She would not blindly lash out for being slighted, however, she was unwilling to drop the matter.

      Lyle Hanover had to be taught a lesson. More importantly, Sara felt she had to fight back. Only days earlier she had agreed to marry Tanner, a man who had any number of enemies. She’d be damned if she would allow herself to be used again by someone seeking to hurt Tanner.

      She had spoken the truth when she’d told Tanner she never worried about him. She knew his capabilities and considered him able to handle anything. She wanted Tanner to feel the same way about her, and to not worry about her. If he were to fear for her safety every time he left their home, the distraction could make him vulnerable.

      When an idea occurred to her, Sara walked back inside and reached for her phone. After finding the number she needed she paused before dialing, as she remembered that a listening device had been placed inside her purse. There was a chance her phone was being monitored as well.

      After grabbing a light jacket, Sara left the building and walked to a nearby store where she bought a cheap cell phone. Another few blocks of walking took her to a coffee shop. After settling at a table, she dialed a number, then waited for the party she called to answer.

      She cursed beneath her breath as she remembered the person she was calling was in a later time zone. The phone rang until it was connected to a voice mail account, and she was glad she hadn’t woken the other party up in the middle of the night.

      Sara left a quick message that included the number of the phone she was using. Afterward, she realized she was hungry as well as tired. She was thinking of returning home to eat when the phone rang.

      “Hello?”

      The man on the other end of the line was someone Sara considered a friend. His name was Jacques Durand. When Durand spoke in a cheerful tone, his French accent was plain to hear.

      “Sara Blake, it makes me so happy to know you haven’t forgotten me.”

      A smile lit Sara’s face even as a pang of guilt ran through her.

      “This isn’t entirely a social call, Jacques, still, you are not someone I’d ever forget.”

      “You have trouble?”

      “I have need of information concerning a man named Lyle Hanover.”

      “I know the name, but not the man. Does this involve Tanner?”

      “Yes, Hanover used me to get Tanner to agree to do something dangerous. Now Tanner is off to Italy and going up against God knows what. I do not appreciate being used, Jacques.”

      “I would think not, nor do I like it when people abuse my friends.”

      “I was hoping you could tell me what you know about the man. I found nothing on the internet that would help.”

      “Are you still in New York City, Sara?”

      “Yes, and I’m sorry about calling you so early. I forgot about the time difference.”

      “You didn’t wake me. I’m just a few hundred miles north of you. I’ve been attending a conference in Montreal. Give me your address and I’ll meet with you tomorrow. I’ll need a few hours to gather the information you need.”

      “No, it’s too much to ask you to travel here to see me.”

      “Not at all; I will help you any way I can. I don’t know what you have planned, but Lyle Hanover is a powerful man. My advice is that you let your vendetta go.”

      “It’s not a vendetta, Jacques, it’s a necessity. I don’t want Tanner to be worried about me or to ever consider me a liability. I need to fight back when provoked like this; I will not be a damsel in distress that needs rescuing.”

      “Anyone who considers you weak is a fool.”

      “Do you have a pen handy? I’ll give you our address.”

      “You and Tanner live together?”

      “Yes, and we recently became engaged.”

      “Are you happy, Sara?”

      “I was ecstatic until Lyle Hanover entered the picture.”

      “Good, I’m happy that you’re happy, now tell me where to find you.”

      Sara recited her address and heard a sound of appreciation on the other end.

      “A penthouse apartment? I see that Tanner doesn’t like to slum.”

      “It’s not really his style, even so, he knew I’d love it.”

      “I’ll try to make it to New York by late-afternoon.”

      “Call me and I’ll pick you up at the airport. You’ll also be my guest. We certainly have enough room here.”

      “I look forward to it, and I’ll gather as much information on Hanover as I can while remaining discreet. It would not be good to let the man know you’re looking into his past.”

      “Thank you, Jacques. I mean that, and I know Tanner will appreciate your help as well.”

      “Just what do they have him doing, Sara?”

      “I don’t know the details; however, it involves a man named Bishop.”

      “Owen Bishop?”

      “You know the name?”

      “It’s come up recently in an investigation an associate of mine is working on. There have been rumors Bishop was behind the deaths of a number of American operatives. I wonder if the man somehow breached your government’s database of field agents. If so, Owen Bishop would be a high-priority target.”

      “And now Tanner is headed right toward him.”

      “Then I would guess that Owen Bishop’s days are numbered.”

      “It’s just a matter of time,” Sara said.
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            A Chance Encounter

          

        

      

    

    
      The rooming house where Vinchanzo was staying occupied an old building that had been renovated sometime during the previous twenty years.

      Tanner’s Italian was excellent. He’d had cause to speak the language for weeks on end the year before while he and Sara had been in Italy tracking down Maurice Scallato. The owners of the house were an elderly couple who smiled often.

      Judging by the photos gracing the walls of the sitting room, they had a number of children and many grandchildren. Tanner had explained to them that he needed a room for a short time while he searched for an apartment.

      He’d run into Vinchanzo as he was being shown to his room. Tanner had sent the man a curt nod while being introduced, then watched with pleasure as Vinchanzo appeared slighted by his disinterest. Benedetti had instructed Tanner to act friendly toward the man as part of her plan to slowly gain Vinchanzo’s trust. Tanner had other ideas and was working his own plan.

      Part of his strategy involved his wardrobe. Tanner was wearing a green leather jacket and black jeans along with a pair of distinctive green and yellow sneakers. Topping it off was a red cap with a long bill. He had acquired the clothing in the early morning hours by breaking into a boutique. He had taken from the store two of each item and had left behind enough money to cover the theft. Tanner had grabbed one other item from the store, a ski mask. The mask would cover his face while allowing his eyes to show. Normally, Tanner would look for ways to downplay his intense eyes, but he needed to highlight them for his plan to work.

      Vinchanzo was supposed to be an out of work bricklayer. In reality, he was a part of Bishop’s organization. Benedetti said they suspected that Vinchanzo and the man they had killed to create a vacancy in the rooming house were involved in armed robbery or drugs. Funding a terrorist organization took cash, and lots of it.

      Later in the day, Tanner ran into Vinchanzo two more times and all but ignored him. When Vinchanzo spoke to him during the evening meal that came with the room, Tanner answered curtly, ate quickly, then headed outside to walk to a bar that was a few blocks away.

      The bar was a neighborhood pub that served food. It was well-lit, clean, and polished wood seemed to shine from every surface.

      “Birra alla spina,” Tanner said to the bartender as he ordered a draft beer. As he drank, Tanner thought about Sara. He understood the woman better than anyone and knew she was furious at Lyle Hanover for using her to get to him.

      Tanner had given his word he wouldn’t harm Hanover and his people, but they had neglected to get the same promise from Sara. Tanner knew only too well that it was not wise to underestimate his fiancée. His reward for doing so had once been a bullet to the chest.

      My Fiancée? Tanner thought, and he shook his head ever so slightly. He and Sara had been enemies and were now deeply in love and planning to marry. It still amazed him.

      They would remain out of contact while he was in Europe unless an emergency arose, and they needed to get in touch. He missed her already and that too amazed him. He rarely needed anyone and had once gone through women with little emotional involvement. That was no longer the case, and Tanner felt an ache whenever Sara left his side. It was the main reason he’d asked her to marry him. He could not imagine his life without her.

      Vinchanzo entered the bar while Tanner was working on his second beer, and he was not alone. Vinchanzo’s companion was a man in his twenties with broad shoulders and a narrow face. Tanner didn’t think Vinchanzo’s appearance in the pub was a coincidence.

      Bishop had to be expecting the CIA would attempt to infiltrate his organization. The untimely death of Vinchanzo’s associate would allow an opportunity for such an operative to enter Vinchanzo’s orbit. His superior must have told Vinchanzo to check out any strangers who showed up on the scene. If Tanner appeared eager to become friendly with Vinchanzo, it would definitely place the man on alert.

      That being the case, Benedetti’s idea to go slow was a good one. And yet, Tanner wasn’t willing to be separated from Sara any longer than necessary. He was using a third option, and that was to ignore or avoid Vinchanzo whenever possible.

      Vinchanzo approached Tanner’s position at the bar while smiling.

      “Signore Ryan, meet my friend Enzo.”

      Tanner ignored the hand Enzo held out to him and made a grunt of acknowledgement. He drained his beer, tossed a tip onto the bar, then turned to leave.

      “See you around,” Tanner said.

      After leaving the bar, Tanner wandered on foot until he was certain he wasn’t being followed. After ducking into the alcove of a closed shop he took out a phone and called Benedetti.

      “Report,” she said.

      “So far, so good. I’ve seen Vinchanzo a few times and also met a friend of his named Enzo.”

      “You’re not moving too fast, are you?”

      “Not at all.”

      “Good. And stay away from that planned protest rally tomorrow. If Vinchanzo spotted you there he might think it too much of a coincidence.”

      “I won’t show my face there.”

      “Be sure that you don’t, and check in with me again tomorrow, but not with the same phone.”

      “I know I’m not a spy. Despite that, I’ve lived my life in a dangerous profession for many years. You don’t need to school me on how to behave while undercover.”

      “I don’t care what training you’ve received, to me, you’re still an amateur, Tanner.”

      “Goodbye, Benedetti.”

      “I didn’t say we were through.”

      “You’ve something to tell me?”

      “No, but I decide when our calls end, not you.”

      Tanner hit the end button on his phone and cut the connection. After removing the SIM card from the phone, he tossed it down a sewer as he walked by, then placed the phone in a trash receptacle. After flagging down a taxi, Tanner told the driver to take him to the square where the rally would take place the next day. He had planning to do.
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        * * *

      

      NEW YORK CITY

      

      Sara greeted Jacques Durand with a bright smile and a kiss on the cheek as she met him outside an airport terminal. Durand was in his fifties, had brown wavy hair, and a pair of sleepy eyes. The eyes were deceptive, as Durand was as sharp as they came. Durand was a successful writer of true crime tales while also maintaining a career as the head of a European law enforcement agency.

      “You look great, Jacques.”

      “I took up swimming again at the advice of a lady friend. It’s taken nine pounds off me.”

      “Is it serious between you two?”

      “No, and I don’t expect it will last. She thinks I work too much.”

      “Too bad, however our building has an indoor pool, so you’re in luck on that front.”

      Durand smiled at her. “It’s good to see you again, Sara.”

      “I’ve missed you too,” Sara said, then she turned as she heard her name being called.

      A cab had just discharged a passenger. She was a woman in her early-fifties with a young face and dark hair. After calling to Sara she walked toward her while smiling and lugging a rolling suitcase behind her.

      “That woman must be a relation of yours,” Durand said. “Her resemblance to you is great.”

      Sara had been shocked when she turned and saw who was calling her, in a soft voice she said, “That woman is my mother.”

      When Lily reached Sara, she opened her arms to embrace her, she then lowered them after Sara took a step backwards.

      “Oh, baby, it’s so good to see you again, Sara.”

      “What are you doing here, Lily?”

      “Unfortunately, I have a flight to catch for a business meeting, but I’ll cancel it and we can talk.”

      “Go make your flight; I have nothing to say to you.”

      The smile on Lily’s face disappeared as her eyes grew moist.

      Durand put out his hand and introduced himself.

      “My name is Jacques Durand, Mrs. Blake. It is a pleasure to meet you.”

      “Her last name isn’t Blake anymore,” Sara said. “She gave up that name the same time she abandoned our family.”

      “I’m Lily Taylor, Mr. Durand, and it’s nice to meet you. I’m a huge fan of your books.”

      “You’ve read my work?”

      “Yes, all of it, and that last book you wrote about that hit man Scallato was riveting, even if you did take poetic license.”

      “I assure you, every word of that book was true.”

      Lily smiled. “Even the parts about the rival hit man?”

      Durand’s gaze flicked over to Sara before he answered.

      “Such a man exists; however, I did change his name for the book.”

      “That’s fascinating.”

      “What sort of business are you in, Lily?”

      “I’m an attorney, Mr. Durand.”

      “Please, call me Jacques.”

      “I will,” Lily said distractedly. She had spotted the ring on Sara’s finger.

      “Baby, are you engaged?”

      “Yes.”

      Lily looked back and forth between Durand and her daughter. Durand saw the question in her eyes and held up a hand.

      “Sara and I are friends. Her fiancé is away… on business.”

      “I’d love to meet him someday, Sara.”

      Sara began walking away. “Goodbye, Lily. Let’s go, Jacques.”

      “It was nice to meet you, Lily.”

      “Same here,” Lily said, as she reached into her purse. When her hand came out it was holding a business card. She pressed it into Durand’s palm while mouthing the words, “Please, give me a call.”

      Durand pocketed the card while nodding, and hurried to catch up to Sara.

      When they were in her car together, Sara sent Durand an apologetic smile.

      “I’m sorry you had to be involved in my family drama.”

      “I see you’re not close to your mother.”

      “Lily stopped being my mother when she abandoned me to run off with my father’s law partner.”

      “I got the impression she has regrets over that. The woman was wounded by your brusque treatment of her.”

      Sara let out a sigh. “Enough about Lily. I hope you’re hungry, because I plan to take you to dinner.”

      “I’m starved, and I have information on Lyle Hanover.”

      “We’ll talk over the meal, but first, tell me about this woman you’re seeing.”

      Durand began telling Sara about his current love interest, however, his mind was on Lily Taylor.
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            So Much For The Plan

          

        

      

    

    
      THE PIAZZA VENEZIA IN ROME, ITALY 12:38 p.m.

      

      Tanner entered the huge sun-drenched square where the protest was planned to take place near Italy’s Tomb of the Unknown Soldier. Police were everywhere and on the alert for confrontations between those for and against the new wave of austerity measures being proposed by the European Union.

      The surrounding architecture was beautiful and four major roads intersected at what was considered the central hub of The Eternal City.

      Vinchanzo was present at the rally along with Enzo. Although the crowd numbered in the thousands, it wasn’t difficult for Tanner to spot them. Tanner had followed the two men there and saw them speak to several of the protestors holding up signs.

      Protestors wearing masks or bandanas to cover their faces were sprinkled throughout the crowd, as many sought to protect their anonymity. Tanner had donned the ski mask before entering the square, and although he was eyed by the cops he passed, they didn’t harass him.

      After making certain Vinchanzo spotted him in the crowd, Tanner moved away after making eye contact with the man.

      As he thought he might, Vinchanzo began following him at a distance. Along with the ski mask, Tanner was wearing the green leather jacket, yellow and green sneakers and the bright red cap. The outfit had been worn so that he’d be memorable to Vinchanzo. Now that the man was following him, it had proven to be effective.

      After coming to the end of the crowd where the traffic was flowing, a look in a window showed him Vinchanzo’s reflected image thirty yards behind him.

      While approaching two cops who were sitting in a patrol car while eating their lunch and talking, Tanner pulled out the concealed gun he had, took aim, and fired at the cops.
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        * * *

      

      In New York City it was morning, and Manhattan was alive with rush hour traffic.

      Sara had been awake since dawn and thinking about the information Durand had given her regarding Hanover. She was sitting out on the balcony and having coffee.

      Apparently, Hanover had been one hell of a spy toward the end of the cold war. He had been rewarded for it by climbing to a high position inside the CIA. Sara realized that to even consider going up against a man like Lyle Hanover was to court disaster. While the man might not kill her, he did have the ability to reach out and harm not only herself but her loved ones.

      That was exactly why she had decided Hanover had to be destroyed, if not killed outright. She knew part of Tanner’s deal to win her freedom included a vow that he wouldn’t harm Hanover. If not for that pledge, Tanner would have killed the man someday.

      Tanner had also been right when he warned Sara not to go after Hanover directly, and that meant she had to involve others. There was no shortage of people out in the world who held a grudge against Hanover, although many of his enemies from his spy days had died.

      Picking up the notes Durand had given her, Sara returned again to the name Alyona Petrov. The woman was a Russian immigrant who was living in Alaska and had become a citizen of the United States. During the years 1976 to 1979 she had been married to Lyle Hanover. Unfortunately for Alyona Petrov, she believed Hanover was a Russian-born office worker named Ivan Travkin.

      Hanover’s Russian was flawless, and he had fooled everyone he came in contact with for years. Marrying Alyona was part of the cover identity he created as he worked patiently at a boring office job inside a new glass tower in Moscow. Unknown to most people, there was a military research facility in the building which had been disguised as an insurance office.

      No scientific or military tests had been carried out there, instead, they were charged with collecting the data from every research project, so it could be analyzed and studied. Hanover had spent nearly a year cultivating a worker inside the office with the promise that he would see the man and his family safely to the United States.

      It was a lie of course, however, it was a lie that worked, and the office worker tried leaving the building one night with copies of classified files beneath his shirt.

      There was no telling what gave the man away, but he was chased as he left the building and fired upon by the guards. His wounds were fatal, and he died at the scene. Instead of giving up, Hanover talked his superiors into letting him maintain his cover. He vowed he would gather the military research files or die trying.

      It took another two years before he made good on his vow and breached the office’s security with the aid of a power outage that disabled part of the electronic security system. Twenty-four hours after completing his mission Hanover crossed the border and became a legend.

      He left behind his Russian wife Alyona without caring about what consequences would befall her. Hanover also abandoned his two-year-old daughter, Valencia. He told his superiors the child wasn’t his, but anyone looking at a photo of the little girl would have seen the resemblance.

      Durand had confirmed that Alyona had been tortured to learn what she knew, which was nothing, and then she was sentenced to hard labor inside a prison camp. After she’d been freed, relatives in Nikolaevsk, Alaska, managed to get her to America once the cold war ended, and she now resided in Anchorage. Durand could find no trace of what had happened to the child Hanover had sired.

      Sara thought if anyone had a reason to hate Lyle Hanover and want revenge it was Alyona Petrov.

      Durand emerged from a guest room dressed and shaved. When Sara greeted him and told him she had coffee in a carafe. Durand sat and poured a cup.

      “Did any of the material I brought you seem helpful?”

      “Yes,” Sara said. “I’m interested in speaking to Alyona Petrov, as well as another woman, Tiffany Austen.”

      “As I said last night, the story concerning Tiffany Austen is just a rumor, and the girl did recant her accusations.”

      “I understand, but I think every word she said is true. Hanover is a bastard. It’s no stretch of the imagination to envision him as a lecherous bastard as well.”

      Tiffany Austen was the daughter of Janet Austen, a single mom who worked in the CIA offices in Langley, Virginia, as a low-level office worker. Five years earlier, at the age of eighteen, Tiffany told her mother she had slept with Lyle Hanover while she was still underaged. She claimed she had done so after Hanover had promised her he would promote her mother while tripling her salary. He also threatened to fire Janet if Tiffany turned him down.

      Sara had gone on line and found photos of Tiffany Austen. Most of them were taken while she was in high school and working as a teenage model. The girl was an exceptional beauty with long auburn hair and blue eyes.

      Rumor had it that Tiffany’s mother went to the police to see about getting Hanover arrested for statutory rape. The following day her home was raided, and illegal prescription drugs were found along with a pound of marijuana.

      Tiffany also had a run-in with the law when a bloody knife with her prints on it was found at the scene of a murder. The victim of the murder was Tiffany’s mother.

      Janet Austen had been incensed over her arrest for drug possession and was telling anyone who would listen that she was framed.

      One of the people listening to her was a reporter. The story died along with Janet. After signing a statement in front of witnesses, Tiffany’s legal worries were over. In the statement, Tiffany wrote that she had lied to her mother concerning the sexual allegations against Lyle Hanover.

      An hour after the statement was in Hanover’s possession a drug addict admitted he had broken into Tiffany’s home and killed her mother, who had been his supplier.

      No other evidence surfaced that Janet Austen had been dealing drugs, and her confessed killer died in jail after being knifed by a fellow inmate.

      At twenty-three, Tiffany Austen now worked as a bartender at a trendy D.C. nightclub.

      “I want to speak with both these women and I want to do it in person,” Sara said.

      Durand raised his eyebrows in surprise.

      “You mean to travel to Alaska?”

      “I do, but first I’ll go to Washington D.C. to speak with Tiffany Austen.”

      “Can you travel under a name other than your own? If not, you’ll be creating a trail that leads back to you.”

      “I could obtain such identification; however, it will take time.”

      “I can help you there through my contacts… and I’ll travel with you.”

      “What? No, Jacques. You’ve already done too much.”

      “I have the time, Sara, and I wouldn’t feel right about leaving you alone when I know how dangerous the prey is your stalking.”

      “I can handle myself. Proving that is why I’m doing what I’m doing.”

      “I know, but I would never forgive myself if after I left something happened to you.”

      “You’ll really continue to help me?”

      “Yes.”

      “Thank you, Jacques. You’re an even better friend than I knew.”

      “You are one of my favorite people, Sara. I think you know that.”

      “The feeling is mutual,” Sara said, then she glanced at her watch to check the time. “We’ll travel to D.C. by train. It will still leave a trail, but driving would take too long.”

      “Let me make a few calls. I think I can arrange a private flight that won’t leave a trace. I’ll also work on our travel arrangements to Alaska.”

      Sara grinned. “I sometimes forget that you’re more than you seem.”

      “Aren’t we all?” Durand said, as he took out his phone.
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        * * *

      

      THE PIAZZA VENEZIA IN ROME, ITALY

      

      Tanner’s first shot shattered the windshield on the patrol car without striking the police officers inside the vehicle. When he went to fire again, his gun jammed, and he made a sound of frustration at his inability to get off another round.

      After dropping the weapon, he was running into traffic as the cops jumped from their car and shouted into their radios. Tanner didn’t look behind him, but he could imagine the shocked look on Vinchanzo’s face. The man had just witnessed him trying to kill two cops.

      In actuality, Tanner had been doing nothing of the kind. He had rigged his weapon so it would jam after firing one round. He made certain to miss the officers inside the vehicle and the slug embedded itself in the rear seat.

      Shouts came from behind him, but they were faint and mixed in with the sound of the traffic. Tanner had spent hours the previous night planning his escape from the scene and those precautions would be the only thing that kept him from being gunned down or arrested.

      He jumped onto a scooter he had stolen the night before and began weaving through traffic that had been backed up due to the protest rally. Twice, he had to avoid being struck by a car attempting to change lanes, and once he nearly collided with another scooter.

      A look behind him revealed several cops on their own scooters, which were easily identifiable due to their flashing lights. Although he could see their lights, Tanner was reassured that he couldn’t hear their sirens over the sound his scooter was making. It meant he had time to do what he needed to accomplish.

      After entering an alley, Tanner rode through it while reaching out an arm to grab a thin cord that was dangling from a stack of wooden pallets. He gave the cord a yank as he sped by and the pallets came tumbling down to block the way for any pursuers.

      As he neared the other end of the alley, Tanner heard the sound of a siren in the distance that seemed to be growing louder.

      While exiting the alleyway, he looked left and saw flashing lights. He made it to the vacant store he had broken into the night before and jumped off the scooter. After entering the shop, he secured the door with an iron bar.

      The night before, Tanner had spent time making the shop difficult to get into through its large window by fastening netting across it. It wouldn’t stop a pursuer, but it would slow them down.

      The shop was long and narrow with a rear exit that opened up on the other side of the block. As he strode toward the back door, Tanner stripped off his jacket, the sneakers, the hat, the ski mask, and finally, the clear latex gloves he’d been wearing. It all went inside a barrel that had rags in the bottom that were soaked in petrol. After flicking on a lighter and locking the flame on high, Tanner tossed it atop the clothes and they began burning.

      Back at the rooming house were duplicates of the clothes. If Vinchanzo wanted to see them to confirm that Tanner had been the shooter, he could do so. If the police became involved, those same clothes would mark him as the shooter as well, and yet, if tested, they would reveal no trace of gunshot residue.

      A pair of boots were standing near the rear door along with a hooded jacket that was hanging on a nail. Tanner slipped into them as behind him a string of Italian curses came from a cop who’d gotten tangled up in the netting. To make things more difficult, Tanner had covered the netting with thick globs of glue.

      The smoke from the trash fire hid his movements from view, although he had to assume officers were rushing around the block toward the rear exit. Still, that would take time, and Tanner was out the door and walking across a parking lot which contained a supermarket, two restaurants, and an assortment of small shops. He had just reached the supermarket when a helicopter appeared overhead and hovered over the shop he had left.

      Tanner boarded a bus that had stopped to pick up patrons of the shopping center, then settled in a seat where someone had left a newspaper. After the bus had traveled a mile Tanner got off and hailed a taxi. Once the taxi dropped him off in front of a hospital, Tanner walked several blocks and went down into the subway and got on a train.

      He was back in his room at the boarding house an hour later, where he took a seat by the window. Vinchanzo would come to talk to him about what he’d witnessed, and this time Tanner wouldn’t ignore him. He had proven he was a dangerous man with no regard for law and order and that he was willing to kill.

      He was a perfect candidate for Bishop’s organization, and because of what he’d done he wouldn’t be starting at the bottom. Benedetti might be an excellent handler of spies, but she was devoid of imagination. Tanner had accomplished in two days what she had predicted might take weeks.

      Of course, there was always the chance Vinchanzo might try to kill him. That was no concern to Tanner. People had been trying to kill him since he was little more than a boy and he had survived them all. He would survive whatever came next as well, and then he would kill Owen Bishop.
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      Vinchanzo knocked on Tanner’s door around eight p.m., when it was time for dinner. Tanner opened the door and stared at him with a questioning look on his face.

      “What do you want?”

      Vinchanzo leaned in and spoke in a whisper.

      “I saw what you did at the protest rally.”

      Tanner jerked as if he were shocked by the news, then rushed to the window and looked out.

      “Did you call the police?”

      Vinchanzo entered the room and shut the door behind him.

      “I would never call the police, Signore Ryan. I consider them to be my enemies.”

      Tanner turned from the window and stared at Vinchanzo.

      “What do you want, money to keep quiet?”

      Vinchanzo smiled. “You misunderstand; I admire what you did. You struck a blow for the people and put fear in the hearts of the authorities. I would imagine every cop in Rome is on edge tonight.”

      Tanner sat in the chair by the window and continued to stare at Vinchanzo.

      “You want something, what is it?”

      “I want to take your picture.”

      “What?”

      “I need a photo of you, so I can send it to a friend.”

      “Why?”

      Vinchanzo ignored the question and continued.

      “I’ll also need some background information about you. I am not just a bricklayer, Signore Ryan. I am a member of a group that works to free the people of the world from the tyranny of their governments. After what I saw you do today, I think you would be valuable to us.”

      Tanner squinted at him.

      “You’re a terrorist?”

      “I prefer freedom fighter,” Vinchanzo said, as he took out a phone and snapped Tanner’s picture.

      “I didn’t say you could do that, and what’s to stop me from beating you bloody and taking that phone away?”

      “I have fighting skills,” Vinchanzo said, “and even if you bested me you would still have to deal with my friends. We are many, Signore Ryan. You will not defeat us all.”

      The room grew quiet, as Tanner looked down and appeared to be thinking things over. After several moments passed, he asked a question.

      “This organization of yours, are they just talk, or do they take action?”

      “We are responsible for many things that would be classified as crimes; they were not crimes, they were acts of justice.”

      “Why do you need my picture and information? You have connections that can verify I am who I say I am?”

      Vinchanzo nodded while grinning.

      “If you’re a cop or an agent of some kind, we will kill you.”

      “Ask your damn questions; I’ve got nothing to hide.”

      “I hope that is the truth,” Vinchanzo said.
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        * * *

      

      It was nearly ten o’clock by the time Vinchanzo received a call back from his contact. Tanner and Vinchanzo had stayed in the room while waiting and had spoken little.

      Tanner was ready to toss a knife at the man’s throat if the cover identity Benedetti had given him hadn’t passed scrutiny.

      After speaking in a low tone for nearly a minute, Vinchanzo put his phone away and smiled at Tanner.

      “My superior would like to meet with you.”

      “Tonight?”

      “Yes. We’ll be meeting him at a restaurant that is a short ride from here. Enzo will drive us. He’s waiting downstairs.”

      “Since we’re going to a restaurant, you’re buying me dinner. I’m hungry.”

      Vinchanzo laughed.

      “I too am famished.”
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        * * *

      

      Enzo greeted Tanner with a look of respect and again offered his hand. This time, Tanner shook the young man’s hand and they all got into an old gray Mercedes that had a dent in its hood.

      As Vinchanzo had said, it was a short ride, and they arrived at a restaurant near the coast.

      The Ristorante Italiano did a good tourist trade during the dinner hour but was quiet when Tanner walked in.

      While Enzo stayed with the car, Vinchanzo led Tanner toward the rear of the restaurant where there was a small private dining room.

      Seated at a table was a blond man in a suit who was balding on top. Vinchanzo introduced him as Andrew, and when he spoke, Tanner heard broken Italian spoken with an English accent. Wine was served by a waiter, then Andrew asked Tanner why he had come to Italy.

      “Speak English,” Vinchanzo told Andrew. “I’ll ask a question if Signore Ryan says something I don’t understand.”

      “Yes,” Andrew said. “That might be better. My Italian is atrocious.”

      The waiter appeared again, and Tanner learned that the restaurant served a limited menu after ten p.m. He didn’t mind and ordered the Chicken Roberto. Vinchanzo and Andrew did the same, along with more wine.

      “Some of my happiest days were spent in Italy,” Tanner said, in his identity of Steve Ryan. “After I was arrested during a protest rally I attended in Chicago, I was sick of the U.S.”

      “And how did you get a gun into the country?”

      “I didn’t. I found it while I was robbing a house last night.”

      Andrew blinked in surprise. “You are a thief?”

      Tanner shrugged.

      “I came across a drunk who was struggling to open his front door with a key. After I helped him inside, he passed out on a sofa, so I looked through the house and went through his wallet. I left with the gun, some money, and a scooter.”

      “You are a man who knows how to take advantage of an opportunity, that’s good, but why did you try to kill those cops?”

      “It was an impulse. I saw them sitting there in their new car paid for by the people while stuffing their smug faces with food. If the damn gun hadn’t jammed I would have killed them too.”

      Their meals arrived, along with another bottle of wine. Once the waiter left, Andrew pointed at Tanner.

      “If you were to join our group you would have to stop being so impetuous. You would also be taking orders from me.”

      “What group are you talking about?”

      “Like you, we have no love for the authorities and those that claim to rule us. We are dedicated to someday bringing down the world’s governments.”

      Tanner chuckled. “You don’t think small, do you?”

      “No, we do not, and we’re determined to win.”

      The conversation paused as they began eating, when they were nearly done, Tanner asked Andrew a question.

      “How would I fit into your group?”

      “We need men like yourself. You might say I’m responsible for fundraising; the way we go about accumulating those funds is illegal, yet highly profitable.”

      “What do you do, deal drugs?”

      “We sell and distribute narcotics, yes, however, that is not my area of expertise. I prefer to commit robberies, if well-planned, they can be lucrative.”

      Tanner spoke to Vinchanzo. “You’re part of his crew?”

      “I have worked with Andrew before, yes, as has Enzo… and another man, but he recently died while in jail.”

      “That man’s death caused me to postpone a robbery I had planned,” Andrew said. “I was going to request another member be sent to me, still, you’ll do, Ryan, if you’re willing.”

      “What’s in it for me?”

      Andrew smiled. “You’ll receive a small sum, while the main bulk of the money will go toward the cause.”

      “I can live with that. Having enough money has never been a problem for me. I just don’t want another run-in with the cops. I came close to going to jail back in Chicago. I hate cops.”

      “I plan each robbery meticulously. We should have no problems.”

      “When would we be carrying out that plan?”

      “In two days’ time.”

      “What about weapons?”

      “Firearms are hard to come by here, but I’ll be armed.”

      “Just you?”

      “Yes.”

      Tanner took a sip of wine. After patting his mouth with a napkin, he sent Andrew a nod.

      “I’m in. What’s the plan?”
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            If I Could, I Would

          

        

      

    

    
      “You did what?” Benedetti asked, and Tanner could hear the anger in her voice.

      Moments earlier she had sounded half-asleep, as Tanner had called her after one a.m. and woken her. Sleepy or not, Benedetti berated him for not calling in on time. When he told her he had scrapped her plan and moved forward with one of his own, all traces of sleep left her voice.

      “I let Vinchanzo see me shoot at two cops. Hours later, his people checked me out and I met with his superior, an Englishman named Andrew.”

      “You son of a bitch. Who the hell do you think you are to make a decision like that?”

      “I’m not your boy, Benedetti, get that straight. I’ll go after Bishop and get the data drive, but I’ll be doing it my way.”

      “By shooting at cops?”

      “By doing whatever it takes. You people at the CIA and the other intelligence communities like to play your spy games, but that’s not my style. I don’t have superiors to answer to, geo-political considerations, or a president to please. I have a contract on Owen Bishop and I will kill him.”

      “You arrogant sack of shit. I’m going to recommend to Hanover that Miss Blake be placed in a hellhole, then we’ll see how well you follow orders.”

      “Do that and you end the deal I made with Hanover. The promise I made not to harm you will no longer be binding, and lady, I will put you in the grave.”

      “If you harm me, Hanover, or Garrett you’ll be hunted down and killed by the United States government.”

      “Maybe, or maybe Thomas Lawson will call off the hounds. Once Lawson recovers you’ll be lucky to hold a job as a meter maid.”

      Benedetti was silent. When she spoke again, she did so in a normal voice.

      “There’s no proof I was involved in Lawson’s abduction, besides, Hanover will protect me from any fallout. He’s had his career and will take the blame. If Lawson wants Hanover’s head, it just means he’ll retire a little earlier than planned.”

      “He’ll retire with a bullet in his head if he goes back on our deal, Benedetti.”

      “Forget I said anything about Miss Blake. I was just angry because you went off plan. Now tell me what happened when you spoke with this man Andrew.”

      Tanner relayed the conversation he’d had in the restaurant, along with the details of the robbery Andrew had shared with him.

      “A bank robbery?”

      “That’s right. The man you people killed so that I could get into the boarding house was to be a part of it. I’ll be taking his place, but I won’t be going into the bank. My job will be to act as a lookout for cops.”

      “They’ve accepted you into the organization this soon?”

      “Why not? I’ve already proven I’m willing to kill cops and my face didn’t show up in their database of police and espionage personnel.”

      “This should have taken weeks.”

      “I don’t have weeks. I plan to finish this contract as soon as possible.”

      “I’m still your handler on this.”

      “Sure, Benedetti, keep telling yourself that.”

      “You’re an asshole,” Benedetti said, “and a lucky asshole at that. Go through with the robbery and do what you can to climb higher. Andrew might be Vinchanzo’s superior, however he’s still far below Owen Bishop.”

      “Once the robbery goes down I’m sure they’ll have more work for me, and if things stall, I’ll think of something.”

      “No. I’ll think of something. No more playing it by ear.”

      “That’s how it’s done in the real world, you improvise and overcome.”

      “Call me as soon as you can after the robbery, and not so damn late. I need my sleep.”

      “I’ll call,” Tanner said, then he heard the connection end. After disposing of the phone, he went about getting some rest. When he drifted off to sleep, he was thinking of Sara.
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        * * *

      

      Sara entered a nightclub in Washington D.C. with Durand at her side.

      It was only about eight p.m., and so the crowd was thin, and the live band had yet to take the stage. They spotted Tiffany Austen when she emerged from a rear office. As she walked toward the bar, Tiffany was tying a small flowered apron around her waist.

      “She’s a beauty,” Durand said. “I would bet she does quite well with tips.”

      Sara nodded in agreement. Tiffany Austen’s legs were long and shapely, and her auburn hair hung down her back. When she smiled at one of her fellow bartenders, her white teeth gleamed beneath the lights.

      Sara and Durand moved up to the bar and ordered drinks from one of the other bartenders who was working the growing crowd. Meanwhile, Tiffany had begun slicing lemons in preparation for the night ahead.

      Sara called her name and Tiffany turned to look at her.

      “Hi, have we met?”

      “No, but I’d like to talk to you if you have a few minutes.”

      A half-smile crossed Tiffany’s face as she looked between Sara and Durand.

      “What’s this about?”

      “It concerns Lyle Hanover.”

      The knife Tiffany had been holding slipped from her hand and onto the floor.

      “Are you two reporters? If you are, I have nothing to say to you.”

      “We’re not reporters, and I’m no fan of Lyle Hanover. I’m here because I’m searching for a way to hurt him.”

      Tiffany laughed.

      “Hurt him? How? That bastard is untouchable. I learned that the hard way, believe me.”

      “I do believe you, and whether you help me or not I’m going to bring that man down.”

      “If only that were possible,” Tiffany said. “Oh, you don’t know how much I hate that man. If I could, I would kill him.”

      “I understand,” Sara said.

      The noise level in the nightclub increased as a large group of men and women in their twenties entered. Tiffany bent over to pick up the knife she had dropped. When she straightened up again, she put the knife down, and gestured out at the club.

      “We’re about to get slammed and I’ll be too busy to talk. We close at two. If you hang around or come back near closing we can talk then, okay?”

      Sara smiled at Tiffany. “Thank you, and no matter what you decide to do, not a word will get back to Hanover.”

      Tiffany crossed her arms over her chest and hugged herself.

      “If he knew we had this conversation, he’d have us both killed.”
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      After a few hours of sleep, Tanner went to look over the area where the bank robbery was to take place.

      The bank was in a massive stone building located on a wide avenue near a traffic circle. Andrew said that calls would be made by other members of the organization that would lure the police away from the area while the robbery was going down.

      Their getaway driver, Enzo, was a former race car driver and mechanic. He had done two other jobs in which he proved he had good nerves. Ever since he learned Tanner had attempted to murder two cops, Enzo had been looking at Tanner as if he were a rock star.

      While Tanner had no great love for the police, he never hated them. In fact, he regretted having to shoot at the two officers inside the patrol car. If he could have thought of another way to gain Vinchanzo’s attention he would have used it. Avoiding cops came with being a Tanner. He thought most of them were just doing a job others wouldn’t or couldn’t do. Politics in general held no attraction for Tanner, but then, that was true of most things considered normal.

      Andrew hadn’t told him every detail about the bank job. Tanner was certain of that and was sure the man was holding back something vital. Perhaps they planned to kill him when the job was done, however, he didn’t think so. They needed men like the man he was pretending to be, Steve Ryan. If he made no errors and did his part, they’d have no reason not to keep him around.

      Tanner walked the area surrounding the bank while looking at a map on his phone. If the cops were lured away from the scene all should go well, and their escape would be easy. Things seldom went as they were outlined on paper, so Tanner hoped Andrew had a back-up plan in place. Not that it mattered since Tanner had come up with two of his own and would use them if needed.

      He wouldn’t be armed with anything more than a knife, although he could have Benedetti supply him with another weapon. Firearms were strictly controlled in Italy, as were their ammunition. Coming up with one gun was understandable. If he showed up with a second, it would raise suspicions.

      The knife would be enough if needed, and Tanner could kill just as easily with his bare hands. He left the plaza and headed back to the boarding house as the sun climbed higher in the sky.
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        * * *

      

      WASHINGTON D.C. 2:17 a.m.

      

      Tiffany sat at a table with Sara and Durand and told them firsthand how Lyle Hanover had used her and lied to her.

      “I was a young idiot and I know it. I thought I had that man wrapped around my little finger. I was no virgin at sixteen, far from it, and I had a wild streak too.”

      “You were still underaged,” Durand said.

      “That’s right, not that Hanover cared, and I thought, why not? I believed my mother would get a promotion, and back then my dad had just died the year before and we were struggling to pay the mortgage. I made a little money by modeling, although most of that went to pay for clothes and acting lessons. My mother wanted me to be an actress.”

      “What about the drugs they found in your house?” Sara asked.

      Tiffany’s hands curled into fists.

      “They were planted. My mother would never deal drugs, and yeah, I smoked pot sometimes, but I never had a damn pound of weed in the house. I did have a few joints stashed in my underwear drawer though, and they were never found. The reason they weren’t discovered is because the house was never really searched. They just claimed to have found the drugs they themselves planted.”

      “You’re saying the police were involved?” Durand asked.

      “Damn right I am. A crooked cop is a crooked cop. If they’ll take money from criminals, they’ll take money from the so-called good guys too.”

      “They were hoping you would back down and say that you were lying,” Sara said.

      Tiffany nodded her head emphatically.

      “I wanted to, but my mother was so pissed at being framed. She said we were going to take Hanover down, and that’s when she called that reporter. Not long after… Mom was stabbed to death.”

      Sara reached over and patted Tiffany’s hand.

      “I haven’t suffered nearly as much as you have, and yet, Hanover did threaten me with imprisonment. I’m only free right now because my fiancé agreed to help Hanover with something.”

      “Don’t trust Hanover, that man is a snake,” Tiffany said.

      “I’m working on a way to pay him back. Would you be willing to help me with that?”

      “Yes… but I won’t risk myself. I enjoy my life now, and as much as I despise that man, getting back at him is not worth dying over.”

      “I understand, and I may not even need you. I’ve another woman to talk to before I come up with a course of action.”

      “He’s done something like this before?”

      “No, not that I know of, however he’s committed acts that are just as bad.”

      “He had my mom killed and tried to frame me for her murder. What could be worse than that?” Tiffany said.
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        * * *

      

      When they were back outside the nightclub, Durand stretched while yawning.

      “I’m glad we had the foresight to take rooms in town, Sara. I need sleep.”

      “I’m tired as well, but tell me, how soon can you arrange a flight to Alaska?”

      “It’s all set up for tomorrow evening, although, we’ll first have to return to New York.”

      “Good, and Jacques, thank you. Once I’ve spoken to Alyona Petrov I’ll have a better idea where I stand.”

      “Tiffany may be correct, you know? Lyle Hanover may be untouchable. If that’s the conclusion you reach, will you give up your vendetta?”

      “I won’t do anything foolish if that’s what you’re asking.”

      Durand smiled. “It was. I don’t want to see you get hurt.”

      “I’ve already been hurt, now it’s time to get even.”

      “You are relentless.”

      “So I’ve been told,” Sara said.
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      Tanner stood in his position outside the bank as Andrew and Vinchanzo prepared to go inside. They were waiting for a call that would tell them the police had been lured to other areas.

      Enzo was driving a van with a modified engine and suspension that he assured everyone made the vehicle twice as fast. As Tanner watched the traffic and the few pedestrians in the area, he was leaning back against a wall while holding a newspaper.

      Sunglasses hid Tanner’s eyes and a cap was pulled down low on his head. There was a Bluetooth earbud in his right ear that allowed him to communicate with the others, who wore similar devices. Andrew and Vinchanzo, still sitting in the car, would be the only ones going into the bank.

      Bishop’s organization had a source inside the bank’s European office who let it be known that three-hundred thousand euros were in the bank’s vault awaiting an armored car pick up. The armored car wasn’t scheduled to be at the bank until the afternoon, while the bank opened at nine a.m.

      That left a short window of opportunity available and Andrew planned to make the most of it. Vinchanzo would incapacitate the guard while Andrew threatened the bank manager with a gun and led him over to the safe. Their source said the money was being held in two canvas sacks that could be carted away easily.

      Tanner’s role was to keep watch for the police and to let Andrew know if anyone tried to enter the bank. If someone did approach, he was to let them enter, once inside, Vinchanzo would take care of them.

      They had their earbuds set to four-way communication so that anything said by any one of them would be heard by all of them. Tanner had thought Andrew was keeping something from him. He discovered what that something was when Enzo spoke in English to Andrew. The young man made a joking comment that was anything but funny.

      “Try to pick a cute hostage to take along, Andrew. Maybe we can have some fun with her before we kill her.”

      “What’s this about a hostage?” Tanner said.

      “A bit of insurance, Mr. Ryan,” Andrew said. “If the police close in on us a female hostage will come in handy. Oh, and Enzo was just joking about raping her.”

      “That depends on how good she looks,” Enzo said with a laugh.

      Tanner’s mind was racing as he tried to come up with a reason he could give Andrew to forget about grabbing a hostage. Nothing he thought of would sway the man. From Andrew’s perspective, taking a hostage was a good idea, as would be killing her after she got a look at their faces.

      Tanner pushed the subject from his mind and went back to scanning the street. He would deal with the problem when the time came. There was no point in dwelling on or worrying about how it would affect his mission to kill Owen Bishop and obtain the data drive the man had.

      No doubt existed in Tanner’s mind concerning his eventual success. The path to get there might twist and turn and occasionally dead end, but there could be only one outcome. Although killing Bishop wasn’t a contract per se, Tanner considered it one. No Tanner had ever failed to fulfill a contract. That such an event was even a possibility didn’t enter into Tanner’s consciousness. Failure was simply unthinkable.

      Andrew’s phone made a sound indicating he had a text. There was a pause, then Tanner heard him say, “It’s show time.”

      “You’re clear,” Tanner said. “The nearest pedestrian is a block away and headed in the opposite direction.”

      The van started up from where it was parked and drove a little over two-hundred meters to settle on the corner nearest the front of the bank. After pulling nylons down over their faces, Andrew and Vinchanzo stepped out of the van and headed inside.

      As he kept watch, Tanner saw Enzo slide open the side door of the small van from the inside to make it easier for everyone to pile in when the time came. From where he was parked, Enzo had a view of a side street that Tanner couldn’t see down, he was also monitoring the police while switching between UHF and VHF channels on a dual-band radio. The receiver was a good one, and yet it had a range of less than two kilometers.

      A minute passed, and Tanner spoke a status report to Andrew.

      “No problems out here.”

      “The same,” Enzo said.

      In response, Andrew coughed once, which meant that all was going as planned inside the bank. If he had answered verbally, the bank personnel would remember he had been in contact with someone. As things stood, the police would be looking for two bank robbers and a getaway driver. Why broadcast that they were possibly a four-man team or sophisticated enough to have communication equipment if you didn’t have to?

      If an alarm had been activated it was a silent alarm, however, there was no sign of the police. As the two-minute mark approached, Andrew and Vinchanzo rushed through the doors and back out onto the street.

      Vinchanzo was carrying the two canvas sacks with the money and was breathing hard beneath the nylon mask he wore. Andrew hustled a woman along in front of him while pressing a gun into her back. She was young, blonde, and looked frightened. She was also a cop. The woman was dressed in dark-blue slacks with red stripes on the side and a matching blue jacket, with a white blouse. The word Polizei was written on the jacket.

      Tanner followed behind Andrew and his hostage. No one driving by on the street took notice of them and Andrew’s gun was hidden from sight behind the officer’s body. The cop had to know there was a good chance she would be killed if she got inside the van. As they neared the vehicle, she spun around and attempted to plant a knee in Andrew’s crotch but managed to hit him on the upper thigh instead.

      Tanner gave her a hard shove and she went tumbling backwards into the van. If he had thought she had a chance of getting away he wouldn’t have intervened. She had seen their faces and so she couldn’t be allowed to live. By aiding Andrew, Tanner had bought her more time and likely saved her from a bullet in the back.

      Vinchanzo tossed the canvas sacks on top of the cop and climbed inside the van. Tanner was next, followed by Andrew, who slammed the sliding door shut.

      When Enzo saw how good looking their hostage was he let out a giggle, stepped on the gas, and drove away from the bank.
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      As Enzo drove them to their destination in the Italian countryside, Vinchanzo cuffed the cop’s wrists behind her back by using her own handcuffs. They had brought along duct tape, which was used to bind her ankles and tape her mouth shut. Once she’d been handled, the woman gazed at them with a glare that was half hate and half fear.

      Andrew had her purse and her gun. He had already handed her cell phone to Enzo, who had tossed it out the window. While rummaging through the purse Andrew discovered a foil packet that contained a condom.

      “Look at this,” Andrew said. “The little cop whore carries condoms around in her purse.”

      “Maybe I’ll fuck her after all,” Enzo said.

      After opening her wallet, Andrew read from an ID card.

      “This is officer Jemma Ricci, gentlemen. Another fascist pig willing to oppress her own people. Well, Officer Ricci, some people won’t be oppressed, and this is going to be the worst day of your short life.”

      Jemma Ricci’s eyes widened at Andrew’s words and Tanner saw the hate in them give way to full fear. They were out of the city in minutes and the landscape became crowded with fields of various crops, some of which Tanner recognized as artichoke and celery.

      They met no roadblocks, and Andrew said he would be informed if any were placed on the route they were taking.

      Tanner was impressed by the ease in which the robbery went off and gained more respect for Bishop’s organization. They had successfully diverted the police and were capable of giving a warning if there was danger ahead. Andrew hadn’t told him about the backup they would have in case of trouble. Like the plan to take a hostage, he had withheld that information. They trusted him enough to use him, but only so far. With the robbery a success and capture unlikely, there was no reason not to reveal everything.

      “This group is more organized than I realized,” Tanner said, while hoping to prompt a response.

      Andrew sent him a wink.

      “We’ve been around a long time and have people in every major country. You’ve signed on with the winning team, Ryan.”

      “That’s good to know.”

      Twenty minutes into the drive Andrew received a text that made him laugh.

      “The police stopped one of the decoy vans we left in the area.”

      “Decoy vans?”

      “Three vans matching the description of this one were in the area with instructions to speed through the streets. The cops caught one of them and arrested the three men inside. The men will say nothing, and the cops will assume they caught us.”

      “But the men have alibis for the time of the robbery, don’t they?” Tanner asked.

      “That they do. The most they’ll be charged with is speeding. In the meantime, the cops have called off the search for us.”

      Tanner looked down at Officer Jemma Ricci and saw her deflate. If she had been buoyed up by the thought that her fellow officers were in pursuit of the van, her hopes had just been dashed.

      Enzo drove within the speed limit. Less than an hour after leaving the bank they arrived at what would be their hideout. Tanner had expected a hunting cabin or a farmhouse. Instead, they were entering the grounds of a walled estate with a house that sat on a hill overlooking gardens.

      Enzo had to use a swipe card to get the black wrought-iron gates to swing open, afterward, he drove the van along a cobblestone driveway that was over a thousand feet long.

      “Who owns this place?” Tanner asked.

      “Someone sympathetic to our cause, and we’re to leave everything as we find it. No petty thievery here, Ryan.”

      “I hear you,” Tanner said. “And will we be alone here or are there servants around?”

      “The place is all ours, however we have to leave by six a.m.”

      Behind the main house was a guest house and a swimming pool. The guest house was over two-thousand square feet and there was a building that looked like a barn behind it. Enzo drove to the barn and Andrew asked Tanner and Vinchanzo to get out and open the doors.

      Tanner did as asked and unlatched the doors before swinging the left one open. The inside of the barn was empty but there was a pile of hay in one corner and several stalls that looked as if they’d seldom been used.

      Once the van was inside the barn, Tanner and Vinchanzo closed the doors, then latched them from the other side.

      The side door of the van opened, and Andrew stepped out along with Enzo. Enzo was carrying the two canvas sacks of money while grinning like a fool.

      There was a folding card table near the spot where they parked. Everyone removed their earbuds and placed them upon it, along with the nylon masks and Officer Ricci’s purse. Inside the van, Ricci began kicking at the walls. When the others turned to look in her direction Tanner reached into her purse. He had been hoping to get his hands on her gun. It wasn’t there, and he assumed Andrew had already claimed it. As he was removing his hand from the bag, his fingers brushed against a familiar object, a handcuff key.

      Tanner had one hidden on his person, however, removing it from its hiding place might be noticed by the others. Tanner palmed the key as a plan formed in his mind.

      “What do you want to do with the cop?” Vinchanzo asked Andrew.

      “We’ll wait a while in case we were followed here somehow. If no one shows up, we’ll kill her and bury her in one of the fields.”

      “I thought we were supposed to leave everything as we found it?” Tanner said.

      “Did you see how much land surrounds this villa?” Andrew said. “If we do it right, no one will notice the grave.”

      They were standing near the van, near enough so that Andrew’s voice carried to Jemma Ricci’s ears. The young cop began sobbing and the sound caused Enzo to laugh. The sobs ceased but were replaced by muffled words.

      Officer Ricci was issuing a string of Italian curses; they were unintelligible because of her gag. When she began pounding on the side of the van with her feet again, Tanner feigned anger and headed toward the van.

      “I’ll quiet the bitch down.”

      “Good man,” Andrew said, “but leave her breathing when you’re done. I don’t want to kill her yet.”

      Tanner jumped up into the van and began making threats of violence toward Ricci. At least, that’s what it sounded like from outside the van. From Ricci’s perspective inside the vehicle, despite his harsh words, Tanner was giving her hope.
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        * * *

      

      As he spouted threats and obscenities at Officer Ricci, Tanner was showing her the handcuff key he’d found in her purse. Ricci’s eyes lit up with newfound hope, and as Tanner continued yelling, he reached behind her and pressed the key into her palm. He then whispered into her ear while speaking Italian.

      “I’m working undercover. Free your hands, and don’t leave the van until I call to you.”

      Tanner removed the knife he carried, showed it to Ricci, and set it beside her.

      He mouthed the word, Urlare, to Ricci, telling her to scream, then he brought his hands together to simulate the sound of a hard slap.

      Ricci let out a muffled scream and pretended to cry. When he left the van, Enzo was smiling at him.

      “You really hate cops, don’t you?”

      “No, not really,” Tanner said. He placed a solid punch into Enzo’s throat. The blow sent the man stumbling back into Andrew and the two of them crashed onto the card table. One of the table’s cheap metal legs gave way and Enzo and Andrew tumbled to the floor of the barn.

      Tanner took two steps and kicked Andrew’s head as if he were trying for a winning field goal. The impact made Andrew’s head jerk violently while stunning the man into unconsciousness. Meanwhile, Enzo was gasping and choking. Tanner’s punch had caused enough damage to make the young man no threat.

      Andrew wore a Glock in a shoulder holster. Before Tanner could free the weapon, he was forced to avoid a fierce kick sent his way by Vinchanzo. The bricklayer had once claimed to possess fighting skills, and so he did.

      Tanner avoided two more kicks that were aimed at his knees, and ducked below a roundhouse kick. Vinchanzo was skilled but slow. When Tanner came out of his crouch he slammed a fist into Vinchanzo’s crotch.

      Vinchanzo let out a huff, placed a hand on his stomach, and fell to one knee. Tanner grabbed the gun from Andrew’s holster, turned, and shot Vinchanzo in the forehead. Enzo, still struggling to take a normal breath, made it to his feet and stumbled toward the closed doors. Tanner shot him once in the back of the head, then fired two rounds into Andrew’s chest.

      “It’s safe to come out now,” Tanner said.

      Officer Ricci peeked her head out of the van and looked around with eyes filled with wonder. Duct tape was still sticking to her pants, but she had used Tanner’s knife to free her legs.

      “Why did you kill them?” she asked Tanner.

      “It was either that or let them kill you.”

      “You could have held them at gunpoint.”

      “Guns aren’t for pointing, they’re for killing. Besides, if they’re dead they can’t tell what happened here.”

      Ricci stepped from the van, then leaned back against it as if she were having trouble standing. The adrenaline rush she’d felt at hearing the shots had combined with her fear to leave her weak-kneed.

      “You’re not Italian, are you, Signore?”

      “No, you might say I’m a foreign agent.”

      “Thank you for saving me. I thought I was going to die.”

      “You’re welcome,” Tanner said, as he looked down at Andrew, the man who was going to be his key to getting to Owen Bishop. Now he was back to zero and had to think of a way to salvage things.

      One or more of the corpses’ bowels emptied, filling the barn with the stench of human feces. Tanner removed Andrew’s phone, then he opened one of the barn doors and stepped outside with the gun leading the way. Officer Ricci followed him outside, and touched him on the arm.

      “Signore?”

      “Yeah?”

      “May I use that phone, so I can call in?”

      “Yeah, although before you do that, we need to talk.”

      “About what?”

      “I have a plan that might keep my cover in place,” Tanner said, “but I’m going to need your help.”

      Jemma Ricci moved closer to Tanner and stared up at him with eyes filled with gratitude.

      “I’ll do as you ask. If not for you, I’d be dead.”

      “Good. Now I have to make a call.”

      “To your superior?”

      “I’m sure she thinks of herself that way,” Tanner said, and dialed Benedetti.
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            North To Alaska

          

        

      

    

    
      Durand’s travel arrangements for their Alaskan trip hit a snag when the jet they were using needed maintenance. He and Sara were in Seattle for refueling when the problem came to light and they were forced to spend the night there while a part was acquired and installed.

      Their rooms were in a four-star hotel that offered a grand view of the Space Needle. Sara had slept on the flight west, as had Durand, and although it was after midnight in Seattle, neither felt like sleep. The hotel bar was still open, so they decided to have a late drink.

      “Have you heard from Tanner?” Durand asked.

      “No, and I don’t expect to. For all intents and purposes, he’s acting as a spy. I told him I didn’t want him endangering himself by risking a call home.”

      “But you miss him, I can tell. You look down at your engagement ring frequently.”

      “Yes, I miss him, and his absence is something else I owe Hanover for.”

      “This man he’s after, Owen Bishop, he comes off as compassionate in the videos his organization produces. Recently, Interpol has suspected his group has a dark side and a hidden purpose, I see those suspicions are true, or else the CIA would have no interest in him.”

      Sara smiled. “If your contacts learn anything useful about Bishop it would give me an excuse to call Tanner. I’ll only risk it if it’s important.”

      “I know something about the way the CIA works. They would have sent a handler along with Tanner. Whoever that person is, I would guess they’re learning that Tanner plays by his own rules.”

      “They did send someone with him. She’s a woman named Vanessa Benedetti.”

      “A woman?”

      “Yes, and I understand she’s good looking.”

      “Perhaps she’ll try to charm Tanner into cooperating.”

      Sara laughed.

      “From what Tanner has told me, Benedetti is devoid of charm.”
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        * * *

      

      “Asshole! A complete and utter asshole is what you are, Tanner,” Benedetti shouted over the phone. “Through sheer luck you managed to get in good with Bishop’s organization only to turn around and slaughter the men who could help you rise higher. Are you an idiot?”

      Tanner looked over at Officer Ricci. The young cop was standing out of earshot while wiping tears from her eyes. She had come very close to dying and knew it.

      “I told you, Benedetti, they were going to kill a cop. I had to stop them.”

      “Why? For one damn cop? Getting that data drive from Bishop would be worth the life of a hundred cops. You’ve now ruined any chance of this mission being a success.”

      “I haven’t. In fact, I have a plan that will salvage things and get me closer to Bishop.”

      “That would be a miracle.”

      “No, I’ll just have to take a chance and run a bluff.”

      “Tell me your damn plan, and it better be good.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Two hours later, Tanner was inside the van and preparing to leave the villa. Officer Ricci had spoken to Benedetti and assured her that she would go through with Tanner’s plan. Benedetti, through the CIA, was going to communicate with her intelligence counterparts in the Italian government.

      Benedetti told Tanner it would cause embarrassment to confess they had an operative working on Italian soil but admitted the news would go down better since Tanner saved the life of one of their police officers. That, along with an incentive, was enough to get the Italian authorities to work with the U.S.

      The official story would be that Ricci had managed to escape on her own. Her escape took place while Andrew and his people were attacked by two men whom they had greeted as friends.

      Tanner had a similar tale to tell. He had Andrew’s phone and was hoping to use it to make contact with the man’s superior.

      Jemma Ricci leaned into the van and kissed Tanner on the cheek.

      “Good luck with your plan, and please stay safe.”

      “I will.”

      “Thank you again for helping me. Arrivederci, signore.”

      “Goodbye,” Tanner said.
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        * * *

      

      When he’d arrived back in Rome, Tanner ditched the van in the parking lot of a store after wiping it down thoroughly. After gathering his belongings from the rooming house, he took a taxi to the restaurant where he had met with Andrew, then took a seat at the bar.

      Tanner had gone through Andrew’s phone and found three numbers in the call history that were dialed frequently. Two of the numbers had also called Andrew frequently over the last twenty-four hours. If messages had been left, Andrew had deleted them.

      The first number was answered by a woman. After she’d said, “Hi, Andy,” with an Italian accent, Tanner assumed she was a girlfriend. The second number kept ringing and offered no voice mail option. When the third number was picked up, Tanner heard a man speak English with an American accent, and the man was angry.

      “Andrew, where the hell have you been lately?”

      “This isn’t Andrew. My name is Steve Ryan, perhaps Andrew mentioned me?”

      The other man said nothing. Tanner got the impression he was thinking over his response. He also remained silent since he had no idea if he’d had made contact with Andrew’s superior or someone else. When the other party spoke again, his voice was cautious and laced with suspicion.

      “Why are you using Andrew’s phone, Mr. Ryan?”

      “I’d like to discuss that in person,” Tanner said, then gave the man his location.

      The man informed Tanner that he would be there within the hour.
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        * * *

      

      Forty-eight minutes later a man walked into the restaurant flanked by two other men. They had serious expressions on their faces as they scanned the tables. Tanner stood at the bar. After gaining their attention he gestured at a table in an area where no one else was seated. In his left hand Tanner was carrying a gray backpack.

      The man in the middle of the three men was a man with dark hair, blue eyes, and a nose that looked like it belonged on a toddler. It was the smallest nose Tanner had ever seen on a man and it made the guy’s cheeks look swollen. The man nodded once, then spoke to his companions. The other two men took seats at the bar and turned their stools around to stare in Tanner’s direction. The two had ordered beer as they sat at the bar, and when the drinks came they ignored them.

      The man with Tanner said nothing as he sat at the table. He ordered a whisky from the waitress, while telling her they wouldn’t need a menu. Tanner had been sipping on beer, which he’d carried to the table when he’d moved from the bar.

      The man with the tiny nose waited for his whisky, and while he waited, he studied Tanner.

      “You’re not Italian, are you? You had no accent on the phone.”

      “I’m an American, like you.”

      The whisky came, and the man took a sip, then displayed pleasure at what he tasted.

      “You have a story to tell me, Mr. Ryan?”

      “I do.”

      “Then tell it.”

      “What’s your name?”

      “I’m Scott Langren. If I don’t like your story you may not live to see tomorrow.”

      Tanner swallowed hard, then took in a deep breath. If Langren thought he was intimidated he would consider him less of a threat.

      “My story starts at the protest rally the other day…” Tanner said, and went on to recount his talks with Vinchanzo and Andrew. When he began telling Langren about the bank robbery, the man held up a hand.

      “You’re talking about the robbery that took place earlier today?”

      “That’s right,” Tanner said.

      Langren stood while reaching for his phone. “Stay here. I’ll be back in a minute.” Langren spoke to his two friends for a moment before stepping outside to make a call. While he was gone, the two thugs at the bar glared at Tanner. Tanner wouldn’t meet their eyes, so they would think he felt menaced by them. In reality, he had already mapped out a plan to kill them if it became necessary.

      Langren returned six minutes later with a changed expression. The man looked confused, and perhaps angry. He retook his seat and gestured impatiently at Tanner.

      “Finish your story. What happened after the robbery?”

      Tanner kept to the truth until he reached the part where they had arrived at the villa, then he began telling the lie he’d concocted.

      “Andrew had me walk the cop out to one of the fields. I was to make her dig her own grave, then kill her. She still hadn’t seen my face at this time, since she had been blindfolded in the van, and I had worn a nylon over my face afterward.”

      “Why did you care if she saw your face? You were going to kill her anyway.”

      Tanner gave a little shrug.

      “I’ve never killed a woman before and I… I don’t know… I just didn’t want her looking at me.”

      Langren made a sound that might have been a laugh, and told Tanner to continue.

      “She had started digging when I heard a vehicle. It was a dark sedan, maybe blue or black. Two men got out of it. The doors of the barn opened, and I saw Andrew and one of the men shake hands, then they went into the barn. It was only a few seconds later when I heard the shots.”

      “How many shots?”

      Tanner hesitated a moment, as if to recall the memory.

      “Four shots, one, then another one, then two quick ones. Andrew had given me the cop’s gun. I was going to shoot her before checking out the barn, then I realized I’d be giving myself away if I fired. When I moved toward the cop to hit her, you know, to knock her out, the bitch almost nailed me with the shovel. That’s when I realized I had to make a choice. I could stay with the cop or go help Andrew. Besides, I figured we could track her down before she ran into anybody else. We were in the sticks.”

      Langren held up his phone.

      “The story is being reported on the news. That cop made it to a nearby farm.”

      Tanner nodded. “I’m glad I kept my face hidden.”

      “I also know that Andrew and the others are dead.”

      “Yeah, they’re dead,” Tanner said, “and they were killed by the two guys I saw. Maybe Andrew never mentioned to them that I was there. They walked out of the barn with the money and acted like they had nothing to fear.”

      “Did you get a good look at them?”

      “No, as soon as I was in range I began firing. I hit one guy in the leg and another in the gut. The guy with the leg wound fired at me but I had already ducked behind a tree. I hit him in the hand while he was helping the guy with the gut wound. They were Italian, I know that much because I heard them speaking the language like natives. My last round put a crack in the rear windshield and then they were out of there. When I went into the barn… I found the others.”

      Tanner stopped talking and Langren stared at him.

      “You got anything else to say?”

      “No.”

      “I called and checked you out, and yes, Andrew had you looked into and you’re not a Fed or a cop. The thing is, Ryan, he never told me about you.”

      “Should he have?”

      “You’re damn right he should have. He also should have told me he was planning this robbery.”

      “You didn’t know about the robbery?”

      “No, and that shouldn’t happen. Maybe Andrew was running his own game.”

      Tanner wanted to smile, but he held it in. His story about the fictitious pair of men killing Andrew was a ploy to make Langren believe there was a rift in Bishop’s organization. In fact, there did appear to be a separate faction within the group, and Andrew had been a part of it.

      “Andrew may have been up to something, Mr. Langren, but he wasn’t alone. He said they had been running decoy vans for the cops to chase and that calls had been made to draw the police away from the bank. That sounds like he was part of a group.”

      “There’s another possibility,” Langren said, and before continuing, he glanced back at the two men he’d come in with. The two stood up from their seats at the bar and looked ready to pounce if summoned. “The second possibility is that you and Andrew and the others were robbing that bank for yourselves, only you got greedy and killed everybody else.”

      “Bullshit!” Tanner said. “I never would have helped Andrew if I thought the money wouldn’t go to the cause.”

      Langren smirked. “You care about the cause, hmm?”

      “I do, and why would I kill everyone and then call you? Like you said, you didn’t even know I existed.”

      Langren thought that over and Tanner saw his posture relax.

      “Okay, so Andrew was running a game and you didn’t know about it. Too bad you didn’t get a better look at the men who attacked you. It would be nice to get that money back.”

      “They don’t have the money. When I gut shot the man holding the bags he dropped them.”

      “What? They didn’t get the money?”

      Tanner lifted the backpack up from where it lay on the bench and passed it over to Langren.

      “It’s all there. I ditched the bank bags of course, but the money is all there.”

      It was true. The incentive the U.S. government had to give to the Italians was a reimbursement of the money lost in the robbery. The recovery of the funds and the safe return of Officer Ricci had made the news of an American operative in their country go down easier with Italian authorities.

      Langren gazed down at the bag a moment before pulling back a zipper and looking inside.

      “Sonofabitch,” he said. After closing the bag, he stood, then he motioned for Tanner to come with him.

      “Where are we going?” Tanner asked.

      “We’re off to see the wizard.”

      “You mean…”

      “That’s right. I need to have a talk with Owen Bishop, and I want you there too.”

      “It will be an honor to meet the man,” Tanner said, then he thought, To meet him, and kill him.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            17

          

          

      

    

    







            Pointing Fingers

          

        

      

    

    
      Tanner rode with Langren and his bodyguards to a home in Terni, Italy, which was about sixty miles northeast of Rome. The villa was large, yet modest compared to the one where he had killed Andrew. He saw no sign of security and wondered if Bishop would be easier to kill than he’d been led to believe.

      Before getting in the car, Langren had asked him if he had a weapon. Tanner had handed over the gun that had been Andrew’s.

      Langren studied the weapon and saw it appeared to have not been fired and had a full magazine. Tanner had found bullets and a cleaning kit inside the van and had worked on the gun before making contact.

      “Whose weapon is this? It looks like Andrew’s.”

      “That is his gun. I took it off his body.”

      “Where’s the cop’s gun you were using?”

      “I tossed it away. It would be bad enough if I were picked up with a gun on me, but if I was found with the cop’s gun they could tie me to the bank robbery and the bodies in the barn.”

      Langren grinned. “I like you, Ryan. You think things through, that’s good.”

      During the trip to Terni, the two nameless bodyguards didn’t speak, not even to each other, while Langren spent his time on the phone. Langren uttered the name Cal Vernon more than once and Tanner wondered who that was.

      After reaching the villa, the bodyguards stayed in the car while Tanner accompanied Langren into the house. Langren greeted an older woman in fluent Italian and said they would be using the study.

      The home’s office was filled with books and reminded Tanner of Warren Blake’s study back in Connecticut. Thinking of Blake led to thoughts of Sara, but Tanner pushed them from his mind.

      He needed a clear head if he were going to kill Bishop and escape with the data drive. Daydreaming about the woman he loved could leave him dead.

      The rear wall of the study held a massive television. Langren picked up a remote, and after a few clicks, a view came on the screen of another room. The surface of a wooden desk and a leather office chair were in the foreground with two windows in the background. The curtains on the windows were drawn and allowed no view of what lay behind them. At first, the room appeared empty, then the sound of someone moving about could be heard through the speakers. That was followed by a hand coming into view and pulling out the chair. When the owner of the hand sat in the chair and looked straight ahead, Tanner saw the face of Owen Bishop.

      Tanner groaned inwardly. He would not get a chance to kill Bishop after all, since the man was communicating via video. Bishop was wearing his trademark pair of eyeglasses with thick black frames and his gray eyes looked fierce behind the lenses. His shirt was a white sweater with a V-shaped collar and a gold chain was hanging around his neck.

      The image was approximately life-size and sharp. It almost felt as if Bishop were sitting on the other side of the wall. When Bishop spoke, the deep voice which came forth didn’t fit the nerdy image of the man. It did trigger a memory in Tanner, and he was certain he had seen Bishop on TV a time or two. Not only was Bishop’s voice deep, it also possessed power and confidence in its tone.

      “Fill me in, Scott. What the hell was going on with your man Andrew?”

      Langren cleared his throat as he gestured at Tanner.

      “This is Steve Ryan. I’ll let him tell his story, then you’ll know what I know.”

      “Ryan? Ah yes, the guy who shot at the Italian cops the other day. You’ve got guts, Mr. Ryan, and you’re lucky you weren’t caught.”

      “I’m just sorry my gun jammed,” Tanner said.

      “Let’s hear what you’ve been up to now,” Bishop said.

      Tanner repeated the story he had told to Langren. He kept the details the same, however he varied his delivery slightly. He didn’t want to have Langren thinking he was repeating a made-up and memorized tale, although he was in parts.

      As Bishop listened, he played with the gold chain around his neck. Tanner saw that something was dangling from the end of it. He only caught a glimpse of the object. It appeared to resemble a golden USB stick, and yet, it was larger and thicker than a normal one. Tanner felt the odds were good that he was looking at the data drive. To wear it around his neck like that, Bishop must have full confidence in his security.

      When Tanner was done telling Bishop his story, Langren spoke.

      “I didn’t know a damn thing about any of this, but I knew Andrew well. I don’t think this was him acting on his own. I think someone else was behind this, Mr. Bishop.”

      “Whom would that be?” Bishop asked.

      After swallowing, Langren said a name. “Cal Vernon.”

      Bishop smiled. “You suspect Cal is behind this?”

      “He and Andrew were friendly, and Vernon was once his supervisor. I could see Andrew going behind my back and helping Vernon.”

      “Let’s say you’re right. Why would Cal order Andrew to rob a bank and not tell me?”

      “For the money, sir. Three-hundred thousand euros could be used in many ways, including bribery.”

      “Whom would he bribe?” Bishop asked.

      “Your security team for one, or he could be using the money to hire mercenaries to come after you. Cal Vernon is ambitious, you know that, and the only one keeping him from climbing higher is you.”

      Bishop’s laugh was derisive.

      “I think it’s your ambition that may be the issue here, Scott. I made Cal my right-hand man instead of you. I think you’re jealous of him.”

      “No, sir. That’s not why I suspect him. He’s just… I don’t know… sneaky? I’ve never trusted him.”

      On screen, Bishop’s eyes shifted to look at Tanner.

      “Did Andrew ever mention Cal’s name to you?”

      “No.”

      Bishop nodded, then he reached into his shirt and brought out the golden data drive, which he fingered like a charm on a bracelet, as he thought things over. After dropping the device down inside his shirt again, Bishop addressed Langren.

      “Here’s what I believe happened. I think Andrew was acting on his own while looking to feather his nest. I can understand that, unfortunately for him, he went in on it with the wrong people. Fortunately for us, Mr. Ryan here wound up with the money and contacted you. I want to thank you, Mr. Ryan, and I won’t forget that you helped the cause.”

      Tanner gave a little shrug.

      “Andrew might have been greedy, but he convinced me that what you’re doing is important. I want to help anyway I can.”

      “Good man. From now on you’ll be working with Scott, he can always use a warrior for the people like yourself.”

      Langren smiled at Tanner.

      “I’ll gladly take Ryan. He’s sharper than most of my people, but Mr. Bishop, what should I do with the money? Should I leave it here?”

      “Deliver it to Cal tomorrow morning, Scott. He’ll put it to good use.”

      “What if I’m right and Vernon wanted the money to use against you?”

      Bishop’s gaze darkened.

      “That’s enough of that talk. I won’t have you going around denigrating Cal, who is technically your superior.”

      “How is he my superior? We both manage a region.”

      “I consider him my second-in-command. That makes him your superior.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Ryan.”

      “Yes, Mr. Bishop?” Tanner said.

      “Do good work and you’ll continue to rise in the organization.”

      “I’ll do my best,” Tanner said.

      “Any other issues to discuss, Scott?”

      “No, sir.”

      “All right. Deliver that money to Cal before noon. He’s at the villa in Florence.”

      “I’ll do that,” Langren said.

      “Make sure you do,” Bishop said. That was followed by the screen going blank.
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      FLORENCE, ITALY

      

      Cal Vernon stepped off an elevator with his bodyguard beside him. Vernon was a handsome man in his thirties with dark-brown hair and green eyes. An American from North Dakota, Vernon was tall and had been an athlete in college, which he attended on a basketball scholarship.

      His bodyguard was a thick-bodied man named Karl who was German, and a former leg breaker for a loan shark. Karl only smiled when he was anticipating causing pain. Vernon had known Karl for over a dozen years. The two had met while sharing a Munich drunk tank during Oktoberfest. After Karl saved Vernon from a beating by a fellow inmate, Vernon had hired him as a gofer and he later became Vernon’s bodyguard.

      They were inside the Four Seasons Hotel and visiting the suite of a man named Boldizsár Magyar. Magyar was the owner of a security company. He was also a trainer and handler of assassins. His former noted protégés included such men as Lars Gruber and Robert Vance, both were men Tanner had killed. Boldizsár Magyar, Hungarian by birth and a resident of Belgium, was in Florence on holiday, and was mixing business with pleasure by meeting with Vernon.

      Cal Vernon and his bodyguard Karl were told to wait in a sitting area that boasted an elaborate crystal chandelier. Their wait wasn’t a long one and they were soon joined by Magyar. Boldizsár Magyar was a fit man in his sixties with a swarthy complexion and a mole on his chin. Despite his expensive suit and diamond rings he was not an attractive figure.

      The young woman with Magyar was very attractive, shapely, and sexy. Her name was Mirella. She was Boldizsár Magyar’s youngest child and only daughter. Mirella was the result of Magyar’s third marriage to an English actress. His daughter favored the woman a great deal and had her pale skin tone.

      Mirella smiled at Cal Vernon after looking the tall man over. When he introduced himself to her in his Midwest twang, Mirella giggled and said she found his accent charming.

      “Mr. Vernon and I have business to discuss, Mirella. Go enjoy your evening, but don’t be out all night.”

      “I’m nineteen, Father. I can stay out all night if I want to.”

      Magyar made a sound of frustration.

      “I liked you better when you were a child. You were more obedient.”

      Mirella kissed her father on the cheek. “Don’t worry so much.”  She turned to face Cal Vernon. “It was nice meeting you, Mr. Vernon.”

      “Same here, Mirella,” Vernon said.

      After his daughter left, Magyar and Vernon settled across from each other with drinks. Karl settled near the door, while two of Magyar’s assassins in training stood against a wall that was behind him. The room was large, and Karl and the others would be unable to hear Vernon’s discussion with Magyar.

      “I take it you’ve come here to make the deal we discussed?” Magyar asked.

      “No. I’m going to need more time.”

      “Why is that?”

      “My people robbed a bank in Rome today but were slaughtered before they could deliver the money to me.”

      “Ah, interesting. Who do you suspect is behind it?”

      “A dude named Scott Langren. Now he’s got the money and I heard he was dissing me to Bishop.”

      “Dissing?” Magyar said.

      “It means he was insulting me. He told Bishop I’m trying to stage a coup.”

      “You are, aren’t you?”

      “Yeah, but he’s got no proof of that. Here’s the damnedest part, Bishop told Langren to bring me the money to hold onto.”

      Magyar smiled. “The money will do you no good now that Bishop knows about it.”

      “That’s right.”

      “This man, Langren, is he ambitious as well?”

      “I thought he was simply a toady, but if he sent men to rob my men I might have underestimated him.”

      “I heard about that robbery. They’re reporting that most of the robbers were killed.”

      “Yeah, except for a guy named Steve Ryan. He’s the one that brought the money to Langren.”

      “The money would have been helpful. Still, you must have other funds available, yes?”

      “No. I’ve gone all in on this plan I have, and it’s cost me a lot of money to set things up. I need that bank money, so I’ll be able to pay you.”

      “Why not steal it again?”

      “How’s that?”

      “The bank money. Why not take it from this man Langren and kill him at the same time?”

      A smile spread over Vernon’s face.

      “That’s not a bad idea, only I’ll kidnap Langren before I kill him. I want to know why he suspects me and if anyone else does.”

      “Does it really matter?”

      “It might, and I don’t want any surprises when I push Bishop out of my way.”

      “You’re moving ahead soon? Can you do so if you fail to get the money?”

      “Maybe. I have a lot of men loyal to me, but I’m not sure if it’s enough. That’s why I wanted to hire some of your men. I’ll also need them later on.”

      “I have men who will make certain you get the money back, however, they’ll cost you.”

      “Thanks, but no thanks. I still have men of my own. Perhaps not enough to take down Bishop, although they’ll have no problem handling Langren and his bodyguards.”

      Magyar leaned forward. “I know about the auction you have planned.”

      Vernon’s face revealed his shock.

      “How did you find out about that?”

      “I have developed many sources over the years, as have others. You should accelerate your plans before Owen Bishop discovers what you’re up to.”

      “I understand; it’s why I want to hire all three of your teams of assassins.”

      Magyar held up his drink.

      “I wish you luck and look forward to doing business with you.”
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        * * *

      

      When Vernon left the suite, he found Mirella in the lobby. The teen walked toward him as he stepped off the elevator.

      “Hello, Mirella. Were you waiting down here for me?”

      “That’s right.”

      “I’m flattered.”

      “Take me to dinner, Mr. Vernon. I find you interesting.”

      “You have my interest too, and call me Cal, honey.”

      Cal Vernon left the hotel and climbed into the rear of a limousine with Mirella, while Karl sat up front with the driver.

      “I want to stop at my hotel for a minute, Mirella. I have a few calls to make, then we’ll have that dinner.”

      “What sort of business are you in?”

      “I’m a regional manager for a large multi-national organization.”

      “It sounds boring.”

      “It is, but I’ll be moving up soon. And what is it you do, Mirella?”

      “I spend my father’s money.”

      “That sounds like a dream job,” Vernon said.

      After reaching his hotel, Vernon made Mirella a drink and left her on the balcony. Vernon then made plans for Langren’s abduction and the retrieval of the money from the bank job. When he was done, he went to the balcony and found that Mirella had relocated. After looking around, he discovered her lying atop his bed, naked.

      As he removed his tie, Vernon smiled at her.

      “Dinner will have to wait.”

      Mirella giggled, reached out, and unzipped his fly.
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      ANCHORAGE, ALASKA

      

      Sara and Durand visited the trailer park where Alyona Petrov was living and found it to be a mini slum. The area had a high crime rate and there were signs that the local drug gangs were active.

      Alyona Petrov’s trailer was small, dirty, and old. She lived in it with two other elderly Russian women, one of whom gave them bad news.

      The woman’s gray hair looked as if it had not been combed in many days and she exuded body odor. Durand stayed back as Sara spoke to her. The distance did little to lessen the stench. He could not imagine having to live in a cramped trailer with such a person.

      “Alyona is in the hospital.”

      “How ill is she?” Sara asked.

      The woman scratched under an armpit as she answered.

      “She’s dying, some kind of cancer.”

      After thanking the woman, Sara followed Durand back to his rental.

      “We may have made the trip for nothing, but I still want to speak with Alyona.”

      “She’s dying, Sara, and you’ll be stirring up some old and painful memories.”

      “Jacques, Lyle Hanover used the woman for years, fathered her child, then he abandoned them to fend for themselves. Do you think a day goes by that she doesn’t think of that man, or remember her lost daughter?”

      “I see your point.”

      “Once I’ve spoken to Alyona Petrov I’ll decide my next move.”

      “I don’t see how she can help you if she’s ill.”

      “Sadly, her illness might make her the perfect ally.”

      “Why?”

      “If she’s dying, she’ll have nothing to lose.”
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        * * *

      

      TERNI, ITALY

      

      Tanner, along with Langren and his bodyguards, one of whom he had learned was named Max, stayed at a hotel for the night.

      Instead of getting on the road and delivering the money to Vernon as Bishop had asked Langren to do. Scott Langren spent the early part of the day making calls. He was trying to find dirt on Cal Vernon. Langren was convinced Vernon was behind the robbery and was a snake who wanted to usurp Bishop.

      He came up with nothing concrete, and by two in the afternoon Langren felt he could delay no longer. After a quick lunch in the hotel coffee shop, Tanner and the others were walking toward Langren’s car when Tanner noticed that nearby was a dark-blue van. The van was rocking with motion, as if several people were moving about inside it.

      Langren still had the gun Tanner had taken off Andrew, while all Tanner had was a knife. He freed the blade and held it at the ready as he opened his mouth to bring attention to the van.

      He never got the chance to speak as the side door on the van slid open and a man aimed a gun at them. He was not alone. Three other men were crouched beside him while another man was behind the wheel.

      Only one man had a gun, while the three beside him held machetes. Tanner whipped his arm around and sent the knife flying. It struck the man with the gun in the Adam’s apple and he dropped the weapon to reach for his throat.

      “Back to the hotel,” Tanner told Langren, as he grabbed the man’s wrist. Langren broke free of his grip and reached for the gun on his belt. One of the other men in the van had grabbed up the dropped weapon and began firing wildly until the gun was empty.

      His shots hit both bodyguards and Langren, but missed Tanner, who had moved behind the front end of a Mercedes. Langren had been struck in the side, then grabbed by one of the machete bearers, who was threatening to slice his throat open. Langren removed his hand from his jacket and one of the men plucked his gun away.

      A bodyguard was dead from a head wound, Tanner thought it was the one named Max, while the other one was on his back and moaning. He had been struck in the forearm and it appeared the slug had broken a bone.

      Langren was hustled into the van along with the backpack full of money. Seeing that, Tanner ran back toward the hotel while weaving amid the parked cars. When one of the men began chasing after him with a machete, he was called back by the driver.

      “Forget him; those shots will bring the police.”

      The man returned to the van and jumped inside. Then, they were off with Langren and the bank money.
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        * * *

      

      Tanner, still unarmed, ran around the side of the hotel where the loading dock was. A glance over his shoulder revealed that the van was turning right at the parking lot exit. Tanner brought to mind his memory of the streets near the hotel and thought he might have a chance to turn things around.

      If Langren were killed he might lose his connection to Bishop. He had to get him back. When he rounded a corner and saw the laundry truck backing up to the dock he knew he had a chance.

      The man driving the truck cried out in shock when Tanner yanked him from his seat and sent him sprawling onto the ground. As he was driving the truck away, Tanner heard a string of Italian curses come from the driver. Moments later, Tanner was out on the street and searching for the van that took Scott Langren.
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        * * *

      

      Inside the van, which was stopped at a traffic signal, the man who had taken the knife to his throat was gurgling, and a stream of frothy blood flowed from his mouth. The other three men in the rear could do no more than watch him die, while Langren was talking to the driver.

      “I recognize you. You’re Alberto, right?”

      “That’s right, but it doesn’t matter if you recognize me. You’re done, Langren, and so is Bishop.”

      “Cal Vernon is behind this? I know he is.”

      “Shut him up,” the driver said. “Slap some tape over his—shit!”

      Alberto hadn’t spotted the laundry truck until it was rocketing toward him. Tanner had driven it across a stretch of sidewalk and between parked cars to ram the van on the passenger side door. The van stalled as the airbags in the cab deployed and the windshield shattered, however, the old laundry truck kept running.

      After the initial impact, Tanner kept pushing the vehicle. It hit the curb on the other side of the street, then tipped over. The van fell on its side and began sliding down a grassy hill. Tanner arrived to find the driver crawling out of the hole where the windshield had been.

      The driver, Alberto, was holding a machete. Tanner kicked him on the side of the head and yanked away the weapon. There had been a man following the driver. The man was on his hands and knees, but he gripped Langren’s gun in his right hand. Tanner brought the machete down in an arc and severed the man’s hand at the wrist. Blood spurted from the wound and painted the door panel red.

      As he picked up the gun that was lying in the palm of the severed hand, Tanner heard Langren say something, and yet, he couldn’t make out what was said. The man with the missing hand was screaming and made Langren’s words unintelligible. When he looked inside the van, Tanner saw that Langren was hacking away with his own machete at two of the men who had grabbed him.

      Langren’s other hand was holding onto the straps of the backpack. The men were receiving multiple cuts on their arms and hands, which were held up in defense and to cover their faces.

      “Langren! We have to go.”

      Langren turned and gazed at Tanner with a pair of wild eyes, the nostrils of his tiny nose were flaring as he breathed heavily. After scrambling from the van, Langren paused, looked down at the stunned Alberto, and jabbed the tip of his machete into the man’s stomach three times.

      Alberto screamed, and the sound made Langren laugh.

      Tanner grabbed Langren by the arm and pulled him away.

      “Drop that machete. We’re conspicuous enough with all the blood we have on us. And keep your head down. There are people looking our way.”

      Langren released the machete, and by the time he had climbed up the hill, he needed Tanner’s help in walking. His gunshot wound, combined with an impact to his head during the crash had left him woozy.

      There were people in cars slowing down to stare at the “accident.”

      Tanner was considering leaving Langren to fend for himself if he spotted cops approaching. He saw none and assumed that the fatal shooting near the hotel was their priority. Tanner led Langren to the rear of the laundry truck, then spun around as a vehicle approached them.

      It was the bodyguard who had been shot in the arm. He had recovered enough to get in the car and drive away from the scene of the shooting. Tanner tumbled Langren atop the rear seats along with the backpack full of euros, then climbed in after him.

      “Get us the hell out of here,” Tanner said in Italian, as the sound of police sirens came from several directions.

      “Ryan,” Langren said.

      “Yeah?”

      “Thank you.”

      “Anything for the cause,” Tanner said.
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            Driving An Ape

          

        

      

    

    
      Langren gave the bodyguard directions and they drove north to Spoleto. In minutes, they arrived at the home of a veterinarian, which was bordered by an olive grove.

      The veterinarian was a member of Bishop’s group who held strong anti-government sentiments. Langren wasn’t seriously wounded, even so, he had lost a good amount of blood. The slug that struck him had passed through a love handle.

      The bodyguard had fared worse, having two broken bones in his forearm, and Tanner had a cut on his left elbow that he couldn’t remember receiving. Langren phoned several people, including a contact who would relay what had happened to Bishop. Langren mentioned the driver, Alberto, whom he knew worked under Cal Vernon. Langren was convinced that Vernon was behind the attack.
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        * * *

      

      The veterinarian, a short man in his fifties with a beard, told Tanner that Langren was sleeping after receiving painkillers. He also said both Langren and the bodyguard should stay overnight due to weakness from loss of blood.

      However, there was no room in the small house for another guest, and Tanner decided to find a hotel room. He borrowed a suitcase from the vet, so he wouldn’t appear out of place while getting a room. Along with the suitcase, he accepted a hoodie that was a size too big. His shirt had been bloody, but his black jeans hid the stains well.

      He left with the promise to return in the morning while using an old Italian pickup truck that had only three wheels, two in the rear and a front center wheel. It was called a Piaggio Ape and it looked ridiculous. Had Tanner been certain that no one was looking for Langren’s car, he would have driven that instead.

      Despite its appearance, the Ape did well on the narrow roads and Tanner found a hotel to stay at. Before checking in to the hotel, Tanner made contact with Benedetti.

      “It’s about time you called in. I was beginning to think you were dead.”

      “I can hear the disappointment in your voice.”

      “Hold on, Tanner. I’m going to bring Hanover in on this call. He wants to talk to you.”

      There was a pause, followed by Hanover’s voice asking a question.

      “What’s your status, Tanner?”

      He relayed what had happened since he killed Andrew and the others to save Jemma Ricci. When he was done, Hanover had another question.

      “You say Bishop was wearing the data drive around his neck?”

      “That’s right, and I don’t understand why he would do that instead of hiding it somewhere within easy reach.”

      “The man must be confident no one can touch him. Considering there’s a split in his organization I’d say he’s wrong.”

      “Langren survived the attack on him and kept the money. That’s twice he’s beaten Vernon, and yet, Vernon is Owen Bishop’s right-hand man. Once I figure out who’s going to come out on top of this feud I’ll throw in with them.”

      “You still have to get to Bishop,” Benedetti said. “Concentrate on that.”

      “I understand that.”

      “I want you to start calling in twice a day, Tanner. I’m sick of hearing from you only when you feel like it.”

      “That’s tough, Benedetti. I call when it’s convenient. Deal with it.”

      “Mr. Hanover, I’ll ask you again, put Sara Blake back behind bars. It would make Tanner easier to handle.”

      “I understand your frustration, Miss Benedetti, but remember, Tanner is not a trained operative. You can’t expect him to keep to the rules.”

      “I do expect you to keep your word, Hanover,” Tanner said. “We had a deal. Sara stays free while I’m helping you, and then she’ll be cleared of all charges.”

      “Our deal stands, and you won’t retaliate by harming us.”

      “Yes, our deal stands. I won’t harm anyone… unless I’m provoked.”

      The call concluded and Tanner checked-in. It was still early, and he needed to think. He fired up the odd pickup truck and went for a drive as he tried to consider all the angles and develop contingency plans. He made one stop after spotting a clothing store. Tanner purchased new clothes for himself and grabbed a pair of slacks and a shirt he thought would fit Langren. Langren’s clothing had been ruined by blood and the man would need something to wear. Tanner left the clothes he’d been wearing in a trash bin and felt better in the new clothes, which was a black suit, and a dark-blue polo shirt.

      The area roads were quiet, and the traffic was light, so when he noticed the car following him after he’d left the shop, he wasn’t surprised.

      The vehicle was also a familiar one. It was Langren’s car, and judging by the hulking silhouette behind the wheel, Langren’s bodyguard was driving. Langren must have given the man instructions to keep an eye on him.

      It was much easier to follow someone in heavy traffic than when the roads were empty, and it was unlikely anyone else would drive the random pattern he was following as he cruised around. Even more improbable was the fact that Tanner would gain a second car tailing him, but that was what happened as Tanner drove back to the hotel.

      That vehicle was a black limousine of all things, and he was certain it was following him. Upon arriving at his hotel, Tanner parked and went inside.

      Langren’s man parked near the spot where Tanner had left the Ape, while the limo pulled to the curb where there was a view of the hotel.

      As far as Tanner could detect, there appeared to be only one man in the car, the driver, however, the limo’s rear windows were heavily tinted. Maybe one of Cal Vernon’s men had tracked him after he used the Ryan ID to rent a room?

      There was no way to know, but there was a way to find out. Tanner slipped out of a rear service entrance and climbed a fence. Whoever was inside the limousine was about to get more than he bargained for.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      In Anchorage, Alaska, Sara and Durand entered the hospital where Alyona Petrov was being treated. They found Petrov in a room with another bed. The second bed was unoccupied, and she was alone for the moment. Alyona was in her seventies and her thin face was wizened and wrinkled by age and a hard life. And yet, Sara recognized her from a photo Durand had shown her. The photo had been taken during the time Alyona had been married to Hanover.

      Despite her circumstances, Alyona greeted them with a smile, but she assumed that they were there to visit her absent roommate.

      “Are you here to visit Uki? She was taken away for tests,” Alyona said in accented English. “She should be back soon.”

      “Are you Alyona Petrov?” Sara asked. “If so, we’re here to see you.”

      “You are here to visit me?”

      “Yes… and to talk about a sad time in your life.”

      Sara began by telling Alyona that she had recently had trouble with Lyle Hanover, while stating that the grief he was causing her was nothing compared to the pain the man had caused Alyona. Alyona listened patiently and with a blank expression on her face.

      “Why have you come here to tell me this?” Alyona asked.

      “I’m looking for allies. I want to make Hanover realize that he can’t use people and just get away with it because of his position.”

      “His position?”

      “I guess you don’t know. Lyle Hanover is a very important man within the Central Intelligence Agency.”

      Alyona shook her head as confusion showed on her face.

      “I don’t know this man, this Lyle Hanover.”

      Sara and Durand exchanged shocked looks. It had never occurred to them that Alyona was ignorant of the true name of the man who’d betrayed her.

      Sara had a color printout of the lone photo of Lyle Hanover she could find on the internet. She removed it from her purse, unfolded it, and handed it to Alyona.

      “Miss Petrov, Alyona, Lyle Hanover was the spy who used you during the Cold War to steal Russian research material. You knew him as Ivan Travkin.”

      Alyona stared down at the photo. Her hands began to quiver as tears flowed down her cheeks.

      “Ivan is alive? I was told by the authorities he had been shot and killed before making it across the border.”

      The old woman broke down and wept hard. Sara reached across to grip her hand, but Alyona yanked free of her. It took several minutes until she composed herself and spoke again.

      “I actually mourned this bastard at first, even knowing that he had used me. All my love for him died after I was tortured… and I lost my sweet little Valencia. And now, to discover that Ivan has been alive all this time and living a prosperous life… I…I… please, leave me alone. I can’t talk anymore.”

      Sara stood as Alyona began crying again, and she and Durand left the room. As they were walking down the corridor and headed to the parking lot, Sara wiped at her own tears.

      “I knew I would be opening an old wound, still, I had no idea she had believed a lie all these years.”

      “The Soviet government kept many secrets, Sara. It’s not surprising they wouldn’t admit that Hanover had successfully infiltrated their research facility and made it back to America.”

      Sara looked over her shoulder toward Alyona’s room.

      “I want to stay here for another day. I want to speak to her again when the shock wears off.”

      “All right, but she doesn’t seem as if she’ll be much help to you.”

      “On the contrary, Alyona Petrov might be perfect.”

      “You’ve come up with a plan?”

      “Maybe. I’ll know once I’ve spoken to Alyona again.”

      “The poor woman. She must truly hate Hanover.”

      “That’s what I’m counting on,” Sara said.
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      Tanner rapped his knuckles lightly on the driver’s side door of the limousine while pointing his gun up at the face of its driver. He had moved along the length of the vehicle while crouched low beneath the level of the windows.

      The guy had been in the process of lighting a cigarette; he fumbled it along with the lighter he was holding. Tanner still had the gun he’d plucked from the hand he had severed with the machete. When the man inside the car saw it pointed at him, he held out his hands to show they were empty.

      Tanner made a twirling motion with a finger to indicate that the man should lower the window.

      “All of them,” Tanner whispered in Italian.

      When the man complied, and every window was down, Tanner could see that there was no one else inside the car. He leaned on the driver’s window sill and spoke to him again in Italian.

      “Did Cal Vernon send you?”

      “I speak English. I’m a Canadian.”

      “I don’t care what language you use, just answer my question.”

      “Mr. Vernon sent me, yes. I’m his driver. He wants to talk to you, Ryan.”

      “In Florence?”

      “He’s nearby. He left Florence after learning that the attack on Mr. Langren failed.”

      “You admit Vernon was behind that?”

      “Why not? I can always lie later.”

      “What’s your name?”

      “Tremblay.”

      “Where does Vernon want to meet? I’m not walking into a trap.”

      “There’s a wine bar three or four blocks east of here.”

      “I know, I’ve driven past it.”

      “Mr. Vernon will meet you there in an hour. I’ll be with him, but that’s it. Will you come?”

      “I’ll be there, but from where I sit, I’m already on the winning side.”

      “I like Scott Langren, but he can’t compete with Mr. Vernon. Just so you know, Mr. Vernon pays well. He’s a man who understands that loyalty comes with a price.”

      Tanner lowered the gun. “I’ll listen to him.”

      “I hope you join us. I think I’d rather work with you than against you.”

      “I’ll see you in one hour,” Tanner said.

      Tremblay drove off. When he was out of sight, Tanner began walking in the other direction. He was heading to the wine bar while circling around to it and casting an eye about for a trap or an ambush. Tanner made a point not to look at the car that contained Langren’s remaining bodyguard.

      The man would follow him to the wine bar and see him meet with Cal Vernon. Depending on what Vernon said, Tanner might have to kill the bodyguard, then return to the veterinarian’s house and kill Langren. In any event, he would choose a path that would get him closer to his target, Owen Bishop.
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        * * *

      

      The wine bar had a medium-size crowd and was brightly lit. Tanner didn’t know what Cal Vernon looked like, but he did know Tremblay. Tremblay was seated at a round black table with a tall man in his thirties who had dark-brown hair and green eyes. They were drinking wine from a bottle that sat on the table.

      After Tremblay spotted him walking toward them, he whispered something to the man with him.

      When the man looked his way, he saw him studying him as if to take his measure. As Tanner grew closer, the man gestured for him to sit at the table. As Tanner did so, Tremblay stood and walked over to lean against the bar, where he was out of hearing range.

      “I’m Cal Vernon, Mr. Ryan, and you have been a tremendous pain in my ass.”

      “How’s that?”

      “You keep giving my money back to Langren.”

      “He was on his way to Florence to give it to you. If you had been patient you’d already have it.”

      Vernon’s smile grew into a sly grin.

      “I was hoping to get my hands on it in secret.”

      “Are you admitting that you’re working against Owen Bishop?”

      “I like Owen, but the man has me backed into a corner.”

      “What do you mean by that?”

      “Think about it? Owen Bishop is the leader of our organization and the people in the lower echelons love him. Many joined because their parents were members and had followed Bishop’s father. They continue to donate and attend anti-government protest rallies because they believe in the man. If I or anyone else attempted to take his place, we would have a tough row to hoe and the organization would fall apart.”

      “A true zealot could keep things together,” Tanner said.

      Vernon laughed. “I’ll let you in on a little secret, Ryan. I’m not a true believer. I can spout the rhetoric with the best of them, but I really don’t give a damn how the world’s governments shear their sheep. I did know that I could rise high in an organization like ours, and I did, however, I want more.”

      Tanner was about to say, “You want control of the data drive,” then he remembered that as Steve Ryan he should have no knowledge that it exists. Instead, he asked. “What more is there if you don’t want to take Bishop’s place?”

      “Much more,” Vernon said. “Owen has information he plans to sell a piece at a time to those that can use it.”

      “Like what?”

      “Remember we checked you out? That means somebody took your picture, right?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Part of that screening process had to do with running your photo through a facial recognition algorithm. The only thing is, Bishop has his own data base that contains the face of every person who has gone through a police or military academy and boot camp. It’s a massive amount of data that goes back decades. To top that off, the man recently hacked into government databases and copied personnel files. And not just the United States, but some other countries too, like Britain and Mexico.”

      Tanner nodded with interest and realized Benedetti and Hanover had kept hidden the fact that Bishop’s list contained foreign agents as well as U.S. personnel.

      Once they gained control of that data they could use it to run a search for any foreign agents working within the United States. They could also take Bishop’s place and sell out foreign agents for profit. That was something Tanner did not put past either of them.

      “So, you want that data, so you can sell it instead, is that it?”

      “No, Ryan. I think Owen doesn’t realize what a target he’s become by stealing the data. The U.S. has already tried to kill him. The longer he holds on to that data the greater the risk, so I had a better idea. I’m going to hold an auction and hand it over to the highest bidder.”

      “I can see how that makes sense, but how are you going to get the data away from Bishop?”

      Vernon sighed. “I’ll have to kill him.”

      “From what I’ve seen and heard that won’t be easy. Does the man ever meet anyone in person?”

      “He’ll meet with me, and he wears that damn data drive around his neck.”

      “Bishop must have the device password protected. What if he won’t give up that information?”

      “I have a hacker standing by who says he can get the password from that drive. As far as setting up the auction, it’s already done. Bishop gave a demonstration recently of what he could do when he identified a team of American agents sent to kill him. He sent copies of their photos along to several interested parties along with a simulation that displayed how they were identified, despite wearing disguises. Bishop told them that they could eliminate other operatives and spies working in their organizations the same way.”

      “For a healthy fee?” Tanner said.

      “That was the idea, but see, Bishop placed me in charge of that project. Instead of telling them we would charge a fee, I set a date for an auction, a date that’s rapidly drawing near.”

      “You’re running out of time. If Bishop gets wind of what you’ve done, you’re dead.”

      “I had that man wrapped around my finger until that fool Langren started placing doubt in his mind. I need Langren dead and that bank money in my hands. I want you to help me with that, Ryan.”

      “You want me to kill Langren?”

      “Or you can tell me where he is, and I’ll kill him. I’ll also let you keep a good chunk of that bank loot for yourself.”

      “It’s a tempting offer, but I’ll have to decline.”

      “Why?” Vernon said, as his face reddened with anger.

      “It’s simple. Right now, I’m on the winning side. I can stay on that side and make sure you lose by telling Langren what you just told me.”

      “Ryan, if you don’t join me you won’t live long enough to talk to anybody.”

      Tanner stood, and Vernon reached out a hand and gripped his wrist. When Tanner looked down at the man he saw that Cal Vernon’s eyes were ablaze with fury. Several of the bar’s patrons noticed the scene, and the volume of conversations dimmed.

      “You either switch sides or you’re dead,” Vernon told him. He was so angry he was forcing the words out through clenched teeth.

      Tanner twisted his wrist free of Vernon’s grip and headed out the bar’s rear exit, which was the closest one.

      “Fool,” Vernon said, as he took out his phone and dialed his bodyguard. “Karl, Ryan left out the back and is headed your way. Break anything on him you want but I need him alive, so I can question him about Langren’s whereabouts.”

      “I’ll bust up his knees and toss him in the back of the limo,” Karl said. He had a gruff voice and spoke English with a German accent.

      “Make the bastard suffer,” Vernon said.
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        * * *

      

      Outside, Karl put away his phone and brought out a thick metal pipe he often used. He was tucked inside a darkened alcove and listening for the sound of footsteps coming down the alley that led to the front of the bar.

      When the footsteps came, Karl readied himself to strike. As the sound grew closer, he smiled in anticipation of the pain he would cause.
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        * * *

      

      Vernon left the wine bar several minutes later with Tremblay at his side. As he approached the limo from the passenger side, he could hear moaning coming from within and wondered how seriously Karl had injured Ryan.

      Tremblay opened the door for his boss but then jumped back in shock. Karl was lying across the rear seat of the limo and his mouth was a bloody mess.

      “I knocked most of his teeth out with that metal rod of his,” Tanner said.

      Vernon and Tremblay spun around and saw that Tanner was pointing a gun at them.

      “Easy,” Tanner said. “I just want to talk.”

      Vernon let out a huff of breath and stared at the gun.

      “I’ll listen to whatever you have to say.”

      “Langren’s bodyguard was following me tonight. I’m sure he was watching us talk inside the bar and he saw me turn down your offer.”

      “Does this mean you’ll kill Langren for me?”

      “No, and I also won’t reveal to him what you told me. I’ve decided to wait and see what develops. You may come out ahead, Vernon, or Owen Bishop may wise up and have you killed. Once I know what the likelier outcome is, I’ll make my move.”

      Vernon let out a laugh.

      “You’re no one’s fool, Ryan, I’ll give you that. All right, we’ll play it your way, and I’ll come out on top. You’ll see.”

      “If it looks like that’s going to happen I’ll kill Langren for you, or Bishop, but I won’t follow you down in flames.”

      “When Langren’s man reports back to him that we argued, Langren will trust you even more.”

      Tanner smiled. “Like you said before, the man’s a fool.”
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      In the morning, Tanner returned to the home belonging to the veterinarian and found Langren looking better, although the man was still weakened from the wound he had suffered. The bodyguard who had followed Tanner the night before was there as well. Tanner wondered why the man was giving him dirty looks. The mystery was solved when Langren told Tanner he was making him his new bodyguard.

      “I’ve never guarded anyone before.”

      “You kept my ass alive yesterday, so that’s good enough for me. When Max there recovers from his broken arm he’ll guard me, until then, he’ll only be a driver.”

      Tanner looked at the bodyguard.

      “I thought the other one was named Max?”

      “He was, they had the same name, and yeah, it got confusing at times.”

      “We’re not still going to Florence, are we?”

      “Hell no. I had a talk with Bishop late last night and he agreed to have a face to face to hash this out. Not just with me, but with Cal Vernon too.”

      “A video conference?”

      “Do you have your passport with you.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Good, because we’ll be traveling to France tomorrow. I’m going to make Bishop see what a snake Cal Vernon is, and then I’ll be his right-hand man.”

      “About Vernon, I met him in town last night. He tried to turn me against you and he’s not as loyal as Bishop thinks.”

      Langren glanced over at his wounded bodyguard, Max.

      “I told you he would bring it up.”

      Tanner feigned surprise by looking back and forth between the two men.

      “You already knew that I spoke with Vernon?”

      “I had Max follow you, broken arm and all. He said you pissed Cal off somehow.”

      “You’re right about him. The man is a weasel, and he still wants that bank money.”

      “The money is gone. Bishop sent two of his bodyguards here to get it. They came by here at five a.m.; by now, that money is far out of Cal Vernon’s reach.”
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        * * *

      

      In Florence, Cal Vernon was laughing as he opened the backpack with the bank money in it. Standing beside him were the two bodyguards Owen Bishop had sent to pick up the cash. Unbeknownst to Bishop, Cal Vernon had the loyalty of many of his security personnel.

      “Finally,” Vernon said, “and now we can move ahead with our plans.”

      “That needs to take place soon or Mr. Bishop will realize the money never made it into his safe. If that happens he’ll have us killed.”

      “How much does he keep in there?”

      The man whistled softly as he thought about the contents of the safe.

      “There’s stacks of cash, dollars and euros; it’s got to be close to a million. Plus, there’s some gold and his personal jewelry.”

      “Once I take over, you and the others can have it all.”

      “You don’t want any of it?”

      “It will be a pittance compared to what I take in at the auction.”

      “The auction isn’t for three days. Bishop has to be gone by then.”

      “He will be, but I’ll need your help again.”

      “What kind of help?”

      “I’ll be in France tomorrow, to meet with Bishop and Scott Langren. I’ll need you to make sure that the guards who aren’t with us won’t be a problem.”

      The guard showed displeasure at that idea.

      “Some of those men are still my friends, Mr. Vernon. I won’t kill them.”

      “Then don’t. Hell, drug them, stun them, or send them on a wild goose chase, but you need to make sure that you’re in control when I meet with Bishop.”

      “Yeah, I can do that.”

      “Good man,” Vernon said. “Everything is finally coming together.”
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        * * *

      

      Tanner slipped outside to make a call to Benedetti while Langren and Max were getting their bandages changed. He told her about his conversation with Cal Vernon and that he was now playing both sides. When she learned there was a chance that Tanner would get a shot at killing Bishop, Tanner heard pleasure in her voice.

      “Your bumbling might pay off after all, Tanner, but make sure you wind up on the winning side of this feud between Langren and Vernon.”

      “I can’t miss.”

      “Why is that?”

      “Whichever side I choose will win.”

      “You’re an arrogant bastard.”

      “And you’re a bitch,” Tanner said, and ended the call.
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        * * *

      

      Later, in Anchorage, Alaska, Sara and Durand entered Alyona Petrov’s hospital room and found her looking pensive as she stared out a window. The window offered a view of a roof. Her roommate was there, and the old Eskimo woman was sleeping soundly, likely due to drugs.

      When Alyona turned and saw them, she nodded.

      “I knew you’d be back.”

      “I’m sorry we upset you yesterday, but we thought you were aware that Lyle Hanover was alive and well.”

      “The truth often hurts,” Alyona said. “I learned that lesson a long time ago thanks to Ivan, this Lyle Hanover. I was nine years older than him and I was no beauty. I should have been suspicious when a young and handsome man like he was at the time showed interest in me, but I wasn’t. Like a fool, I thought it was love. I certainly loved him.”

      “You don’t still love him, do you?”

      Alyona looked up at Sara with a gaze that sent a chill down her spine.

      “That man betrayed me after using me as a, a plaything. Being married to me and fathering a child was just a part of his act, his… what do the spies call it, their cover? No, I do not love him, and I spent years praying that he was roasting in hell. Instead, he’s led a good life.”

      “What happened to your daughter?” Durand asked. “Do you know?”

      Silent tears streamed down Alyona’s wrinkled face.

      “My Valentina was murdered before my eyes. She was tortured to death as a way to make me talk. I knew nothing, however they didn’t believe me, and so I told them lies. I would have told them anything to make them leave my daughter alone. After… after Valentina died, they accused me of aiding the enemy and sent me off to a work camp where I spent twenty years. I was not political. I was a mother who stayed home and cared for her husband and child. I was such a good wife, such a complete fool.”

      Alyona broke down once more as sobs racked her body. Sara turned and whispered to Durand.

      “I’d like to speak to her alone.”

      Durand nodded his agreement and left the room quietly. When Alyona regained her composure, Sara asked her about her health.

      “I’m dying, and they expect my end to be painful. I’ve suffered enough in my life. I’ll kill myself before enduring such agony again.”

      “Are they keeping you in here?”

      “I’m to be released soon, then I’ll go back to my trailer… and likely die there.”

      Sara rose from her chair and walked over to settle on the edge of the bed, to stare into Alyona’s reddened eyes.

      “I’m a woman who knows how to hate and hate well, except I misdirected my fury and it cost me dearly. That’s not a problem for you. You know exactly who to blame for your sorrows and you have little to lose. But tell me, do you truly know how to hate?”

      When Alyona gave her answer, Sara knew she’d found the perfect ally.
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      MIDI-PYRÉNÉES, TARN, FRANCE

      

      Owen Bishop’s current residence was an old chateau in the French department of Tarn, and the place was the size of a castle. It had been built as a hunting lodge for royals and could comfortably house dozens of people. It also had four outer buildings and was surrounded by land on three sides, with its fourth side a lake.

      Gazing southward, Tanner saw the Pyrenees Mountains in the distance. Although it was almost summer, here and there along the grand peaks could be glimpsed patches of white, as winter snow gave way to the imminence of summer. Tanner was far from Paris, even so, being back in France made him miss Sara that much more, and he wondered what she was doing.

      He knew his fiancée well and was certain she was working behind the scenes to get revenge on Lyle Hanover for using her as a pawn. It was one of the reasons Tanner had promised never to harm the man. If Hanover had been wise, he would have extracted a vow from Sara as well.

      Traveling around Europe was not a new experience for Tanner but doing so as a spy was. While he was adept at role camouflage and had used many identities over the years, being deceptive was not something that came naturally to him.

      He was wily, cunning, yes, and even cold-hearted when going after a target. However, this day in and day out act of playing the government-hating Steve Ryan was wearing on him.

      Steve Ryan was a flunky at heart who was hoping to wind up on the winning side of a conflict between two other flunkies. If Tanner had his way, he would have preferred to have gone after Owen Bishop with a frontal assault.

      But there was the damn data drive to consider and what it represented. If Bishop panicked and disseminated that data over the internet in a final act of revenge, hundreds of undercover agents across the world could be compromised or killed.

      While Tanner held no love for any government he had new respect for the men and women who risked their lives to protect their countries. They often thrust themselves into dangerous situations unarmed, as he himself was forced to do on this mission.

      He was as brave as any spy who’d ever lived but it went against the grain to go unarmed. The risk was warranted. The information Bishop had was too dangerous to be sold to just anyone with the wherewithal to buy it.

      Bishop’s idea to use the database as a business was bad enough. On the other hand, Cal Vernon’s plan to auction off the information made things doubly worse. Vernon might hand over the data to someone, but he was too smart not to keep a copy for himself. That would mean the data would be in two hands, and both owners would be capable of doing great harm.
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        * * *

      

      The flight to France had been uneventful, with the wounded and recovering Langren sleeping most of the trip. The bodyguard with the broken arm, Max, had stayed back in Italy and was lying low. While no one had gotten the plate number of Langren’s car, someone had snapped a blurry photo of Max leaving the scene of the shooting at the hotel in Terni.

      Bishop’s people had a connection with the hotel, which is why it was chosen by Langren. There was no risk of the management aiding the police and they had signed in using phony names. Tanner’s name had been doubly phony, as he was already using the alias of Steve Ryan. Still, it was best if Max didn’t show his face at an airport, even if they had left from an FBO, a fixed base operation, which was a private jet terminal.

      On arrival, Tanner was impressed to see that they were landing on the grounds of the chateau. The chateau had its own private airfield, which was the size of some smaller airfields Tanner had seen. Generations of donations by followers, along with patents held by his father and himself had left Owen Bishop an extremely wealthy man. On paper, everything was owned by the organization Bishop fronted.

      Langren had mentioned to Tanner that Bishop took a salary of only one dollar to head his group. If many of those donating could see the chateau, they would likely think he was being overpaid. In any event, Owen Bishop lived like a king.
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        * * *

      

      Security was tight. Tanner had been checked for weapons and had his knife and gun confiscated by the guards. As usual, they had missed the handcuff key he had hidden away. The key was disguised to look like the tip of his shoelace. It had come in handy once years earlier, and he was rarely without it.

      The guards wore black uniforms and carried FAMAS assault rifles with magazines that held twenty-five rounds. Tanner was familiar with the weapons and liked them a great deal. Being unarmed around such firepower was an uncommon experience for Tanner, and one he didn’t like.

      However, to protest would get him nowhere, and Langren had warned him that he wouldn’t be allowed to keep a weapon on him while at the chateau. As was often the case, Tanner would have to improvise to achieve his goals.

      He had to acquire the data drive and kill Owen Bishop. That he would accomplish these tasks was never in doubt. He was a Tanner, and thanks to the six men who came before him he had his own unique database to draw upon.

      He had already used some of their accumulated knowledge and experience on his mission, such as when he fired on the police in Rome to gain Vinchanzo’s trust.

      Tanner Three had committed a similar act nearly sixty years earlier in Mississippi while infiltrating a gang of smugglers to kill their leader. That Tanner had been a wily Cajun and a man who Tanner often wished he had met. Tanner Three had gained the trust of a smuggler by blasting a police car with a shotgun loaded with bird shot. There was little damage done to the patrol car and none to the cop who’d been driving it, but the act marked Tanner Three as a dangerous man who would fit in with the gang.

      That was one of the advantages of being a Tanner. You had the skills and experiences of several men to draw on at all times. If there were ever a Tanner Eight he would have every advantage Tanner enjoyed plus the wealth of experience and new tactics he had gathered as Tanner Seven. That man, that future Tanner, would be every bit as deadly as he was, and perhaps more so.

      Langren had awakened from his sleep in a good mood while saying his wound hurt less. He was anticipating his meeting with Bishop and to the confrontation he would have with Cal Vernon. They were driven from the airfield in a jeep with no top by a pair of silent guards. As one man drove, the other was turned in his seat keeping a watchful eye on them.

      Tanner noticed the man’s gaze fell on him far more than it alighted on Langren. The guard had good instincts and considered him a threat. Tanner asked Langren a question.

      “How many guards does Bishop have here?”

      “There must be scores of them, along with a full-time staff of servants. The servants are members too, but they don’t carry weapons.” Langren leaned forward in his seat and spoke to the guard that was staring at them. “Has Mr. Vernon arrived yet?”

      “Yes, sir,” the driver said. “Mr. Vernon has been here for some time.”

      Langren shook his head in disgust.

      “I should have known that tricky bastard would beat me here. No matter, he can’t keep his true self hidden anymore, and I’ll make Bishop see what he really is.”

      The chateau looked larger as they drew closer. Tanner could see that the stone building was very old and guessed that it must be rich with history. After parking, two more guards appeared, then they were led inside.

      The old place was richly decorated with tapestries and paintings, but Tanner caught a scent of dampness in the air.

      The corridors were wide enough to drive a car through with room left over, while the ceilings were high. Tanner knew he had his work cut out for him. Even if Bishop handed him the data drive before blowing his own brains out, there would still be the task of having to escape from the chateau.

      Another guard joined them as they trod down the halls. This one was young and still in his teens, yet he was armed like the others. Tanner began to get a bad feeling as the man eyed him carefully. That sensation became justified as they reached their destination and a massive wooden door was swung inward.

      The room was a library with leather bound books lining walls which climbed over twenty feet high, and had rich burgundy drapes covering the tall windows.

      Seated at an antique wooden desk was Owen Bishop. One of Bishop’s guards was behind him with a pair of thick leather gloves on his hands. The gloves were spotted with blood and the blood belonged to Owen Bishop, who had obviously been beaten. Bishop’s cheeks had suffered cuts, his left eye was swollen shut and his lower lip was split open.

      Cal Vernon was also present. Dangling from Vernon’s left hand was the gold data drive that previously hung around Bishop’s neck. In Vernon’s right hand was a weapon. He had also donned Bishop’s trademark black-framed glasses. The lenses made his green eyes appear huge and lent him a comedic look which was spoiled by the gun in his hand.

      Tanner had two options. He could take a rifle from a guard and fight or he could wait and see what happened next. As Steve Ryan, he had proven he had worth and was a good man to have around. Despite the trouble he’d caused the man, he didn’t think Vernon would want him dead. He was more useful alive.

      If that assessment was wrong, he would have only instants to act to save himself. The risk was great but so was the reward. If he acted too early he would find himself running around the French countryside while being pursued by dozens of armed men. If he toughed things out, he would be closer than ever to accomplishing his mission.

      After bumping his knee against the side of the desk, Vernon laughed and removed Bishop’s glasses, to place them in his shirt pocket. He then sauntered across the room, stepped up to Langren, and grinned as he pressed the barrel of his gun to Langren’s tiny nose.

      “You lose.”

      The shot was deafening despite how large the room was, and Langren fell to the floor in a limp heap.

      Tanner had been splattered by Langren’s blood. He used the sleeve of his shirt to wipe away the gore, then he smiled at Vernon.

      “I’ve been thinking about who to back in this feud between you and Langren. I’ve decided to throw in with you.”

      Vernon let out a laugh.

      “Good choice.”
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      Cal Vernon ordered the guards to haul Langren’s corpse away. Two of the five men that had escorted Tanner and Langren had taken positions outside the door upon arriving. They must have been expecting to hear the gunshot that killed Langren, because they never entered the room to see what had happened.

      After two other guards carried the body away that left Tanner in the library with four men, Vernon, the young guard, and Owen Bishop, who had an older guard standing behind him. That guard was the same one who had apparently given Bishop a beating.

      Bishop looked paler than he had before witnessing Langren’s murder. Tanner wondered if he was one of those men who ordered violent acts to be done while never committing them himself.

      Vernon spoke to the young guard standing beside Tanner.

      “Keep an eye on Ryan. I’m not sure I trust him yet.”

      “I’m a good man to have around,” Tanner said.

      “We’ll see,” Vernon told him. He was all smiles as he holstered his gun and walked back over to the desk to speak to Bishop.

      “You’re done, Owen. Langren’s dead, I control your bodyguards, and I have the data drive.”

      Bishop let out a sob before speaking. His deep voice still resonated but gone was the quality of confidence it had exuded.

      “The information is encrypted. You’ll never be able to access it.”

      Vernon took out his phone and recited a long alpha-numeric sequence he read from a file. Bishop must have recognized it because he slumped in his seat.

      “How the hell did you get that?”

      “I hired a genius computer hacker. He took apart those samples of the database you released to prospective customers, along with the laptop you used to do it. Don’t ask me the details, but he managed to come up with the code.” Vernon held up the golden data drive by its chain. “Now that I have this, I have everything I need to take your place.”

      “Most of my people won’t follow you and they’ll want to know what happened to me.”

      Vernon chuckled.

      “I don’t give a damn about your organization. All I want is money, and I’ll get a ton of it when I auction off the data.”

      “You’re going to sell it to the highest bidder?”

      “That’s right. A one-time deal and I’m done.”

      “You’ll still be hunted down by the U.S. and other countries.”

      “No, Owen. You’ll get the blame at first. By the time they catch on, I’ll have a different face and a new name to go with it.”

      Bishop sobbed again as he slumped down in his seat behind the desk.

      “Please don’t kill me, Cal. I’ll do anything you ask, just don’t kill me.”

      Bishop’s sobs turned into blubbering and he made a pathetic sound of despair as he slid to the floor beneath the desk. The bodyguard who had been standing behind the chair scowled at his former boss, then looked away in disgust.

      Vernon was standing to the right of the desk and taking in Bishop’s emotional display with obvious pleasure showing on his face.

      When Bishop’s sobbing ceased without warning it accentuated how silent everyone else had become. That silence was broken by a clicking sound. From where Tanner stood, he could see a wooden panel flip open beneath the desk. The guard standing near Bishop appeared unconcerned, however a shocked expression replaced Vernon’s smile.

      Tanner understood that Bishop must have uncovered a hidden gun. Tanner jammed a foot behind the knee of the young man guarding him while grabbing his rifle. Deft hands pulled back the weapon’s charging handle, flicked at the safety within the trigger guard, and moved the selector switch located behind the magazine. As Vernon fumbled for his holstered gun, Tanner sprayed a lethal blast of automatic fire beneath the desk.

      Bishop died while making a yelp of pain and dropped onto the carpet with a gun in his hand. Tanner spun toward the older guard wearing the gloves.

      “Take it easy,” Tanner said, as the guards from the hallway burst open the door. “Vernon!” Tanner called and was relieved to see the man pointing toward his men.

      “Put your guns down! No shooting. Ryan just saved my life.”

      The young guard Tanner had knocked to the floor wasn’t ready to forgive and forget. His face was flushed, either from embarrassment at having been disarmed so easily, or from misdirected anger, Tanner didn’t know. The kid came up from the floor baring a knife and looking for blood.

      Tanner reversed the weapon he was holding and slammed the rifle butt against the kid’s forehead. The guard fell at his feet, moaned once, then laid still.

      Tanner held the rifle loosely in one hand as he walked around the desk to stare down at Owen Bishop. The man’s lower torso was ripped open and blood stained the carpet beneath him. Clutched in his right hand was a Beretta Bobcat. The gun was small, yet lethal.

      Tanner looked at Vernon.

      “So, do you trust me now?”
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      NEW YORK CITY

      

      Sara and Durand had said their goodbyes at LaGuardia Airport after returning from Alaska. Durand was to fly to London where he was to consult with Scotland Yard on a string of recent murders.

      As she drove up to the private garage entrance that came with her penthouse apartment, Sara saw that it was blocked by a black limousine. Two men were standing outside the vehicle. They were huge, and guns were visible on their hips. A third man, the driver, jumped out as she parked her car and he rushed to her window.

      “My employer wants to speak with you.”

      “And who would that be?”

      “His name is Lyle Hanover.”

      Sara cut off her engine. After stepping from her car, she followed the man to the back of the limo where Hanover was getting out. One of the bodyguards elbowed the other as they looked her over. Their gazes were lecherous.

      Sara recognized Hanover from the photo she had of him but thought he looked markedly older.

      Then she stared into his eyes and knew that despite the wrinkles and gray hair, Hanover was still as sharp as they came.

      “Are you arresting me again?” she asked.

      “Where have you’ve been, Miss Blake? I assigned a man to check on you and he reported that you weren’t at home for at least three days.”

      “I don’t have to tell you a damn thing,” Sara said.

      Near the corner, a young woman passed by while talking on her phone. She was dressed in a short red skirt and wearing a skimpy top. Sara glanced over at Hanover’s bodyguards and saw that their eyes were glued to the sight.

      “I could arrange to have you sit in a cell until you talked, Miss Blake.”

      Sara grinned at Hanover.

      “I would welcome that. It would void the deal you made with Tanner, and then he would be free to kill you.”

      “He told you about that, interesting. And did you believe he would keep his word?”

      “Tanner doesn’t go back on his word, but he would if you went back on yours.”

      “I have no intention of doing so… at least not while Tanner is still alive.”

      “Was that a threat?”

      “Take it however you’d like, and know this, if you see me again it won’t be this pleasant.”

      “You just think you can walk all over people, don’t you?”

      “Goodbye, Miss Blake. I’ve had enough of you.”

      Sara moved her car out of the way and watched as Hanover’s limo merged into the Midtown traffic. When she was in her apartment, she spent over an hour searching for listening devices or signs that someone had been through their things. She found neither and finally relaxed.

      She left the apartment on foot with a throwaway phone and dialed a number she had recently memorized. She was calling Tiffany Austen in Washington D.C.

      After a ten minute conversation, Sara ended the call and went about disposing of the phone, along with removing the SIM card and burning it.

      Once Sara assured her that she wouldn’t be at risk, Tiffany had been agreeable to the plan Sara had come up with to deal with Lyle Hanover. Everything was in the works and would come together within a few days.

      Hanover’s appearance had initially unnerved Sara because she feared that the man had known what she’d been up to. Learning he was still in the dark buoyed her confidence in her plan. Then she thought of his veiled threat to harm Tanner, and the thought made her clench her fists.

      Tanner can handle anything. Sara told herself. Tension left her body as she looked down at her engagement ring and smiled.
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        * * *

      

      At LaGuardia Airport, Jacques Durand dialed the cell phone number on the card Sara’s mother had given him. His flight had been delayed due to bad weather over the Atlantic and he was looking at a long wait.

      When she answered, Durand realized that Lily’s voice was similar to Sara’s.

      “I was beginning to think you wouldn’t call me.”

      “I almost didn’t,” Durand said.

      “Why, because of how Sara feels about me?”

      “Yes.”

      “And how do you feel about me?”

      “I don’t know you, Lily, but I was curious as to why you wanted to talk.”

      “That’s simple. You know my daughter better than I do, and I’d like to learn more about her.”

      An announcement was made over the public address system and Durand heard it come over the phone.

      “Lily, are you at LaGuardia Airport?”

      “I just arrived back from my business trip. The flight was nothing but turbulence.”

      “I’m in the airport as well, and my flight has been delayed.”

      “Oh, how serendipitous. We have to have a drink together.”

      Lily told Durand the name of an airport bar and said she would meet him there.

      “I will meet with you, but I won’t discuss Sara behind her back.”

      “Fair enough, if disappointing, and Jacques?”

      “Yes?”

      “The drinks are on me.”

      “I’ll be there soon, goodbye.”

      Durand put away his phone, then whistled as he walked toward the bar.
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      Cal Vernon’s auction of the data drive was hours away and Tanner had a plan to make off with the device. The fact it wasn’t a perfect plan didn’t bother him. He was confident he would overcome any opposition.

      Vernon had rewarded him for saving his life by depositing twenty-five-thousand euros into an internet bank account. Tanner would never see the money as it was in the name of Steve Ryan. He had been allowed free reign around the chateau and its grounds. He was also given a rifle to carry but not allowed a cell phone. Communications with the outside world had been banned by Vernon until after the auction, and the on-site cell tower had been powered down.

      Tanner had spent most of the previous day exploring the grounds and familiarizing himself with the layout. He had also gotten in a long run of over ten miles and performed other exercises. He hadn’t had a workout since leaving New York and it felt good to run again.

      When Vernon had explained to the guards how the auction would be handled Tanner had sat in on the meeting, which took place inside the massive library hours earlier.

      The members of the auction would all wear masks to preserve their anonymity. Bodyguards such as Tanner wouldn’t have a mask. The minimum bid was eight million euros, to be transferred at the auction’s ending, and the highest bidder would get the drive. That winner could then charge whatever he or she would like to for the information, or keep it for themselves.

      The golden data drive would be on display during the auction. Vernon demonstrated by hanging the chain holding the device on a hook that was adhered to a white board. The board was on a pedestal and sat near a window.

      Photos were arrayed on the board. They were pictures of three men who were recently identified as undercover agents with the use of Bishop’s database. Two of the men were white, while the third appeared to be Hispanic. Vernon said they had all been killed after being outed as federal agents. They were just a taste of what could be done with the knowledge contained in the database.

      Bishop’s father, Kent Bishop, had spent decades accumulating photos of police officers, military personnel, and federal agents. The computer hackers Owen Bishop had hired, had accumulated more data in minutes than Bishop’s father could have gathered in several lifetimes. Still, the elder Bishop had envisioned the possibilities of facial recognition technology, and his son was using it to make the government pay.

      The authorities had used facial recognition tech to identify and apprehend criminals, now the shoe was on the other foot.

      The fourteen masks the guests would be wearing were white and identical. The only thing that differentiated them were red numbers printed on the forehead section.

      According to Vernon each guest would arrive on small planes chartered for the occasion. Although they were allowed to travel with a pair of bodyguards, those men would have to stay with the planes while the auction was in progress. Masks would be handed out on the planes and when everyone was escorted to the house, the auction would begin.

      When Vernon declared that Owen Bishop would be running the auction from a remote location via video conferencing, confusion showed on every face, including Tanner’s.

      A sixty-inch television was sitting atop an oak table in the area where the bullet-riddled desk had been. Vernon laughed as he turned the television on and Owen Bishop’s image appeared on the screen. Bishop looked healthy and was smiling at the camera.

      “How is everyone?”

      “It must be a recording,” said the leader of the guards, who had been the man who’d worn the gloves and roughed up Bishop.

      On screen, Bishop said, “This is not a recording. I will be handling the auction tonight and I expect it to be a great success.”

      “It’s got to be a recording,” the guard said. “Bishop is deader than disco.”

      “Ask him a question,” Vernon said.

      The guard raised a hand. “How many fingers am I holding up?”

      “Three,” Bishop said, and he was correct.

      The youngest guard, the one Tanner had struck with the rifle butt, pointed at the screen.

      “How the hell is he alive?”

      Vernon let out a long laugh, then he spoke to the image on the screen.

      “That’s enough fun, Tremblay, come on in now.”

      Several moments passed, then Vernon’s chauffeur, Tremblay, entered from the hall. He was wearing a headset, and when he spoke in greeting, the image on the screen repeated the words in Bishop’s voice.

      “Son of a bitch,” said the head guard. “How do you do that?”

      “Isn’t technology a wonder, gentlemen? Tonight, I’ll be wearing the headset and make it seem that Bishop is still alive. It will allow everything to seem normal and as if Bishop were still in command of his organization. The bidders have faith in Owen Bishop and his reputation. They might all back out if they knew I had ousted him and taken control.”

      “Clever,” Tanner said, and was genuinely impressed by the planning Cal Vernon had put into the auction.

      Another man entered the room. It was Karl, Vernon’s personal bodyguard. Tanner had knocked most of the man’s teeth out days earlier and the cuts and bruising around his lips looked horrible. Karl gazed at Tanner with a malevolent stare that spoke of the murder in his heart. As if reading his mind, Vernon called to him.

      “You’re not to harm, Ryan, Karl. Is that clear?”

      Karl spoke English with a guttural German accent that was made worse by his missing teeth. He pronounced certain words with a sibilant sound, as if he were a talking snake.

      “If you ever want this bassstard dead, Cal, let me know. It would give me pleasssure to kill him.”

      Tanner spotted something then. In the pocket of Vernon’s dress shirt were a pair of eyeglasses, Owen Bishop’s eyeglasses. Vernon saw Tanner staring at them and patted his pocket.

      “I’m keeping Owen’s glasses as a souvenir.”

      “He no longer has a need for them,” Tanner said.

      The meeting was soon over, and Tanner left to walk the grounds and come up with a plan.
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        * * *

      

      His plan to escape with the data drive was as simple as it was daring. As one of four guards assigned to watch over the guests during the auction, Tanner would be close to the data drive. Since the guests would be unarmed, that left only the other three guards to deal with.

      By striking fast, Tanner could kill the other guards before they had a chance to react. He would then grab the drive, shoot out the window, and run off into the night. By the time the guards in the hallway broke down the door he would be gone and headed toward the airfield, which was three kilometers away.

      He’d found a dirt bike on the property and hidden it away for later use, while also rigging a crude bomb using gunpowder taken from rifle rounds. The bomb was attached to the circuit breaker panel that controlled the chateau’s exterior lights and cameras. Tanner would have to set it off manually, but once the grounds of the chateau went dark, the guards at the airfield should be drawn in to see what was happening.

      If all went well up to that point, Tanner still faced a great challenge. Although he had recently learned to fly an airplane, he was far from proficient and lacked experience. Still, he was on the verge of becoming a pilot. He had faith that he could steal one of the charter planes and make his escape.

      Once he was in the air he could travel to a more populated area, land the plane in a field or on a road, and go into hiding. After he made contact with Benedetti, the CIA would see that he slipped out of the country.

      The plan left Vernon alive, but then, Vernon had never been his true target. Tanner had already killed Bishop, and when he returned home with the data drive, his mission would be complete.

      Any number of things could go wrong with the plan, including the plane crashing because of his inexperience. While a delay could see the data fall into someone else’s hands and be transferred to an unknown location.

      Cal Vernon was also no fool. He would keep a copy of the data. That concerned Tanner, however, he had made a deal to bring back the data and kill Owen Bishop. He would accomplish both those tasks.

      Cal Vernon’s rise to power had been unforeseen and was a separate issue as far as Tanner was concerned. If Hanover threatened to go back on their deal, the man would regret it. Tanner had had his fill of espionage and just wanted to return home to Sara.

      The threat of Cal Vernon using the data to cause harm would be mitigated by his need to go into hiding. Tanner was unaware of who the bidders would be at the auction, but he doubted they were the understanding type. They would discover Vernon’s ruse of using technology to fake Bishop’s participation.

      They would also not be pleased that they had traveled to France for nothing. If Vernon admitted to the group he had a copy of the data, it would be an admission that he misrepresented the uniqueness of the product he’d been trying to sell.

      Either way, Vernon would become a target and the database wouldn’t help him identify the potential threat of the thugs who would be sent to kill him.

      Tanner returned to the room he’d been assigned and locked the door. He checked the time and saw that the auction was scheduled to begin in three hours.

      After setting his watch to wake him, he settled onto the bed for a nap. It was going to be one hell of a night and he might as well go into it well-rested.

      Tanner was asleep within minutes, as if he had not a care in the world. It was the type of sleep reserved for the innocent, or those possessed of supreme confidence.

      Tanner was no innocent.
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            Bidder Number Three

          

        

      

    

    
      The charter planes began landing one after the other. They had picked up their passengers at an airport that was less than a hundred miles away, then made the short flight to the chateau. By eight p.m. all the bidders were present, and they had put on the masks Vernon supplied.

      The white masks were plain and the only thing that distinguished them from one another were the numbers printed on them. There were fourteen bidders in all. Thirteen men and one woman. The woman’s long dark hair hung down past her shoulders. What little skin showed beneath the business suit she wore pegged her as Asian.

      Most of the men seemed to be white but there was one black man. He was taller than the others and had a regal bearing that made Tanner wonder if he were some sort of royal.

      Tanner, along with several other guards, used a small fleet of black SUV’s to ferry the guests between the airfield and the front entrance of the chateau.

      Cal Vernon was running a silent auction. This meant the bids would be typed onto computer tablets that had been supplied to the bidders and sent to Vernon electronically.

      The tablets were kept out of the view of the other bidders by partitions. All the bidders would see of each other once seated was a view from the neck up. With everyone wearing masks, the losers’ expressions of disappointment or sorrow would be hidden, as well as the winner’s grin of joy.

      Whoever had offered the highest amount would be informed of their success the same way they had placed their bid, by a message on the computer tablet. Afterward, they could initiate a transfer of the funds into an account of Vernon’s choosing.

      Thanks to the deceptive technology Vernon was employing, the bidders would all believe that Owen Bishop was their auctioneer. If there were any backlash, it would be directed at Bishop, who was already dead.

      Within weeks, Cal Vernon would have had plastic surgery and be at the start of a new life. He likely wouldn’t use the data unless he needed it as a bargaining chip if he were ever tracked down. It irked Tanner that the man would ride off into the sunset rich and happy. Then again, all he cared about was getting Sara free of the charges hanging over her head.
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        * * *

      

      Tanner saw bidder number three approach Vernon’s chauffeur, Tremblay. Bidder Number Three was a trim man of short stature dressed in a good suit. Judging by the skin tone of his hands he was likely Mexican, or perhaps middle-eastern.

      The man spoke in a low voice, and whatever he said caused Tremblay to look over at Tanner. However, Tremblay’s gaze moved on and he seemed to be staring at the other guards as well.

      Perhaps Bidder Number Three had a complaint about how he was treated by one of the guards. When Tremblay’s eyes didn’t fall on him again, Tanner figured it was nothing.

      The bidders were escorted into the wide foyer where they were seated. Tremblay had been assigned the task of passing out the computer tablets and explaining the auction rules. When he was satisfied that everyone understood the process, the guests would be led to the library for the auction.

      Before speaking to the prospective bidders, Tremblay took out his radio and spoke into it while speaking in a quiet tone. He didn’t wait for an answer and put the radio away.

      While Tremblay was keeping the bidders occupied, Tanner and three other men headed to the library. They were to be already present when the guests were escorted inside. Tanner was the first man through the library door, which had been guarded by more men, including the young guard whose rifle he’d taken to kill Bishop.

      Tanner’s gaze was locked on the golden data drive dangling from its chain. He was beginning to consider making his move before the bidders entered the room, rather than after. That’s when he heard the sound of several charging handles being slid back all at once.

      Tanner turned his head and saw that six rifles were pointed his way. If he so much as hinted he was going to raise his own weapon, he would be shot numerous times.

      “What’s going on?”

      Cal Vernon came into the room, and he was not alone. Bidder Number Three was at his side.

      “I knew you were a bad ass, Ryan, but I had no idea you were really the assassin named Tanner.”

      The young guard moved closer and aimed his gun at Tanner’s head, then he told him to pass over the rifle. Tanner did so, slowly, while asking a question of Bidder Number Three.

      “Who are you?”

      The white mask rose and revealed the grinning and handsome face of a Mexican man in his early-fifties. He was Damián Sandoval, leader of the Sandoval Cartel.

      Tanner had dealt with him three years earlier while on his quest to kill Alonso Alvarado. Sandoval had helped Tanner while never believing Tanner would do more than cause Alvarado a little grief. After Alvarado’s death, one of Sandoval’s own men, Dante Cardoso, took over the Alvarado cartel.

      Tanner had heard Sandoval wasn’t pleased by that outcome. Tanner hadn’t given a damn how Sandoval felt about it… but perhaps he should have.

      Due to a twist of fate, Sandoval was repaying Tanner for a perceived injustice.

      “Hello, Tanner, and thank you. Because of you I’ll be given an advantage of a million euros over the other bidders.”

      “The U.S. government sent you, didn’t they?” Vernon asked Tanner. “You were sent here to kill Bishop and get the drive.”

      When Tanner said nothing in response, Vernon smiled.

      “It doesn’t matter.” He looked at Sandoval. “Would you like to kill him?”

      Sandoval looked amused by the offer.

      “There would be poetic justice in that. Our friend here gained much fame by killing a cartel leader. If I, another cartel leader were to be the man to kill him, it would be ironic. However, Tanner has capable friends who might seek revenge. I would be most happy not to be publicly associated with his death.”

      Vernon took out a 2-way radio. “Karl, come in.” After his call was answered, a guttural and sibilant voice came from the speaker. It was Vernon’s bodyguard, Karl, a man who hated Tanner.

      “Yesss, Cal?”

      Vernon spoke while smiling at Tanner.

      “Karl, I need you back at the chateau.”

      “Now? But I wasss making preparationsss for the ga—”

      Vernon cut the transmission to keep Karl from finishing his sentence, then he spoke again.

      “I have a present for you.”

      “A presssent?”

      “Yes, I’m going to let you do whatever you want to Steve Ryan.”

      After a moment of silence, Karl came on again.

      “I have to finish here, but I’ll be back soon… with a pair of pliersss. Before I gut him with a knife, I’m going to yank every tooth out of Ryan’sss head.”

      Vernon ended the call while laughing, then he asked Tanner a question.

      “Were you planning to kill me?”

      “I was sent to kill Bishop and bring back the drive. As long as you didn’t get in my way, I had no reason to kill you.”

      “And now?”

      “And now you’ve gotten in my way.”

      “Forgive me if I don’t shake with fear, but you do realize you’ll be dead soon?”

      “Maybe Karl will turn the other cheek.”

      Vernon laughed. “It’s more likely he’ll want a tooth for a tooth, Ryan—excuse me, I mean, Tanner. It’s too bad you have to die; I liked you once we were on the same team.”

      “I’ve seen how you treat your teammates,” Tanner said, referencing Owen Bishop.

      Vernon stole a glance at Sandoval, then spoke to a guard. “Gag him and take him downstairs. We have an auction to get going and Mr. Bishop wants things to run on schedule.”

      As Tanner was taken away with a hand over his mouth, he glanced at Sandoval. He had expected to see a look of smug satisfaction, instead, he glimpsed an expressionless face. Sandoval had told Vernon about his true identity to gain an advantage along with a measure of revenge, but there seemed to be no hate in his eyes.

      Tanner’s thoughts about Sandoval ended as his arms were wrenched back and handcuffs were applied to his wrists. Then he was dragged away to be tortured in the bowels of the chateau.
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            Wheels Within Wheels

          

        

      

    

    
      At the airfield on the grounds of the chateau, the pilots and bodyguards of the guests were being treated well. A tent had been erected, tables and chairs set up, and food provided.

      As could be expected, the bodyguards sat with the other bodyguards at three folding tables, while the pilots congregated together at other tables. There were also members of the staff present, along with several of the chateau’s guards.

      Most of the planes were small and Owen Bishop’s Gulfstream 550 dominated the landscape. It was thought that the jet was unoccupied, but such was not the case. Three teams of assassins slipped off the plane one by one. Each team had four men, for a total of twelve, and they had been trained by Boldizsár Magyar. Cal Vernon had hired the men with a plan in mind, and that plan was nothing short of wholesale slaughter.

      Magyar’s assassins were equipped with night-vision monocles. They kept to the shadows as they grew closer to the pilots and the bodyguards. At a prearranged time, the lights went out at the airfield, plunging it into darkness.

      The blackness was interrupted by numerous muzzle flashes as Magyar’s men killed without mercy.
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        * * *

      

      At the chateau, one of the guards was staring in the direction of the airfield with growing concern. Although Magyar’s assassins were using weapons with sound suppressors and the trees obscured the muzzle flashes, the sharp retort of the muffled gunfire could still be heard.

      The man took out his radio and called the head guard.

      “What is it, Papetti?”

      “I hear gunfire coming from the airfield and all the lights are out over there too. Do you think the different guards of the bidders have started fighting each other?”

      “Shit. I’ll call over there and see what our men say.”
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        * * *

      

      Inside the chateau and below ground in a wine cellar, Tanner was struggling to free himself. He was confined to a round stone pillar with his arms stretched behind him and his wrists cuffed together. At the moment, the hidden handcuff key he had attached to his shoelace was doing him no good. The guards had taped his ankles together and the tape covered the tops of his boots.

      There was also a bruise forming on Tanner’s chin, below another strip of tape that acted as a gag. The young guard had hit him after he was handcuffed. The kid couldn’t help himself. It was retaliation at Tanner for having knocked him down and grabbing his rifle.

      Tanner bent his knees as far as he could, given that his bound ankles restricted his movements. When his thighs were at a forty-five-degree angle he leapt up. The impact of landing sent pain through his shoulders, which were being pulled back so far by the cuffs that they’d begun aching from the stress. There was a positive outcome as well, as the duct tape around his ankles had grown looser after being stressed.

      By the time he’d made his fourth leap he was able to lower himself until his thighs were parallel with the stone floor. Upon landing, Tanner looked down and saw that the weakened tape had torn. Two more leaps caused the tape to rip open. After lowering himself to the floor, Tanner bent his leg backwards until his hand could touch his shoelaces.

      The stone pillar at his back was wide and his wrists were behind him and cuffed together at the center of it. If he had not spent decades keeping himself in optimum condition, or had lacked flexibility, his efforts thus far would have been useless.

      After he had the key, it took only moments to get the handcuffs off and free his arms from the pillar. Both shoulders were aching, while his left forearm was scraped bloody. The skin there had rubbed against a burr on the rough stone while he was jumping up and down to put stress on the duct tape. He was also chilled, as the room was kept at a lower temperature to help preserve the wine.

      Although free of his bonds, Tanner was still locked in. He had noted upon entering that the wooden door was inches thick and secured from the outside.

      Thankfully, that same door would be opened at any moment by Karl, who was anxious to torture him. Unfortunately for Karl, things wouldn’t work out the way the man would like.

      A wooden ladder was leaning against a row of shelves where the wine was stack to the ceiling. The ladder was about six feet high and its rungs looked well-worn. Tanner moved it away from the shelves, gripped it at one end, and lifted it. It was heavy, but not so heavy that he couldn’t swing it at chest height.

      While carrying the ladder, Tanner moved to the door, which opened outward, and stood to the left of it. While waiting for Karl to appear, he decided his original plan was still viable if the auction hadn’t ended by the time he returned upstairs.

      He still had the element of surprise on his side and nothing had changed as far as his goals were concerned. He needed the data drive and he still had to get to a plane. If while going about achieving those goals an opportunity arose to kill Cal Vernon and Damián Sandoval, well then, so much the better.
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        * * *

      

      After he was unable to contact the men he’d left at the airfield, the main guard of the chateau’s security team went to speak to Cal Vernon. He understood that the man was in the midst of running the auction, but he needed to know how rough Vernon wanted him to get if the guests’ bodyguards had taken over the airfield.

      He was also puzzled that the lights had gone dark out there. That area was on a different system than the chateau and had a propane generator as a backup system. Even if they’d lost normal power the lights should have come back on in seconds.

      When the tickle in the guard’s throat turned into a cough the man thought nothing of it. However, when his eyes began watering and he collapsed to the floor, he knew that something was horribly wrong.

      Three doors down the corridor Cal Vernon stepped out of a room. Through watery eyes the guard saw that Vernon was wearing a black gas mask. He was also carrying a distinctive backpack that the guard recognized. It was red and had tartan pouches. The backpack contained the money, gold, and jewelry the guard had pilfered from Bishop’s safe.

      Vernon strode over to the man and spoke as he stared down at him. His words were muffled by the mask, yet clear enough to understand.

      “About the contents of Bishop’s safe. I’ve changed my mind; I’ll be keeping that.”

      The guard opened his mouth to answer and a wheeze escaped. When he tried to stand, he found he lacked the strength.

      Vernon patted him on the shoulder and walked past him, while knowing the guard had just minutes to live.
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        * * *

      

      In the library, Damián Sandoval crawled over to the prone body of one of the guards and grasped the man’s rifle. The rest of the people in the room had already succumbed to whatever was in the air and they lay on the floor coughing and wheezing.

      When he attempted to lift the guard’s rifle, Sandoval found he could only tilt it upward. He did so in a jerking motion and squeezed the trigger.

      The weapon had been set to deliver a three-round burst. The upper pane of glass shattered but the lower section remained intact. Still, the opening allowed fresh air in while letting the poisonous gas seep out.

      A convulsive spasm of coughing racked Sandoval until all strength left him. He looked up at the window until his watery eyes could no longer see it.
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        * * *

      

      When Tanner heard Karl unlatched the door to the wine cellar, he hefted the ladder up. As the door opened, Tanner twisted to the side so that the ladder would gain momentum before striking its target. The impact was devastating, and Tanner got two for one as the chauffeur, Tremblay, entered the room beside Karl.

      A pair of rusty pliers and a blow torch fell from Karl’s grasp as he grunted from the impact of the ladder to his chest. Karl tumbled backwards into the hall, fell onto his ass, and struck his head against the wall. Tremblay had fared better and had only fallen to one knee.

      Tanner dropped the ladder and kicked Tremblay in the throat. The act was made more difficult than it should have been because Tremblay, like Karl, was wearing a gas mask that extended out from his face. Tanner puzzled over that development while at the same time noting its significance.

      He removed the mask from Tremblay as the man made gagging sounds from the pain and discomfort the blow to his throat had caused. When Tremblay attempted to keep him from taking his mask off, Tanner dislocated one of his fingers, and kicked him hard in the balls three times.

      That gave Tanner the opportunity he needed to strip off the gas mask, but before he could put it on, Karl stirred and reached for his weapon, which he wore in a shoulder holster. Tanner dropped the mask onto Karl’s lap then gripped his wrist with one hand while the other grasped a handful of Karl’s hair. Karl’s struggle to free his gun from its holster ended after Tanner slammed his head repeatedly against the stone wall of the chateau’s basement.

      With Tremblay’s mask on and secured, Tanner stripped Karl of his gun, then he removed the gas mask Karl wore. Tremblay had recovered enough from the trauma to his testicles to worry about whatever was in the air.

      “The mask! Let me have Karl’s mask!”

      “Why? What’s in the air?”

      “Poison.”

      “It doesn’t seem to be affecting you.”

      “It’ll take longer to get down here, but Vernon is poisoning everyone.”

      “Everyone?”

      Tremblay’s eyes filled with tears as his hands fluttered in the air. His chest was heaving as if he had been running hard, and desperation was etched on his features.

      “The guards, the guests, everyone. Give me the mask, Ryan, please? For the love of God, please, Ryan.”

      Tanner brought up Karl’s gun.

      “The name is Tanner.”

      He shot Tremblay in the heart and the gunfire roused Karl. He gazed up at Tanner with eyes large with terror. Tanner shot him in the mouth twice, obliterating any of Karl’s teeth he had previously missed with his assault with the pipe. A search of Karl’s pockets yielded a cell phone and a spare magazine for the gun.

      With a weapon in his hand and the pretense of playing Steve Ryan behind him, Tanner felt better than he had in days. He was done living like an undercover agent. He was a Tanner goddamnit, and he would bring death to anyone who got in his way.
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      Cal Vernon stood outside Owen Bishop’s Gulfstream 550 and spoke to Bishop’s pilots. The men had been kept unaware of Bishop’s death until earlier in the day, then were held captive on their jet by Magyar’s assassins.

      Both pilot and co-pilot were true believers of the late Owen Bishop’s anti-government philosophy and had considered the man to be a friend. Their hatred for Vernon was evident in their gaze. They had only learned earlier in the day that Bishop was dead, and they blamed Vernon for his demise. The pilot was an Englishman while the co-pilot was a Spaniard. Both were family men with five children between them.

      Power had been restored to the airfield moments before Vernon’s arrival. Nearby, beyond the jet, were the dozens of bodies of the charter pilots and guards who had arrived with the auction bidders. When the wind shifted, the stench of their vacated bowels was detectable, and Vernon wished he had kept his gas mask on.

      Vernon took out his phone and read off the names of the pilots’ wives and children. The defiant and angry expressions on the pilots’ faces changed to looks of concern.

      “I’ll send these men to kill your families if you don’t cooperate. Is that understood?”

      The pilots nodded, then were prodded by two of the assassins and told to speak.

      “Yes, sir. We’ll do whatever you say,” said the senior pilot. His educated British accent sounded haughty despite the tremor in his voice.

      “Chart a course for Belgium. The men guarding you will tell you which private airfield we’ll be going to.”

      As the pilots were herded back onto the plane, Vernon made a call to Karl. The cell tower had been powered up and was working again. Vernon had told Karl not to take too long with Tanner, but it seemed Karl was making his fun last. Still, the man should be answering his phone.

      As he was beginning to wonder if something had gone wrong, Vernon remembered that Karl and Tremblay were underground in the chateau’s wine cellar. Perhaps the cell service below the surface wasn’t good.

      After looking at the time on his phone, Vernon was certain Tanner must be dead in any event. If Karl hadn’t killed the man, the poisonous gas would. A broad smile filled Vernon’s face as he thought about how well everything had gone.

      The fourteen bidders had suspected nothing while that fool Sandoval had helped him by betraying Tanner. Sandoval’s reward had been to die as the winner of the auction after he had deposited eleven million euros into the secured account Vernon had set up months earlier. In fact, all of the bidders had been told that they’d won, and every one of them had sent payment for the data drives.

      In all, Vernon had received one-hundred and fifty-one million euros from the bidders. He had feared that some of them might catch on to the con before they transferred their payments, however, everyone had paid. If they were wearing smiles of glee due to their belief that they had won the auction, their happiness had been hidden behind the masks they wore.

      Meanwhile, every witness against Vernon was dead, as the pilots would soon be after their usefulness ended. Boldizsár Magyar and his assassins were professionals who Vernon didn’t have to fear would talk to the police. If that assessment proved wrong, it still wouldn’t matter. He had a brand-new life planned out and would be living it with an altered appearance and a new identity.

      Owen Bishop would be blamed for the slaughterhouse the chateau had become and the United States and other countries would focus on him.

      Vernon climbed up the steps to board the jet while feeling as if he owned the world.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Tanner had emerged from the chateau’s lower level and found bodies scattered about. The guards and the home’s staff members lay dead with their mouths open and their eyes reddened. Some had vomited, while many of the bodies reeked of feces and urine.

      A few still lived, nevertheless, there was no saving them and Tanner didn’t even try. He carried the second gas mask in his left hand, the one he’d removed from Karl. Unfortunately, every one of the household staff he came across was too far gone and he didn’t give a damn about the guards.

      One survivor was the young French guard. The kid was on his back and gasping for a breath. His face was blue, as if he weren’t getting any air in his lungs. He was moments from death. As Tanner walked past him and headed toward the library, Karl’s phone vibrated. Tanner considered answering it, since he assumed Vernon was calling, then decided against it.

      If Vernon thought he was dead, he might let his guard down. The vibrations stopped, and Tanner entered the library. More bodies, the bodies of the bidders. They had shed their masks in an effort to aid in breathing. Tanner recognized none of them but knew that, like Sandoval, they were leaders or representatives of criminal organizations.

      The lone woman had died sitting up against a wall with her hands locked around her throat as if she’d been attempting to strangle herself. The black man who had seemed so regal in life had passed into death amid a pile of his own vomit.

      When Tanner took a closer look at the black man he saw a sight that puzzled him. Clutched in the man’s right hand was a golden chain with the data drive still attached. Tanner freed the chain and studied the device. He was certain it was the same one Owen Bishop had worn around his neck.

      Before he could think on the subject any further he was distracted by movement from the corner of his eye.

      A curtain had fluttered. As Tanner walked toward the window he spotted the broken glass on the floor near the prone body of Damián Sandoval. It appeared Sandoval had used a rifle to shoot out the window and wound up only shattering the upper pane. He had succeeded in part, just the same, the soft breeze entering the room hadn’t been enough to counteract the gas.

      Tanner was turning away when a hand brushed his boot. Looking down, he saw Sandoval staring up at him. The Mexican cartel leader attempted to speak but it turned into a coughing spell. When the man propped himself up on one elbow, Tanner bent over and placed the spare gas mask on him.

      He didn’t know if Sandoval would live, still, he had been spared a portion of the gas due to his proximity to the open window. For all Tanner knew, Vernon had left the chateau’s grounds. Despite owing Sandoval for handing him over to Vernon to be killed, Tanner knew the man would make a good ally against Cal Vernon and could aid in locating him. That is, if Sandoval didn’t die from the gas he’d inhaled.

      Tanner helped Sandoval to stand, then found he had to drag the smaller man along. Sandoval wheezed behind the gas mask while struggling to stay on his feet.

      Outside were more bodies, mostly dressed in guard uniforms with here and there a household staff member. They had been shot to death. That told Tanner that Vernon had brought in outside help to aid him. It also meant that Vernon was well-protected. Tanner had to hand it to the man. Cal Vernon had planned things out masterfully and executed just as well.

      Not only did he have whatever money the auction brought in, but he still possessed the data. The golden data drive in Tanner’s pocket had to be phony or Vernon wouldn’t have left it behind. Cal Vernon had the real data.

      The name of the target had changed, the goal was still the same. Tanner had to acquire the data while killing the man who possessed it. In essence, he was starting all over.
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        * * *

      

      After Vernon was informed that the pilots were ready to take off, he tried calling Karl again. When the man didn’t answer, and the call went to voice mail, Vernon ended the call and phoned Tremblay. After getting the same result, Vernon had a growing sense of uneasiness.

      Could Tanner have somehow overpowered Karl and Tremblay?

      If the hit man was still alive that would be a huge complication. Not only did he know that Owen Bishop was dead, but he could relay the truth of what had happened to the CIA. Vernon remembered his last sight of Tanner. The man had been shackled to a stone column with his ankles bound. Vernon could think of no possible way Tanner could have gotten free.

      Perhaps Karl and Tremblay had met some misfortune unrelated to Tanner, or were running late, and hadn’t heard their phones ring.

      Whatever the reason, they were out of luck. Vernon took his seat and the jet began getting into position to take off. As the jet rose into the night, Vernon nibbled at his bottom lip as he sent a text to Karl’s phone. It was a text that contained a question.
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        * * *

      

      After grabbing up one of the guard’s rifles and tucking Karl’s gun away, Tanner had removed his gas mask, as well as the one strapped onto Sandoval.

      The cartel leader was giving him a puzzled look but said nothing. As Tanner was helping Sandoval into one of the chateau’s black SUV’s the phone vibrated again and continued for a long time. After it ceased, a voice message came in from Vernon. He was warning Karl that the jet was leaving and that he and Tremblay would have to meet up with him on their own. Unfortunately, Vernon gave no clue to his destination.

      Tanner was driving toward the airfield when Sandoval raised a shaky hand to point out the windshield, where the lights of a jet could be seen rising into the air. Tanner stopped his vehicle and killed the headlights. Although the man would wonder about Karl’s no show at the jet, he wanted Vernon to believe that no one else had survived.

      Karl’s phone vibrated yet again. This time it was a text message.

      IS THAT YOU, TANNER?

      Tanner watched the jet as it climbed into the night sky and saw days of sacrifice, struggle and subterfuge become meaningless. He was back to square one.
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      “Why did you save my life?” Sandoval asked Tanner as the jet disappeared from sight. His voice sounded hoarse, as if he were recovering from a bad cold.

      “You’re going to help me find Cal Vernon.”

      “Bishop’s flunky? I would think you’d be more concerned about locating Bishop.”

      “Owen Bishop died two days ago. The image you interacted with on the television monitor was a computer simulation controlled by Vernon.”

      Color returned to Sandoval’s sallow complexion as he grew furious over being deceived.

      “I paid eleven million euros for the data that was auctioned off and was nearly killed by that man. I will help you, Tanner. However, when you kill Vernon, make certain that he knows I sent you.”

      “If you want me to kill him for you then pay me two-million euros.”

      Sandoval attempted to laugh and began coughing. When he stopped, his voice seemed to have improved.

      “Why would I pay you to murder a man you will undoubtedly kill anyway?”

      “For two reasons. One, I’ll only tell Vernon that you’re the one who sent me if you pay for the privilege, and two, I’m tired of working for free.”

      Sandoval laughed again, coughed, then nodded.

      “We have a deal, what’s more, for such a fee I expect you to torture the bastard and get my other money back. This Cal Vernon owes me eleven million euros, you can take your fee out of that. I also want your word that you won’t harm me.”

      “If you help me get to Vernon we’ll call it even. And I won’t guarantee you’ll get your money, that said, I’ll be motivated to get my fee out of the man.”

      “And what about the data? If you give it to me, I’ll let you keep all the money.”

      “Nice try, Sandoval, but that’s not going to happen.”

      “You care about protecting law enforcement people?”

      “Not especially, I also don’t go out of my way to do them harm.”

      Sandoval made a face of displeasure.

      “You have scruples. How unfortunate.”

      “What I have is a desire to find Cal Vernon and kill the man, and I’ll do my best to see that that happens while letting him know you were a part of it.”

      “You’ll do your best? If so, that means I’ll have my money returned, and Vernon will learn a lesson many dead men have learned. Damián Sandoval is not a man to be trifled with.”

      Tanner placed the vehicle in gear and drove slowly without headlights. After parking the vehicle several hundred yards from the airfield, he opened the door.

      “Why are you getting out here?” Sandoval asked.

      “It’s possible Vernon left men behind, if so, we’d be fools to drive straight in. I’ll go on ahead and scout the area.”

      Sandoval let out a sigh. “My men must be dead, otherwise they would have already found me. That is something else I owe Vernon for. And you need not go alone; I will come with you.”

      “No, you’ll stay here and keep quiet. In your weakened condition you’d be lucky to walk up the hill. If you see anyone, blow the horn, and I’ll come running.”

      “Or I could kill them if you gave me that gun you tucked in your waistband.”

      Tanner thought over the request and decided there was little threat of Sandoval attempting to kill him. Sandoval needed him alive more than he might want him dead. Also, despite exposing his identity to Vernon so that he would be executed, Sandoval had declined the offer to commit the act himself. Whatever animosity Sandoval felt toward him for handing Alvarado’s cartel over to another man, it wasn’t a white-hot desire for revenge.

      Tanner handed Sandoval Karl’s gun. After checking the magazine and noting the chambered round, Sandoval smiled. “Gracias.”
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        * * *

      

      Just as it had been outside the chateau, bodies littered the airfield with numerous fatal gunshot wounds. Whoever Vernon had hired to commit the slaughter was proficient at it. Tanner was coming to the conclusion that the airfield held only the dead when he heard a noise. As he strained to listen, he discerned where the sound had originated and moved in that direction.

      Crying, someone was crying, and although the weeping was soft, it was distinctive, and sounded as if it were coming from a man.

      Tanner had to step over and around multiple bodies to reach the crying man. It was one of the charter pilots. He was a Frenchmen in his twenties wearing a white uniform shirt along with black slacks and shoes. His hair was a mass of dark curls and he had a slight build. As he approached him from behind, Tanner wondered how the man had survived his wounds. The back of the white shirt was drenched in blood.

      However, when he was closer Tanner saw that although the shirt was bloody it had no other signs of damage. The blood had not come from exit wounds as Tanner had thought, and in fact, was not even the man’s blood.

      The blood had come from another man, one whose own white uniform shirt bore the marks of three bullet strikes. The pilot who was crying had the dead man cradled in his arms. Despite the dim light Tanner could see their resemblance. They were brothers.

      Tanner spoke softly in French to announce his presence.

      “I won’t hurt you.”

      A sob caught in the man’s throat as he looked up at Tanner. When he saw the rifle, a look of resignation came over him.

      “You’re going to kill me too?”

      Tanner lowered the gun until its muzzle was pointing at the ground.

      “I’m not here to hurt you. I came here to get a plane.”

      “Are you police? Will you arrest the men who did this?”

      “I’m not a cop. And when I find the man responsible for this massacre I’ll kill him.”

      The man looked down at his brother, sobbed again, then wiped his runny nose with his sleeve.

      “I heard him. The tall man who was in charge of the killers. He said something about Belgium.”

      Tanner stared at the dead man he was holding.

      “He was your brother?”

      “Oui. His name is—was, Adamo. I am Marcel.”

      “I need a pilot, Marcel. Will you help me?”

      Marcel lowered his brother’s body gently to the ground, then stood and stared at Tanner.

      “You want to fly to Belgium? That is too great a distance for our plane.”

      “No, myself, and another man, we need to leave here before the authorities arrive. You can drop us near a city and I’ll get to Belgium on my own.”

      “When you arrive in Belgium, you will kill the man responsible for this?”

      “You can consider him dead.”

      “I consider him to be the Devil,” Marcel said, “and I will help you.”
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        * * *

      

      Marcel flew them to an area outside the city of Toulouse after cleaning himself up inside the building that had been the guards’ barracks. He was wearing a clean shirt that was slightly too big on him and Tanner thought it must have belonged to the youngest of the guards. Marcel was only alive because his older brother, Adamo, had shielded him when the gunfire began.

      Adamo had been shot three times, twice in the abdomen and once in the chest. He had dragged Marcel to the ground and collapsed atop him. Adamo’s final words were good advice. He had told Marcel to play dead. It worked, and Marcel walked away the sole survivor of the slaughter.

      The small airfield they’d landed at was managed by a friend of Marcel’s. He had used his phone to ask his friend to light up the runway and not to ask questions. After assuring the man repeatedly that he was not involved with drug smuggling, the friend agreed to help, while also promising to remain inside his office once they landed.

      When they were on the ground again, Marcel used his phone to summon a taxi. Tanner had instructed Marcel to tell the authorities that he had made the flight to Toulouse, but that he had done so under the threat of a gun.

      “I will give them false descriptions of you. You will have no trouble, Monsieur.”

      “Thank you,” Tanner said. He then gripped the man’s arm and stared into his eyes. “I will find the tall man, and I will kill him.”

      Marcel stared back at him. “I believe you, Monsieur.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      When the taxi arrived, and they were headed into Toulouse, Tanner saw a man sprint from the office and over to Marcel. His last sight of Marcel was of the young man crying as he spoke to his friend.

      Sandoval was breathing better by the time the cab had dropped them off, and he was able to walk without wheezing.

      As they were strolling along while looking for a bar where they could rest, Sandoval asked Tanner if the allegation Vernon had made earlier was true.

      “Are you working for your government?”

      “I was blackmailed into it.”

      “And will you exact revenge when you return?”

      “What do you think?”

      Sandoval laughed, and for the first time since he’d been exposed to the gas, it didn’t instigate a coughing spell.

      “I think whoever blackmailed you will regret it.”

      “Yes,” Tanner said, “one way or another.”

      They passed a building that was painted in a pleasant hue of pink. Many buildings in the old city were naturally pink due to the distinctive bricks used to construct them. The bricks were formed with clay that contained a great amount of iron oxide. The city had earned the nickname of LaVille Rose, The Pink City.

      Sandoval never carried money as ordinarily he had no need for it. After he was dragged into the wine cellar one of the guards had taken Tanner’s wallet. The man had removed the cash and tossed the empty wallet on the floor near the stone pillar Tanner was to be shackled to.

      Tanner had cleaned out the wallet of the same guard he’d taken the rifle from. He left the credit cards and took the cash, which was a little over a hundred euros. He had abandoned the rifle before leaving the chateau and claimed a gun and holster belonging to one of the other dead bodyguards.

      He had no compunctions about taking the belongings of the dead. They were no longer alive and so had no need of possessions. Their bodies were just that, bodies, mere meat. The soul that inhabited them had gone to God only knew where, while the living were left to carry on.

      The money from the wallet was enough to get a meal and drinks in a bar, after having paid the cab fare. As they ate, Tanner and Sandoval talked.

      “Marcel said Vernon mentioned Belgium, so that’s where I’ll be headed,” Tanner said.

      “That sounds daunting. There must be ten million people there.”

      “It’s a place to start, and although Vernon, a lone man, might be tough to find, those killers he hired will be easier to track down. There aren’t many sources for something like that, particularly here in Europe.”

      “I think you’re right. If you locate them, you may find Cal Vernon.”

      “Will you be returning to Mexico tomorrow?”

      “I’ll leave in a few days, I want to stay and work on locating Vernon by placing a price on the man’s head.”

      “Make sure you operate anonymously. Vernon has to keep believing you’re dead, or else, he might send someone after you.”

      “I agree, but I must first make a call to my people. I can have men here by tomorrow.”

      Tanner held up Karl’s phone, which he had turned off.

      “We can’t use this, or the phone’s call history will link you to the chateau, and I need to call someone too.”

      They hailed another taxi and the driver took them to a nearby drugstore that was open late and had a pay phone that still accepted coins.

      Sandoval’s call to Mexico ate up a good chunk of their remaining money, but when Tanner called the number he had for Benedetti, the machine spit back his change. Apparently free international calls was a perk of being in the CIA.

      The connection was made, and Tanner heard Benedetti speak in a cautious tone.

      “Who’s calling?”

      “It’s me.”

      He heard a sigh that was part relief and part exasperation come over the line.

      “Are you on a public phone?”

      “It couldn’t be helped.”

      “All right, we won’t speak plainly. Tell me the condition of the man you were in France to meet.”

      “That man is deceased.”

      “How unfortunate for him, and what about the golden trinket you were sent there to acquire?”

      “It’s in my possession.”

      “Yes!” Benedetti said in a chipper voice. Tanner took the wind from her sails with his next statement.

      “However, nothing has changed. There’s a new player, and the trinket is just that, a trinket. We’re right back where we started.”

      “And just how the hell did that happen?”

      “I’ll be damned if I’ll go into it using double-speak. Let’s just say it’s complicated and I’ll tell you once I’m not on a public phone. To make a long story short, our new worry is a man named Cal Vernon.”

      “Is he in charge now?”

      “He was, but he’s running his own game at the moment, and he’s hired about a dozen deadly friends to watch his back.”

      “Mercenaries?”

      “No, these men would be classified as working in my field.”

      He heard Benedetti curse under her breath before she asked a question.

      “What do you need?”

      “A place to stay with two beds, a pair of new ID’s, several phones, and three thousand euro.”

      “Two beds?”

      “It’s part of the complicated story.”

      “Where are you?”

      “In Toulouse, France.”

      “Hang up and I’ll call you back in fifteen minutes.”
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        * * *

      

      Benedetti didn’t call back for twenty-two minutes. She had arranged for two rooms in a third-rate hotel. As for the phones and the money, she would be delivering those in person.

      “We need to talk, you and I, and your story better be good.”

      “What time should I expect you?”

      “Early. I’m already in France.”

      “Bring coffee.”

      “Fuck you,” Benedetti said, and ended the call.
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      BRUSSELS, BELGIUM

      

      Cal Vernon arrived in Brussels, where he was met by Boldizsár Magyar.

      Magyar greeted his assassins with eyes full of pride while taking in the worried look on Vernon’s face.

      “There was a problem?”

      Vernon hesitated, then said, “Maybe.”

      Within an hour of landing Vernon was in a luxury hotel registered under an alias. Magyar had joined him in the suite and they spoke over drinks.

      “My bodyguard and chauffeur never made it to the plane.”

      “What do you suspect happened to them?”

      “Not what, who,” Vernon said, and he went on to fill Magyar in on his discovery that a man calling himself Steve Ryan was actually Tanner.

      Magyar set his drink down then asked Vernon to describe Tanner.

      “That sounds like him,” Magyar said, “especially when you mentioned his eyes. I’ve never seen him in person, but, wait, I have photo of him that was taken by the Mexican authorities.”

      Magyar searched his phone while Vernon mixed them both fresh drinks. When he returned to take a seat across from Magyar, the Hungarian held up his phone.

      “That’s him all right,” Vernon said.

      “This man has been a thorn in my side. He killed my most notable protégé, Lars Gruber. Later, he eliminated a team of my men, which I sent to New York to kill him at the behest of a client.”

      “I had heard he killed Maurice Scallato and a Mexican drug lord. Still, even if he had gotten free I don’t know how he could have survived the gas inside the chateau.”

      “This Tanner, he is the latest in a line of Tanners. This man was trained by a master assassin. Killing the cartel leader was a remarkable feat, but I was more impressed when I learned he had bested Scallato. I and others in my profession had deemed Scallato to be the greatest assassin of all time. That title now belongs to Tanner.”

      “What about these hit squads you have? Could one of them kill Tanner?”

      Magyar seemed to deflate as he pondered the question.

      “Sadly, I would have to say no.”

      “Okay, what if you sent all three teams after him?”

      Magyar picked up his drink again.

      “Even Tanner wouldn’t survive against all of my teams.”

      “I thought you’d say that, and I’m willing to pay you to make that happen.”

      “First, we have to locate the man.”

      “Tanner will be looking for me. My first instinct is to go into hiding, but then I would miss the opportunity to end his threat by using your men.”

      “You’re willing to make yourself a target?”

      “Up to a point. I don’t know how he would track me here, on the other hand, I also would have sworn he wouldn’t have survived in the first place. I want to put the word out on the streets that there’s a reward for anyone who spots Tanner. I’ll even pay to have men placed at the airports and rail stations.”

      “I also have a network of corrupt police officers I can call upon to help with this.”

      “Good. While I’m in Brussels, I’ll have your men watch over me. If Tanner makes an appearance those same men can kill him.”

      “It would be better if we supplemented the teams with some of the men I have training at my estate. A team will protect you at all times, on eight-hour shifts with the trainees backing them up. That way, we’ll always have at least two teams fully rested and ready to respond. It will keep the men fresh for when they need to go up against Tanner.”

      Vernon laughed. “You’ll also make more money that way, anyhow, I don’t care. I can afford it.”

      The two men agreed to talk on the phone in the morning to solidify their plans. Magyar left his best team behind as well as several new recruits. The recruits would be outside the hotel watching for anything out of the ordinary. They were not fully-trained, but they were good enough to act as spotters and each man carried a weapon.

      After Magyar departed, Vernon made a call and invited a guest to visit him in his suite. Mirella, Magyar’s daughter, arrived an hour later while wearing a blonde wig, large sunglasses, and a skimpy red dress that revealed sun-tanned skin.

      Vernon had told Magyar’s men to allow her up to the suite, while claiming he had hired a hooker for the night. Once they were alone, Mirella shed the wig and pressed herself against Vernon.

      “Do you think any of your father’s men recognized you?”

      “Are you kidding? All they were looking at were my legs and boobs.”

      “Speaking of which,” Vernon said, as he began unzipping the dress.
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        * * *

      

      The following morning in Toulouse, France, Vanessa Benedetti entered Tanner’s hotel at 6:28 a.m.

      She looked around the shabby lobby in case Tanner had come down to wait for her. The large room was empty save for the clerk behind the desk, who was an old woman with thinning gray hair.

      Benedetti spoke to the woman in French. After giving her the name she had made the room reservations under, Benedetti took the rickety elevator up to Tanner’s hotel room. Under one arm was a package. It contained the new sets of identity papers, cell phones, and the money Tanner had requested.

      The third floor of the old building had twelve rooms.

      Upon his arrival at the hotel, Tanner had changed his assigned room near the elevator to one that was near the stairway. Outside the room’s lone window was a fire escape which gave him another exit in case he needed it.

      Damián Sandoval was in the room across the hall from Tanner. Two other hotel guests were on the floor as well; their rooms were back near the elevators.

      When her knock wasn’t answered right away Benedetti grew impatient. As she was about to knock again, she sensed that someone was standing behind her. When she spun around, she found Tanner staring at her.

      “The door isn’t locked.”

      “That’s not too smart. What if someone entered while you were gone?”

      “No one did, or the strand of hair I stuck between the door and the jam would have fallen to the floor.”

      Benedetti made a sound of derision.

      “That old trick? Why not use a hidden camera?”

      “I didn’t have one; I did have hair.”

      Tanner reached past her and opened the door. Benedetti followed and looked around in displeasure at the tiny room.

      “Where were you just now, Tanner?”

      “I was down the street at a coffee shop watching the entrance of the hotel. I couldn’t be sure you wouldn’t show up with a surprise for me, like a team of CIA assassins.”

      “If I had my way I might have. But get on with it, tell me how you screwed things up this time.”
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        * * *

      

      Tanner relayed the events of what had happened since he’d last spoken to Benedetti. A huge smile alighted on Benedetti’s face when Tanner pulled the golden data drive from his pocket. It lasted until he told her he was certain it was a mere decoy.

      “How can you be sure? You weren’t stupid enough to plug it into an unsecured computer, were you?”

      “No. But if it was the real deal Vernon wouldn’t have left it behind. Anyway, it always seemed odd that Bishop would display it so openly.”

      “I’ll have it checked out, even though I think you might be right for once.”

      Tanner had opened the package Benedetti had brought with her. When he spotted an item he hadn’t asked for, he held it up. The object was roughly Tanner’s flesh tone in color and smaller than the tip of his little finger.

      “What is this?”

      “That is a state of the art communication device. It has a long range, and can both receive and transmit. I have one as well.”

      Benedetti demonstrated how the device was used. Tanner placed it inside his right ear and looked in the bathroom mirror. The gadget was undetectable.

      “I have news as well, although you were vague on the phone I caught your meaning and had research done overnight. We believe a man named Boldizsár Magyar may be the one who supplied Vernon with the killers you mentioned. He’s Hungarian by birth, but he lives in Belgium.”

      “I’ve heard of him.”

      “Ostensibly, Magyar runs a security service specializing in armed bodyguards. His real profession is training and managing teams of assassins.”

      “I faced one of his teams in New York City years ago. I was unimpressed.”

      “You mean you killed them?”

      “Yes.”

      Tanner resumed his tale. When he revealed who he had needed the other hotel room for, Benedetti exploded.

      “How stupid can you be? Damián Sandoval? You’re telling me that you had the United States government foot the bill for a hotel room for a Mexican cartel leader?”

      “No one will ever know, and the man could prove useful.”

      Benedetti’s hands curled into claws as she gripped her hair and paced in a circle.

      “I know you’re an amateur, Tanner, even so, I thought you had some basic sense of propriety and common sense. Why the hell would you trust the man? He tried to have you killed.”

      “I don’t trust him, but he has resources and contacts I may need. Besides, I don’t have a cover identity to keep intact anymore, remember?”

      “I know, and you have Sandoval to thank for that. Goddamn it, how I wish Hanover had listen to me and tried sending in more agents. You’re worse than an amateur, and don’t think I believe all the stories that are told about you, because I know the truth.”

      “What truth is that?”

      “You’re an incompetent! I knew it ever since you claimed to have killed Julien Adams years ago and the man was actually still alive.”

      “If you know about Adams then you also know that the man was using body doubles. The first man I killed was a double, but I did kill Julien Adams. And just like then, I won’t quit until I’ve done what I’ve come here to do.”

      Benedetti smirked.

      “Unless Cal Vernon and his hired guns kill you first.”

      A memory had stirred in Tanner’s mind at the mention of Julien Adams, when it rose to the surface, a revelation came to him.

      “When I killed Adams aboard his yacht he’d been expecting me. A CIA agent named Cole McManus sold me out and told me that he did it on orders from a superior. That was you, wasn’t it Benedetti? You also gave my location to Omar Ali Rashid, and Rashid attempted to kill a friend of mine.”

      Benedetti tried to smile; the attempt faltered and resembled a sneer.

      “You have no proof, Tanner.”

      “I promised myself if I ever found out who set me up I would see that person dead, and here you are, standing right in front of me.”

      Benedetti attempted to reach inside her purse, which was unzipped. Tanner slapped it from her hands and when it hit the floor, a gun slid into view. Tanner picked up the Glock and aimed it at Benedetti’s midsection.

      “You promised not to kill me! Remember, Tanner? You gave your word to Hanover. Kill me and Sara Blake goes to prison.”

      Tanner lowered the gun.

      “I remember my promise, but I’ll tell you this, you won’t get away with what you did.”

      “What do you mean by that?”

      Tanner opened the door.

      “Leave. I’ll contact you when I learn something new.”

      Benedetti placed her hands on her hips.

      “I’m your handler, Tanner, you’re not mine.”

      Tanner moved closer to Benedetti and his intense eyes shone with hatred.

      “I’m not one of your CIA recruits. I can’t be handled.”

      Benedetti tried to maintain eye contact. She failed. After a pause she grabbed up her fallen purse and headed for the door.

      “I’ve chartered a jet to take us to Brussels. Be at the airport at noon.”

      Benedetti was in the hallway when she remembered her gun. She stood on the other side of the open doorway and held out her hand.

      “I want my weapon back.”

      “The hell with you,” Tanner said, and slammed the door in her face.
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      Damián Sandoval stepped out of his room as the sound of Benedetti’s high heels slapped against the worn wooden floors of the hotel corridor.

      “I was watching through the peephole. That CIA woman is a true beauty.”

      “Don’t let the packaging fool you. She’s rotten inside,” Tanner said. He then grabbed one of the phones Benedetti had delivered, freed it from its plastic packaging with a knife, and tossed it across the hall to Sandoval. The cartel leader caught it and smiled.

      “I will call my people and discover if there is any news.”

      “Do that, and how many men are you expecting?”

      “Only four, but they are some of my best.”

      “You should still lie low. Vernon has hooked up with a man named Boldizsár Magyar. Magyar is a trainer of assassins and he rents them out as teams to anyone who can pay.”

      “I will remain in Toulouse for another day or two,” Sandoval said, and after looking back at his tiny room he added, “In far more suitable accommodations.”

      Tanner pointed at the phone in Sandoval’s hand.

      “Use that to talk to your contacts. I know Europe isn’t your area of influence, on the other hand, your cartel distributes drugs here. You must have sources you can tap for information.”

      “I know a man who operates in Belgium. He should know something; however, it will take me some time to track him down.”

      “Fine. Make the calls and then we’ll go eat.”

      Sandoval closed his door and Tanner did the same on his side of the hall. He then paced about the small room while thinking of Benedetti.

      The friend who was almost killed by Omar Ali Rashid had been Alexa Lucia, and she had been more than a friend at the time.

      Tanner owed Benedetti for selling him out, and thanks to his vow, he couldn’t harm her directly. While seated on the side of the bed he thought about how he could keep his word and still gain a measure of vengeance. When the answer came to him he smiled.

      After unpackaging another phone, he recalled a cell number he kept memorized.

      When the call was answered, he heard a familiar voice.

      “Who is this, and how can I help you?”

      “It’s Tanner, Duke. I need something special, but I’m not certain of the timing.”

      “Tell me what you need, and I’ll make it happen.”

      “That’s what I like about you, Duke, you never say no.”

      “It’s nice to know you like me. I’ve seen what happens to people you don’t like.”

      “Speaking of which…”
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        * * *

      

      Later that morning, Tanner and Sandoval were having brunch at a trendy tourist spot. Sandoval had a sweet tooth that he indulged by eating pastry for breakfast. Tanner was more practical and had a meal of steak frites au poivre. It was steak served with a creamy sauce and French fries.

      As they ate, Sandoval told Tanner what he had learned on the phone. Magyar was in Brussels and had an American client whose description matched Cal Vernon.

      “Vernon suspects that you survived, Tanner. He has people looking for you in Brussels. Since we know he’s connected with Boldizsár Magyar, we can assume that Magyar’s assassins will be ready for you.”

      “Vernon is relying on Magyar’s men to protect him. If I prove to him that they won’t be enough he’ll go on the run and be vulnerable.”

      “I was told that Magyar has dozens of men at his disposal, although they aren’t all assassins. In any event, Vernon has the money to hire all of them if needed. When you arrive in Brussels you’ll be a target.”

      “That’s what I’m counting on. When I cut a swarth through Magyar’s troops Vernon will get nervous. He had everyone murdered at the chateau in the hope it would allow him time to transition into a new life. Once he knows for certain that I survived he’ll realize the United States knows what happened and that he now has the data.”

      “He was a fool to cut ties with Bishop’s organization and network. They could have helped him disappear.”

      “Vernon was never a believer in the cause; he was simply an opportunist. When it becomes known that he was behind Owen Bishop’s death, Bishop’s organization will also be hunting for him.”

      They finished their meal and Tanner hailed a taxi to take him to the airport. As the vehicle slowed to pick him up, Sandoval asked Tanner a question.

      “We are no longer enemies, yes?”

      “I won’t kill you for giving me up to Vernon. If you ever try anything again, that will be a different story.”

      Sandoval offered his hand. “I owe you my life. You saved me so I could aid you, yes, but I still owe you my life.”

      Tanner took the offered hand.

      “I’ll do what I can to get your money back, and I’ll let Vernon know that you sent me.”

      Sandoval smiled. “Who knows, I may have more work for you in the future in Mexico.”

      Tanner opened the door on the taxi, said, “Have gun, will travel,” and headed for the airport to meet up with Benedetti.
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        * * *

      

      Tanner joined Benedetti on a private jet she had chartered. She’d greeted him with a wary look, then she informed him that the golden data drive was a phony and devoid of any information or photos.

      “Bishop was smart to use something like that,” Tanner said. “It distracted everyone’s attention from the real device.”

      “Do you have an idea what it is?”

      “A suspicion, but whatever form it’s in, Vernon will give it up once I find him.”

      “What happened to Sandoval?”

      “He has people joining him later. He was able to confirm that Vernon hired Magyar. They’re in Brussels and have men waiting to kill me if I show myself.”

      “You don’t sound worried. Why is that?”

      “Magyar’s men will think they’re hunting me, but it will be the other way around. What sort of resources does the CIA have in Brussels?”

      “We have people there in both support and intelligence.”

      “I’ll need some things done before I show myself.”

      “You want agents to back you up?”

      “Not in the way you mean, even so, I’ll take advantage of some of that support you mentioned. They can do a little stage dressing for me.”

      Benedetti studied his face.

      “You enjoy this. You actually find pleasure in facing off against superior odds.”

      “I find satisfaction in overcoming those odds, and I’ve trained for most of my life to be able to do so.”

      “Hanover wanted you for this mission after I told him about what you did in Texas. After processing the scene, our forensic team credited you with nearly two dozen kills. You’ve also built up quite a reputation over the last several years.”

      “And yet, you still consider me an incompetent.”

      “I may have misspoken, but I believe you triumph more through luck than skill. You’re just a criminal, Tanner. A common street thug who has managed to stay alive despite your habit of getting into difficult situations.”

      “And what are you, Benedetti?”

      “I’m a dedicated member of the United States intelligence community, and someday I’ll run the CIA.”

      “That’s all you want out of life?”

      “It’s all I’ve ever wanted.”

      “Why?”

      Benedetti looked taken aback by the question, then made a slight shrugging motion.

      “I’d be good in that position.”

      “And it will give you power, which is something you crave.”

      “Yes, I want power, and I’d put fear into allies and enemies alike.”

      “Obtaining Bishop’s data will aid in that, since it contains information on international espionage agents.”

      Benedetti smiled. “You figured that out, have you?”

      “I suspected as much early on, then had it confirmed by Cal Vernon.”

      “Now you know why we want that data so badly. Not only is it a hazard to our own people, but it will threaten our allies as well.”

      “You and Hanover don’t give a damn about the nation’s allies. You two want to use that info for your own purposes.”

      “Of course we do. It will give the United States a massive advantage if we know we have a foreign spy working for us, whether they belong to an ally nation or not. We can feed them false information when we need to. In warfare, that alone could mean the difference between winning or losing.”

      “So far, that data has cost a lot of people their lives, including Bishop himself.”

      “It doesn’t matter how many die. That data is priceless, and you have to get it for us.”

      “I’ll deliver it as promised, and by the way, don’t draw attention to yourself while we’re in Brussels. Your profile must be in Bishop’s database.”

      “I have to say, I’m surprised you’re concerned for my safety.”

      “If anything happened to you Hanover might blame me and void our deal.”

      Benedetti crossed her arms over her chest. “I should have known your motive was selfish.”

      Tanner smiled. His motive for wanting her to stay safe did spring from self-interest. He had plans for Benedetti and didn’t want them ruined.

      Benedetti opened her laptop.

      “What was this ‘stage dressing’ you mentioned? I’ll send an email and get things rolling before we’re on the ground.”

      Tanner recited a list that made Benedetti wrinkle her brow in confusion.

      “That last item, why do you want it modified that way?”

      “Because I’ll need it, and the steel should be an inch thick.”

      “I saw a photo of the gun you requested. It’s impressive, but if Magyar sends all of his men after you you’ll be facing an army.”

      “More like a squad, and they might be similarly armed. Sandoval said that Magyar’s men have been known to use some exotic weapons on occasion.”

      She shook her head. “The Belgians will not be happy over the violence.”

      “I don’t blame them. I also know they can’t be ignorant of who and what Boldizsár Magyar is. Someone is being bribed to let him operate out of Brussels and ship his killers off to other areas. This time the violence is coming to them.”

      “Don’t get caught and they’ll never know we were involved.”

      “One more thing, have your people make contact with Magyar. He’s a businessman and may back off if I explain to him what helping Vernon would cost him. If the man is smart, he may withdraw his support. If that happened, Vernon would be an easy target.”

      Benedetti’s mouth gaped open. “You want to avoid bloodshed?”

      “I don’t go around slaughtering people for the hell of it. If a conversation can get me what I want, so much the better.”

      “I’ll have him contacted. And wear the earpiece I gave you at all times. I don’t want you being out of reach for days at a time again.”

      “I’m wearing it right now.”

      “Activate it and say something, but whisper, it’s very sensitive.”

      Tanner whispered two words that Benedetti wouldn’t have heard without the aid of her earpiece. She heard them all right, and she narrowed her eyes at Tanner as she deactivated her own earpiece. She then gathered her things and moved across the aisle. When she was settled in, she kept her head down and typed on her laptop.

      The typing became more furious as she struck the keys with increasing force. When she looked up, she saw that Tanner was watching her. She gazed back at him.

      “And fuck you too.”

    

  



    
      
        
          
            32

          

          

      

    

    







            Two For One

          

        

      

    

    
      Magyar was at his estate outside Brussels, in his home office. Through a large window on his right he could see the recruits for his legitimate security business go about their training in a grassy field. One of them, a chubby boy of eighteen named Luuc, was exceedingly uncoordinated. Luuc was also dim-witted, but he was the younger cousin of a man who had been one of Magyar’s finest assassins. Luuc wanted nothing more than to follow in his cousin’s footsteps, but the boy wasn’t even good enough to qualify as a security guard.

      Magyar allowed him into the training program for free, but it was obvious Luuc had no chance of passing the course. Magyar figured he’d give it another few days to see if the kid would quit on his own, and if not, he would have to have a talk with him.

      When his lead assassin knocked on his open door, Magyar could tell by the look on his face that there was something wrong. The man’s name was Hugo. He had been with Magyar for over ten years and the men were friends.

      “Tanner is in the city?”

      “No, Boldizsár… this is something else,” Hugo said. After entering the office, he shut the door behind him and passed a large envelope across the desk.

      Magyar opened the envelope and found several photos inside. They were pictures of his daughter, Mirella. They showed the girl leaving Cal Vernon’s suite while wearing the blonde wig and sunglasses. She was also engaged in a very hot kiss with Vernon, whose hands were all over her. Other photos were of Mirella getting in her car and removing the wig.

      Hugo cleared his throat.

      “I recognized Mirella’s car in the hotel’s underground garage. That red sports car you bought her is hard to miss. Since I don’t believe in coincidences I assumed she was there to see one of our young guys. I was in the corridor outside the suite’s door when she came out wearing that wig. I was aware Mr. Vernon had a female guest in his suite, however, he described her as a whore he had ordered for the night.”

      Magyar shook with rage as he shoved the photos back in the envelope. He realized that Vernon must have been sleeping with his daughter after meeting her on their recent trip to Florence.

      It was bad enough that Vernon had seduced the teen into his bed, and Magyar knew his daughter had a wild streak and was no virgin. However, now that Vernon had a man like Tanner gunning for him, inviting Mirella to be around him was tantamount to risking her life. Vernon would pay.

      “Who else knows about this?”

      “No one, Boldizsár.”

      “Fix us some drinks and take a seat.”

      Hugo made the drinks, then he settled across the desk from Magyar.

      “Would you like me to kill Vernon?”

      Magyar stood with his drink in his hand, walked over, and stared out the window.

      “If Cal Vernon was my sole concern I would kill him myself, but there’s Tanner to consider. The American assassin is likely to arrive here any day and Vernon is the bait drawing him in. Once we kill Tanner, then I’ll deal with Vernon.”

      “You’ll have to make it look like an accident when you kill Vernon.”

      “Why?”

      “Think about it, Boldizsár. If it gets out that you murdered your own client, who would ever trust you again?”

      “Szar!” Magyar said, as he swore in Hungarian. “You’re right. I can’t go at him directly. I will think of something else.”

      “And what about Mirella?”

      Magyar made a sound of disgust.

      “My daughter will hate me for interfering in her life, but she cannot be around that man. If Tanner were to attack Vernon while Mirella was with him she might get injured… or worse.”

      “I can keep her away from Mr. Vernon’s suite.”

      Magyar turned his head and looked at Hugo.

      “You can’t do that alone, and I don’t want anyone else knowing about this.”

      When he gazed out the window again, Magyar saw Luuc doing push-ups with the other recruits. The boy managed to do only two before collapsing in the grass. Magyar was disgusted by the sight. He was over sixty and, thanks to an exercise regimen that included running, was in far better shape than Luuc.

      “I’ll send Mirella on a trip to Liverpool,” Magyar said. “She can visit her mother.”

      “I thought you hated her mother and wanted to keep Mirella away from her?”

      “This is an emergency. When Tanner and Vernon are dead I’ll bring her home.”

      Hugo drained his drink and stood.

      “I should get back to the hotel and supervise the shift change.”

      “Do that, and thank you, Hugo.”

      Hugo left, and Magyar continued to stare out the window. Some of the new recruits might one day make fine assassins, depending on their temperament.

      Magyar wouldn’t admit it to anyone, but he was worried about Tanner. The man had killed Lars Gruber and Maurice Scallato. Despite having the American outnumbered, Magyar figured at least a few of his men would die facing off against Tanner.

      It would be worth it if they were to kill him. Only a man trained by Boldizsár Magyar should be considered the best assassin in the world.

      Magyar stared out the window without seeing the view in front of him. He had become lost in thoughts of his daughter, of Cal Vernon, and of Tanner. When an idea came to him of a way to eliminate Vernon and Tanner at the same time it caused him to laugh aloud. However, a moment later he dismissed it.

      If he were to employ his idea, a few of his men could be killed as a consequence. Then again, wasn’t that a fate they always risked?

      Magyar made a sound of disgust at that last thought. He was justifying things to himself and he knew it. Besides, even if he went through with it, he would still need a sacrificial lamb to carry it out, and none of his men were that fanatical, or stupid.

      Magyar’s attention was drawn outside the window, where the training instructor was dressing down Luuc for his inability to complete a single pull-up. The doughy boy began to cry when the man poked a finger against his fleshy belly.

      Magyar considered his plan again as he gazed out at Luuc. It could work, but no one else could know about it. Even Hugo wouldn’t forgive him if he knew he had been so callous to use his own men. Magyar left the window and collapsed into his chair. The plan was not just good, it was brilliant. Still, sacrificing the useless Luuc was one thing, while betraying his men was another thing altogether.

      He got up and poured another drink. When he was halfway through it he came up with a way to alter his plan, so his men would be spared.

      There was just one problem, for it to work he’d have to arrange a meeting with Tanner, if such a thing were possible.

      His phone rang. His desk phone, which he never answered but only used to call out on occasion. When the ringing stopped, and the answering machine picked up, he heard a woman’s voice speaking French with an American accent.

      “Monsieur Magyar. If you wish to speak to a man named Tanner call the following number, leave a message, and you’ll be called back. It could be to your benefit.”

      Magyar looked at the caller ID as a phone number was recited and saw that it was blank.

      He scribbled the number down and marveled at the timing of the call. Tanner was reaching out to him with help from the CIA. If any other man who was a potential target had acted in a similar manner, Magyar would have thought it a display of fear and desperation. That wasn’t Tanner’s motive for wanting to talk. He simply wanted to get to Cal Vernon the quickest way possible.

      Magyar stared at the phone number he’d been given, thought through his plan once more, then looked out the window for Luuc. The field was empty, and he guessed that they had gone to the showers.

      It could work. Magyar thought. That is, if the boy is as simple as I think he is.

      Magyar took out his cell phone and dialed the instructor who handled the new recruits.

      “Yes, sir?”

      “The boy, Luuc, have him come see me.”

      “I was going to talk to you about him.”

      “No need. I’ll deal with him.”

      “All right, and I’ll send him in.”

      Magyar leaned back in his chair until he was looking at the ceiling. If everything went right, Tanner and Cal Vernon would soon be a memory.
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      The following morning, Tanner powered up his phone and saw that he had a message from Magyar. The Hungarian-accented voice was a well-modulated baritone.

      “I agree we need to talk. Call me back.”

      Tanner was outside a storage warehouse in a suburb of Brussels that was set off the beaten path. The building was currently unused but still had dozens of empty crates inside. The owners had gone bankrupt and the building was in foreclosure.

      The CIA had found the location by following Tanner’s guidelines. He had to admit that they had done in hours a task that might have taken him days of searching for the right property and conditions.

      They had also supplied him with the items he’d asked for to assemble his “stage dressing” and Tanner was prepared to face off against Magyar’s assassins if needed. After hearing Magyar’s reasonable tone, he was beginning to hope that confrontation could be avoided. If Magyar cooperated, Tanner might be back home in as little as two days. He dialed the number his phone had registered and heard Magyar answer on the third ring.

      “Tanner?”

      “Yes.”

      “I assume this is about Cal Vernon.”

      “That’s right. I’m coming for him and I’ll go through your men to get to him.”

      “You would discover that task to be most difficult, however, it won’t be necessary to find out. I will tell you where and when to find Vernon. I have no love for that man.”

      “You two have had a falling out?”

      “I have a daughter who is half Vernon’s age. The man seduced her. That would be reason enough to hate him, but she’s also in danger by being around him at this time. If you were to snipe at the man through a window my daughter might get caught in the line of fire.”

      Tanner was thinking of pointing out to Magyar that he wouldn’t just randomly fire rounds into a hotel room, then decided against it. If the man’s concern for his daughter’s safety was pushing him to betray a client, that worked in Tanner’s favor.

      “Where can I find Cal Vernon?”

      Magyar recited the name of the hotel Vernon was in, along with the suite number.

      “My men are still guarding him. I’ve kept them in place until I have my daughter away from the man. I’ll be withdrawing them this evening, and then Vernon can be all yours.”

      “Just like that?”

      “I don’t blame you for suspecting a trap, but I am speaking the truth. When I withdraw my men I’m sure Vernon will leave the hotel to seek safety elsewhere. That will be your opportunity to grab him.”

      “What do you want in return for this gracious gift you’re offering?”

      “I want you to do me the favor of killing Cal Vernon. I would do so myself, but if word leaked out that I killed a client business would suffer.”

      “How do I know this story about your daughter isn’t a lie?”

      “I anticipated your question and I’ll be sending you the answer in a file. They are pictures of my daughter Mirella sneaking out of Vernon’s room while wearing a disguise. At least the man had the good sense not to flaunt the relationship before my men’s eyes. Do as you wish, Tanner, in any case, Vernon will be unprotected tonight.”

      “If you’re lying and this is a trap you know what will happen.”

      “I would expect you to try to kill me, however, there is no trap and I am telling you the truth. That’s all I have to say.”

      Magyar ended the call. Moments later, Tanner received a file on his phone. He saw the photos taken by Hugo, along with a picture of Magyar and Mirella together. The girl sitting in the car with the blonde wig removed was the same girl in the photo with Magyar. If Vernon was sleeping with Magyar’s daughter, it would explain why the man was willing to hand him over.

      It was likely a trap but also an opportunity. Tanner powered down the phone and left the warehouse to check out the hotel where Magyar said Vernon could be found.
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        * * *

      

      BRUSSELS, 6:28 p.m.

      

      Magyar parked his silver Mercedes down the street from the hotel where his men were guarding Vernon. Seated beside Magyar was Luuc. Magyar had told Luuc that he had a special assignment for him and had given him a package, along with a pen. The pen was actually a camera with a microphone, while the package was filled with a plastic explosive. Luuc had the pen in the pocket of his T-shirt and held the package in his lap.

      “Do you understand what I want you to do?” Magyar asked.

      “Yes, sir. I’m to deliver this package to Suite A in that hotel.”

      “And what else?”

      “Oh. I have to wait until I see that man whose picture you showed me, the one with the scary eyes.”

      “That’s right. Wait in the corridor, and when you see that man near the door to Suite A, walk over to him.”

      “He’s the one who has to sign for the package?”

      “Yes.”

      “You’ll be here when I get back?”

      “That’s right, Luuc, and I’ll pay you then.”

      Luuc was about to open the door but Magyar told him to wait.

      “I need to call Hugo first before I send you off.”

      “Oh, why?”

      “He’s going to make sure the man with the scary eyes shows himself.”

      Luuc nodded, although he didn’t understand. He picked up the package in his lap and gave it a shake. Magyar jumped, even though he knew the block of plastic explosive wouldn’t go off until he sent a signal to the detonator attached to it.

      “What’s in here? Anything good?” Luuc asked.

      Magyar smiled. “It’s going to be very good.”
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        * * *

      

      Magyar had confided his plan to Hugo, who was inside the hotel guarding Cal Vernon. As expected, Hugo received a call from Magyar at six-thirty.

      “Yes?”

      “I’m outside with Luuc. It’s time to speak with Vernon.”

      “All right, and are you sure Tanner will appear? He must think this is a trap.”

      “I’m sure he does, but he’ll also never have a better chance to get to Vernon.”

      “This plan is brilliant if Tanner falls for it. You’ll be eliminating a dangerous foe with that simple fool Luuc. As much as I would love a shot at Tanner, this is a far safer way to kill him.”

      “Let’s hope it works. Talk to Vernon and get my men out of there.”
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        * * *

      

      Cal Vernon turned off the TV and looked up at Hugo from where he sat on a plush pillow-back sofa. Three of Magyar’s assassins who had been guarding Vernon were headed for the door.

      “What did you just say?”

      “I told the men to leave the hotel. We’re all leaving. You’re on your own now, Mr. Vernon.”

      Vernon leapt off the sofa.

      “You can’t leave me. I paid Magyar a fortune to keep you men here for a week.”

      Hugo looked over his shoulder to make sure the other men had left, he then leaned in toward Vernon. Vernon was tall, but at six-foot-eight the muscular Hugo was taller.

      “Boldizsár knows you’ve been fucking his daughter. You’re lucky the man didn’t order me to kill you.”

      Vernon dropped his gaze, then reached out and gripped Hugo’s arm.

      “Forget Magyar. Let’s you and I make our own deal. I’ll give you and the men double what you were getting.”

      “No deal. We’re leaving.”

      “You can’t leave. What if Tanner is still alive? The man will kill me.”

      Hugo brushed Vernon’s hand away.

      “Tanner is alive and he’s here in Brussels. My guess is you’ll be seeing him very soon.”

      Vernon grabbed Hugo’s arm again.

      “Triple! I’ll pay you triple. No, hell, just name your price and it’s yours.”

      Hugo pushed Vernon back onto the sofa.

      “You never should have touched Mirella.”

      Vernon watched Hugo’s broad back as the man stomped away. He got up from the sofa and hurried after him only to see the door slam shut. When he searched the other rooms of the suite he found them empty. Vernon’s pulse rate quickened as sweat began moistening his upper lip. He was alone, and Tanner was in the city.
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      Cal Vernon rushed into the bedroom of his hotel suite and grabbed a gun from one of the tartan pouches on the red backpack. The pack held the contents of Owen Bishop’s safe. The compact gun was in a holster and Vernon clipped it onto his belt. He then returned to the living room with the backpack. After setting the pack near the door he took out his phone and made a call. When it was answered, he shouted at the person on the other end in French.

      “This is the client at the hotel. I need you now, now!”

      “I’ve been thinking about our deal and the risk is too great. I could lose my license.”

      “That’s why I agreed to pay you so much, and I’ve already sent you a down payment.”

      “Another three-thousand euros could change my mind.”

      Vernon gazed down at his phone and wished he could reach through it and strangle the man on the other end. He closed his eyes and felt his temples throbbing.

      “Are you still there?”

      “I’m here,” Vernon said in a calm voice, “and I’ll pay you another three-thousand, okay?”

      “Thank you. I’ll be there in twenty minutes.”

      “Why so fucking long?”

      “It’s as fast as I can get there.”

      Vernon looked at the time on his phone.

      “It’s six-thirty-five. I’ll pay you an additional five-thousand euros if you get here in less than twenty minutes.”

      “On top of the extra three-thousand?” the man asked.

      “Yes, damn it, now get moving.”

      “I’ll be right there,” the other party said into his phone. Vernon was pleased to note that it sounded as if the greedy bastard was running while he spoke.

      After picking up the house phone he dialed the operator and asked that someone from security be sent to his suite. A hotel security guard would never stop a man like Tanner, but they would be better than nothing. As he hung up the phone, Vernon’s stomach rumbled, and he headed for the bathroom.
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        * * *

      

      Tanner was downstairs in the hotel lobby. He was dressed in a suit and wearing a brown wig, blue-tinted eyeglasses, and carried a briefcase. Beneath his shirt was padding that made him look thirty pounds heavier. He had taken a room in the hotel earlier under yet another false identity.

      He had either been in the hotel bar or its lobby for hours and had met with two men and one woman, who were life insurance sales representatives. They had come to the hotel at Tanner’s request hoping to make a sale. They had all left disappointed after being treated to free booze and snacks and had been helpful. They made it look as if Tanner was a legitimate businessman doing deals over drinks at the hotel bar.

      When Hugo and the other men stepped off the elevator, Tanner recognized them for what they were. He also discerned Hugo as being the leader of the group, then had his suspicion confirmed when he watched the big man call over a young guy who had been in the lobby since Tanner’s arrival.

      Tanner had pegged that man as being a member of Magyar’s group and had spotted the tip of an ankle holster whenever the man had sat. The guy had studied him when he arrived, as he scrutinized every man who he thought was a possible threat.

      When the man’s eyes had taken in the wide waist stretching the limits of Tanner’s belt, he had dismissed him as a threat. Hotel security was alert as well. They had seen Magyar’s man loitering in the lobby and sent a security guard in a suit to approach him. When the thug showed the man ID stating he was private security, the hotel man made a sour face.

      “Oh, you’re with that bunch. Who are you guarding up there, a celebrity? His name can’t really be Joe Smith.”

      “I can’t say who he is.”

      “Be like that.”

      There was also a security guard working the lobby and the underground parking garage. The man wore street clothes, jeans, and a black T-shirt. Printed on the front and back of the shirt was the word security. It was written in three languages, English, French, and Dutch. The white cap he wore had the name of the hotel written on it in gold script.

      As Magyar had said would happen, his people were leaving the hotel. Tanner counted seven men and assumed that the man he’d spotted in the underground garage would also be departing. The question was, how many men did Magyar have hidden?

      Tanner activated the earpiece he’d been given by Benedetti and spoke in a whisper while barely moving his lips.

      “Are you there?”

      Nothing. He was about to repeat himself when he heard Benedetti’s voice.

      “Tanner? Are those men leaving the hotel who I think they are?”

      He had given Benedetti the name of the hotel and had her check out the place surreptitiously. The CIA hacked into the hotel’s computer and found that there were no suspicious guests near Vernon’s suite. There were four luxury suites on Vernon’s floor, his own and Suites B, C, and D.

      The gold elevators separated the four suites. Suites A and B were on the right when you stepped off and their respective doors were about forty feet away down a corridor. Suites C and D were on the left and forty feet in the other direction.

      Modern black leather furniture was in the corridor for the guests’ comfort, and tasteful paintings, reproductions of masterpieces, hung on the walls. The carpet was two-tone blue and patterned in a checkerboard fashion.

      Suite D was occupied by a couple from Australia who ran a software company. They were on a working holiday and had brought their seven-year-old daughter with them, along with her nanny. The nanny was on the trip to watch the little girl while her parents were at business meetings.

      You needed a special key card to use the gold elevators that went up to the suites. By invading the hotel’s security system, the CIA could override that and allow Tanner access to the elevators. They could also unlock the door to Vernon’s suite.

      None of the CIA personnel were close to the hotel in case Vernon was somehow using Bishop’s data to scan for agents. Instead, they had control of the hotel’s CCTV system and could view every part of the building.

      “Those men belong to Magyar,” Tanner said. “It looks like the Hungarian is keeping his word. But then, for a trap to work, it would have to appear that way.”

      “We can’t risk losing this opportunity. Go up to the suite and find Vernon.”

      “I’m on my way, but I’ll be cautious and have a look at the stairwell first.”

      “The stairwells are empty; we’re viewing them through the cameras.”

      “Video images can be faked. I want eyes on those stairs. I’ll be taking Vernon out that way.”

      “Why not finish him in the room?”

      “I may have to torture him, and it won’t be quiet. Besides, the longer I stay inside that room the riskier it is.”

      “Whatever. Just be quick about it.”
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        * * *

      

      After watching his men depart the hotel. Magyar spent time searching the faces of the people entering the hotel or driving into its underground garage. He was using a pair of powerful binoculars and hoping to spot Tanner.

      He saw no one who matched the man’s description and gave it up as a waste of time. If Tanner was in the area he wouldn’t make himself an easy target.

      Magyar sent Luuc off with the package. Luuc entered the hotel as Tanner was opening the stairwell door on the level where Suite A was located. Luuc’s stomach growled because he had missed his dinner, so he could help Magyar. Luuc entered the hotel gift shop to get a snack. He could eat it while he waited for the man with the scary eyes to show up.
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        * * *

      

      Outside the hotel, Magyar was seething as he watched the images from the camera pen Luuc had in his pocket. He had told Luuc to get on one of the gold elevators and go up to the suite. Instead, the fool was wandering around the hotel gift shop. Magyar called him.

      “Where are you?”

      “I stopped to get a candy bar since I missed my supper.”

      “I’ll take you to eat anywhere you want after you deliver that package.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes, now get upstairs.”

      Luuc had a candy bar in his hand. It was his favorite, a Cadbury Double Decker. When he looked at the price, his shoulders slumped. He didn’t have enough money in his pocket to buy it. A look around told him that the store’s clerk was helping a customer at the counter. Luuc slipped the candy bar in his pocket and rushed from the gift shop.

      The clerk at the counter had observed the thievery on a monitor. She had to stop herself from calling out to Luuc. As much as she wanted to confront the boy personally, she’d been trained to follow certain procedures. She picked up the phone to speak with hotel security.
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        * * *

      

      Magyar was unaware of Luuc’s thievery because he had been looking through the binoculars again. He was about to check the camera’s view on his laptop when he saw something that made his heart rate soar. It was a convertible. A red Mercedes sports car, Jupiter red to be exact. Magyar knew it well. It belonged to his daughter.
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        * * *

      

      The CIA had used the hotel’s computer to override the lock on Vernon’s suite while also disabling the chime which sounded whenever it was opened. Tanner had slipped inside while holding a gun and was prepared to shoot.

      He saw no one, but he heard the sound of a toilet flushing from down a short hallway. Beside the door was the red backpack Vernon had sat there.

      Tanner ignored it for the moment and moved down the hallway. There was an open door on the other side of a large room that had a king-size bed with an elaborate white lace canopy. Standing near a sink and drying his hands was Cal Vernon.

      “If you reach for the gun on your belt I’ll shoot you,” Tanner said.

      Vernon froze, then turned his head slowly. A confused look came over him, but a moment later he saw past the wig and glasses.

      “Nice disguise, but it makes you look fat.”

      “That’s the idea.”

      “Magyar sold me out, didn’t he?”

      “He wasn’t thrilled when he found out about you and his daughter.”

      “Karl and Tremblay are dead?”

      “That’s right.”

      “So, what happens now, you kill me too?”

      Tanner moved around the bed while keeping his gun aimed at Vernon’s chest. When he saw what was in the man’s shirt pocket he smiled.

      “I see you’re keeping the data drive handy. The CIA was worried you had stashed it somewhere.”

      Tanner plucked the item from Vernon’s pocket and placed it in one of his own. As he watched it disappear from view, Vernon let out a soft moan.

      His disappointment at losing the data drive was nothing compared to the angst he felt when Tanner told him to hand over his phone, wallet, and passport. The phone had a file on it that contained the long alpha-numeric code to access the data drive. Worse yet, Vernon had used the same code as a password for the bank account where he’d deposited the money from the auction.

      However, not being a fool, he had spent hours training himself to memorize the complicated code as Bishop had done. The trouble was, Vernon didn’t possess as fine a mind as Owen Bishop’s. He thought he had the code memorized, but he couldn’t be certain.

      As Tanner’s hand left his pocket after stowing away the phone and other items, it moved to Vernon’s belt and grabbed the holstered gun. Tanner attached it to his own belt at the small of his back, then shoved the weapon he was holding beneath Vernon’s chin.

      “Listen to me. We’re walking out of here and taking the stairs down to the garage. If you try to get away or call out for help you’ll regret it.”

      “Why is that? I have nothing to lose. You want to take me somewhere, to torture me into revealing where I deposited the money I got in the auction. I’ll take a quick death over slow agony.”

      Tanner jammed the gun into the soft flesh beneath Vernon’s chin until the man’s head was so far back that he was looking at the ceiling.

      “I’ll shoot you at the base of your spine. There’s a hospital one block away, so you might live, but you’ll never walk again. While you’re lying on your back in a hospital room I’ll pay you a visit, then, I’ll show you what torture is all about.”

      Tanner removed the gun and Vernon bent forward from the sudden release of pressure.

      “Get moving,” Tanner said.

      Vernon walked slowly. When they were at the door, he reached down to pick up the backpack.

      “Leave it,” Tanner said.

      “There’s money, gold and jewelry in there. It must be worth over a million.”

      “Open it up… slowly.”

      With the pack sitting open, Tanner could see the stacks of banded bills, and the glint of light off a gold bar.

      “See, I told you.”

      “Yes you did, now zip it closed and lie on the floor.”

      “What?”

      “Lie flat on the floor. I want to put the backpack on and I don’t need you trying anything stupid while I do it.”

      Vernon stretched out on the carpet as Tanner tightened the shoulders straps on the pack. Once the pack was secured, Tanner told him to get up. It was time to leave the hotel.
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        * * *

      

      Luuc was walking toward a gold elevator while eating his candy bar when the doors shut. After pressing a button to summon the other lift, he thought about what he’d just seen. There had been a girl on the elevator, a blonde in a skimpy dress. For some reason, she had looked familiar to Luuc.

      The other elevator pinged its arrival and Luuc stepped on. A man joined him, and not just any man. It was a security guard with a T-shirt that identified him as such. Luuc wondered if the guy knew he had stolen the candy.

      The man spoke into a phone. “I’m headed up to Suite A now to check things out.”

      Luuc felt relief. The man was going up to the suite for something else. He took another bite of his candy and stared straight ahead at the reflective golden doors.
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        * * *

      

      Magyar’s daughter, Mirella, was riding up on the other gold elevator. She was wearing the blonde wig again and was holding a pair of dark sunglasses, along with a compact purse. Mirella wasn’t alone. The nanny and the little girl from Suite D were also on the lift.

      Mirella had spent the night at a party her friend had thrown for herself before leaving for a two-week vacation. She then slept until three in the afternoon at another friend’s apartment. She had never called her mother to tell her she was coming to visit. She had called her father before the party started and pretended to be in Liverpool.

      She knew there was no chance that her father would ask to speak to her mother. They hated each other and hadn’t spoken in years. With her father thinking she was in England she had a week of freedom in front of her. She planned to spend the night with Cal Vernon. And tomorrow? Who knew, maybe she would take a trip to France to visit another friend.

      The little girl held a blue balloon in her hand that had the image of a popular cartoon character on it. She was eyeing one of the bracelets Mirella wore. It was made of turquoise and had animal-shaped trinkets hanging from it that were made from gold.

      “I like lions the best,” the little girl said in English, as she smiled up at Mirella. She was seven and had honey-blonde hair and blue eyes. Her Australian accent enchanted Mirella.

      Mirella smiled back at her. “Have you been to the zoo?”

      “Mum and Dad are taking me tomorrow and I can’t wait.”

      “You’re going to love it,” Mirella said.
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        * * *

      

      The security guard asked Luuc a question.

      “What suite are you going to?”

      “Suite A. I have to deliver this package.”

      The guard nodded but continued to stare, and there was a suspicious gleam in his eye. Luuc was once again afraid that he was about to be arrested for shoplifting the candy bar he was eating.

      The guard’s phone rang. He answered it as he turned away from Luuc, and Luuc went back to eating the candy. Whatever was said on the other end of the line made the guard turn his head to stare at Luuc again.

      “I don’t have to look for the kid,” the guard said. “He’s standing right next to me.”

      Luuc stopped eating. He suddenly felt sick. When his phone rang, he jumped.
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        * * *

      

      Magyar rushed into the hotel lobby and looked around for his daughter or Luuc. When he didn’t see either of them, he took out the disposable phone he was using and called Luuc.

      “Hello?”

      “Where are you?”

      “I just got on a gold elevator with the key card you gave me.”

      Magyar heard a man’s voice tell Luuc to put his phone away.

      “Who is that?”

      “A security guard. They think I stole a candy bar.”

      “Did you?”

      “Yes.”

      There was a strange noise that sounded like the phone had been dropped. It hadn’t. It had been knocked out of Luuc’s hand by the guard.

      “Luuc! Luuc!”

      Magyar didn’t hear Luuc, but he did hear a sound he knew. It was the ratcheting noise made when handcuffs were being tightened.
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        * * *

      

      Tanner, still wary of a trap, turned on his earpiece and spoke to Benedetti in a whisper.

      “I have Vernon and I’m leaving now. What’s the corridor look like?”

      Vernon gave him an odd look.

      “Are you talking to me?”

      Tanner shook his head as he listened to Benedetti’s reply.

      “It’s all clear.”

      “And what about the stairway?”

      “They’re empty.”

      “Elevators?”

      “Both are on their way up.”

      “How close?”

      “You should have time to get to the stairs.”

      “It doesn’t matter. Anything is better than being trapped in this suite.”

      Tanner still had Vernon open the door to the hallway, just in case. As Benedetti said, there was no one there. The entrance to the stairs were five meters to the right. Nearby was a black leather sofa with shiny metal arms that sat across from a pair of matching chairs. Tanner prodded Vernon in that direction by using the gun.

      A glass insert was in the center of the stairway door, it was reinforced with wire. The landing looked empty. As Tanner was about to tell Vernon to open the door, one of the elevators arrived. In his earpiece, Tanner heard Benedetti comment on how fast the damn elevators were. For once, he had to agree with her.

      Tanner grabbed Vernon by the collar and placed the taller man in front of him to be used as a shield.

      He was expecting a group of seasoned well-armed assassins to exit the elevator with assault rifles at the ready. Instead, he saw an innocent little girl holding a balloon, along with two attractive blonde women.

      The younger of the two was waving goodbye to the little girl, who was walking off in the opposite direction. When she turned to look their way, Tanner recognized her from her photos as Magyar’s daughter. She broke out in a wide grin and was moving toward them fast.
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        * * *

      

      Down in the lobby, Magyar was torn with indecision.

      He couldn’t, no, he wouldn’t, let anything happen to his daughter, and yet, if hotel security was to open the package Luuc had and found the explosives, he would be in for a world of trouble. Luuc would certainly talk and name him, and now his face was on the lobby cameras placing him at the scene.

      Given the political climate in the region in recent years, he’d likely be assumed to be a terrorist, perhaps even be accused of training his men to act as terrorists.

      The relationships he had cultivated with crooked cops and corrupt judges wouldn’t be enough to keep him out of prison.

      Those thoughts flashed through Magyar’s mind in instants as he watched the elevator Luuc was on climb toward the level of the luxury suites. It was time that he didn’t have. Magyar loved his daughter, but he also loved himself. The thought of rotting away the rest of his life in prison was unbearable.

      There was time, he told himself. There was still time enough to salvage things. Luuc’s elevator appeared to still be two floors away from the level of the luxury suites.

      As he closed his eyes and said a prayer for Mirella’s safety, Magyar’s hand reached into his pocket and sent a signal to the detonator embedded in the plastic explosive.
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        * * *

      

      As Mirella came closer, she sent Vernon a little wave. “Hi, Cal.”

      Tanner cracked open the door to the stairwell in preparation of hustling Vernon away. As he did so, he spoke to the man in a soft voice that Mirella couldn’t hear.

      “She can’t save you, Vernon. Get rid of her.”

      That’s when the doors on the other elevator opened and unleashed hell.
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      Inside a CIA safe house in Brussels, Vanessa Benedetti screamed out in agony as a tremendous cacophony of sound entered her right ear from the communication device she wore. The earpiece was created to magnify any sound it captured, the noise of the explosion had been fed into Benedetti’s ear at three times its true volume.

      She ripped the earpiece out and studied it as if the answer to what had just happened could be discerned on its plastic surface.

      “Holy hell,” said one of the CIA technicians. He was a man in his thirties and it had been his job to man the cameras. “There’s been an explosion inside the hotel... on the level of the luxury suites.”

      Benedetti’s right ear was ringing, but she’d heard what the tech said with her one good ear. Another tech was present, a woman. Benedetti handed her the earpiece.

      “I’ll be damned if I’ll wear that thing again. Switch its audio functions to your computer. I need to speak to Tanner.”

      “He might be dead,” said the male tech. “Look at the scene on grid eight.”

      There was a huge computer monitor in front of the man which showed different scenes from sixteen locations within the hotel, or it had. Three of the grids were displaying static. Grid eight was a view of the luxury suites level. The camera was functional, although it recorded only a haze of smoke and debris particles.

      “I can’t make anything out,” Benedetti said. “Show me the other camera angles.”

      “I can’t. Those cameras were destroyed in the blast.”

      “Shit! And what view are we looking at? What will we see when it clears?”

      “That camera is pointed toward Suites C and D.”

      “It figures.”

      The man changed the screen and sixteen more camera angles appeared.

      “Whoa, look at the parking level. There’s a fire down there and it looks like that second elevator crash landed there. I hate to say it, ma’am, but I doubt our operative survived that.”

      Benedetti smiled as she thought of Tanner lying dead amid rubble.

      “Tanner was expendable, the data drive is another story. With any luck we’ll find the device in one piece.”

      The man brought grid eight back up and had it fill the screen. The haze had lessened, but the scene was still obscured.

      The woman tech had transferred the audio functions of the earpiece and was able to receive and transmit audio. When she informed Benedetti, the CIA case officer called Tanner’s name several times. She received no answer, however, there was some sound coming from the scene. It sounded like the hiss and crackle of electrical wiring; mixed in with it was the sound of someone crying out in pain.

      The female tech wiped a tear away.

      “It sounds like the little girl.”
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        * * *

      

      Cal Vernon opened his eyes and wondered why Mirella was looking at him while hanging upside down. Mirella was patting him on the cheek, and she was crying.

      “Get up, Cal. I smell smoke.”

      Vernon moaned from the sharp pain in his back the same instant he understood that Mirella wasn’t upside down, he was. He was lying across a set of concrete steps in the stairwell. When the explosion occurred, he and Mirella had been thrown off balance to tumble through the doorway that led to the stairwell. That same door was sitting open and hanging crooked.

      “Help me sit up,” Vernon said.

      Mirella gave him a hand and he saw that her wig was missing, while above her left cheek was an angry red welt.

      “What happened?”

      Mirella spoke through tears. “Something blew up.”

      “A bomb?”

      “Oh no, could it be terrorists?”

      Vernon stood, then sat on a step. His mind was in a fog and the back of his head hurt. When he touched the area causing him pain he felt wetness.

      “You’re bleeding,” Mirella said.

      “It’s a cut,” Vernon told her, and wondered if he had a concussion. His mind cleared in an instant when he recalled that Tanner had been with him before the blast. He sprang up from the step and looked through the open door at the hallway that led to the suites. He couldn’t make out much because of the haze and smoke.

      Vernon’s first thought was to run and get away. That reaction was overridden when he remembered that Tanner had his wallet, phone, passport, and the data drive. The hit man was wearing the red backpack as well, which was worth a fortune.

      Vernon stared at the open doorway.

      “He’s dead, otherwise he’d have come after me.”

      “Who’s dead?” Mirella asked.

      Vernon had forgotten she was there. Again, he wondered if he was suffering from a concussion.

      “The man you saw me with before the explosion. He has something on him I need. I’ll have to go back in there and take it from his body.”

      “No, Cal. We need to get out of here before the fire gets worse.”

      “Wait for me,” Vernon said, as he edged toward the open doorway. “And one more thing, keep an ear out for a helicopter. One should be landing on the roof at any moment.”

      “A helicopter?”

      “It’s our ticket out of here.”
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        * * *

      

      On the other side of the damaged doorway, in a corner of the hall, Tanner was rising to his feet with his ears ringing. The blast had lifted him up enough so that his feet left the floor, and he was smashed hard against one of the leather sofas that were in the hallway. His head had been spared impact, but his back had slammed into the metal arm of the sofa.

      The impact had been enough to bend the metal and he would have sustained a serious injury if not for the backpack he wore. The money inside it had acted as a cushion and spared him a broken back. While his spine hadn’t sustained an injury, Tanner couldn’t say the same for the front of his torso. He felt as if he’d been squeezed like a tube of toothpaste by the force of the blast, and his organs were aching.

      Something was on fire, no, a few items were ablaze, including the brown wig he’d been wearing as part of his disguise. It lay near a section of wallboard that had fallen from the ceiling. When he looked down at his hand Tanner realized he no longer had the gun he’d been holding and wondered where it had gotten to.

      A soft wind drifted in where the window glass had been. It stirred up more dust and moved the smoke around. It occurred to Tanner that had he been standing a few feet to the left when the explosion went off he would have followed the window glass down to the street.

      The constant ringing in Tanner’s ears was fading, and his hearing was coming back, as was the memory of the last moments before the blast. Vernon, he was with Cal Vernon, and he wondered if the man had survived. A check at his back confirmed that the weapon he’d taken off Vernon was gone as well, along with a watch he’d been wearing. He was searching the floor with his eyes when he heard a voice in his right ear.

      “Tanner!”

      “I hear you, Benedetti.”

      “Where’s Vernon?”

      “I’m okay, thanks for asking.”

      “The hell with you. You have to get Vernon. We need that data drive.”

      Tanner was about to tell her that he already had it when he heard the sound of a child whimpering. He looked in the direction where he thought the sound was coming from, and through the haze he spotted her. It was the little girl who had gotten off the other elevator before the explosion. She was lying on her back amid a growing puddle of blood. The blood spurted from a wound on her left leg, directly above her knee.

      As he neared the elevator farthest from him he saw that the metal doors had been peeled back by the force of the explosion. The doors were dripping with gore and Tanner could make out bits of flesh and bloody cloth. When a bright blue scrap in the amalgam of disgust caught his eye, he looked closer, then he determined what it was. It had once been part of a candy bar wrapper.

      Radiating outward from the cavity in the wall where the elevator had been was a streak of blood. The red streak ended at another hole that had been an outer wall of Suite B. The blast had collapsed the wall and devastated the room beyond it. Electrical cables hung loose while spitting sparks, and fire was visible behind a growing haze of black smoke.

      Tanner glanced again at the doors of the elevator and understood that they must have been partially open when the explosion occurred. Had they been sitting wide apart the devastation he was viewing would have been far worse.

      Upon reaching her, he assessed the child’s wound. It was life-threatening. He suspected that a piece of debris had nicked the side of the girl’s leg and struck an artery. He clamped one hand over her wound to apply pressure while with the other hand he dragged over a chair to elevate her feet.

      The woman who had been with the little girl was dead. She lay crumpled against a wall, in a corner. Her skull was split open and her brains leaked out to cover her face. Tanner thanked God the child was lying in a position that spared her a view of the sight. Given the woman’s age he doubted she was the girl’s mother, at least he hoped not.

      Tanner was about to speak to the girl in French when he remembered hearing her tell Mirella goodbye in English.

      “What’s your name, honey?”

      She looked up at him, her blue eyes were filled with pain and tears, but she answered his question in a soft voice.

      “My name is Olivia.”

      “That’s a beautiful name, and what’s your last name?”

      “Connors.”

      “You’re going to be fine, Olivia. I’m going to get you to a doctor.”

      “It hurts.”

      “I know, honey, and I’m sorry, but you’ll be feeling better soon, okay?”

      “Okay.”

      “That’s a brave girl.”

      “Where’s Mrs. Marks? She’s my nanny.”

      “I’m not sure, honey,” Tanner lied.

      “I want my Mum.”

      “You’ll see her soon.”

      As he talked, Tanner had reached inside his shirt. The padding he wore as part of his disguise doubled as a waist pack. He withdrew an Israeli emergency bandage and tore open the packaging by using his teeth. He had to keep pressure on the little girl’s wound as long as he could. Her skin was clammy, and she was breathing rapidly in reaction to losing so much blood.

      “You’re Australian, aren’t you, honey?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “I thought so. I’ve been there before and hope to go back someday.”

      Tanner had to use both hands to apply the bandage properly. He winced as blood again squirted from the laceration on Olivia’s leg.

      Benedetti’s voice boomed in his ear.

      “Tanner, what the hell are you doing? Leave the girl and look for Vernon. He must still be nearby.”

      Tanner ignored Benedetti. He didn’t want to frighten Olivia by acting as if he were talking to himself.

      “I’m sleepy,” Olivia said. She wasn’t sleepy, she was losing consciousness. When Tanner had the bandage tight and the pressure bar lying flush, he looked at Olivia’s face and saw that she had passed out. Despite the bandage she would still bleed to death in minutes without emergency care.

      A shape leapt at him from out of the thickening smoke and Tanner leaned back and slapped it away. It had been a kick delivered by Cal Vernon in a sneak attack. If Tanner’s reflexes weren’t what they were, Vernon would have stunned him with a blow to the head.

      Having failed, Vernon turned and began running away.

      “Was that Vernon?” Benedetti asked in the earpiece. “Don’t let him get away.”

      Tanner had already leapt up and was closing in on Vernon when he remembered Olivia. The child would die if he left her. One last look at Vernon’s fleeing back and Tanner went back to Olivia.

      He gently lifted the injured girl with the intention of carrying her to the hospital, which was a block from the hotel. It was her best bet for survival.

      “What the fuck are you doing?” Benedetti asked. “Drop that child and get after Vernon.”

      “She’ll die if she doesn’t get to the hospital.”

      “Fine, let her die. That data drive is worth a thousand children.”

      “You’re warped, lady. As for Vernon, I’ll find him again.”

      “No! You’ll get him now. Do you hear me, Tanner? Let the child die and get Vernon. He cannot be allowed to get away.”

      Tanner cradled Olivia in one arm as he removed the earpiece.

      “Go to hell, Benedetti.”

      Tanner tossed the earpiece through the blown-out window and began running down the stairs. Each step made the pain in his torso ache more. He was on the twentieth floor and thought about taking the regular elevators on a lower level. Then, he realized that they would have been shut down because of the explosion and the fire, to avoid the risk of people becoming trapped in the cars.

      When he came to the conclusion the backpack was slowing him down, Tanner loosened the straps and shrugged out of it while still moving.

      Residents of the hotel were beginning to drift into the hallway with confused and fearful faces. Tanner moved past them as fast as he could and was thankful the stairs weren’t yet crowded.

      Magyar appeared as Tanner left a landing near the fourteenth floor and headed down another flight. Tanner knew the man from photos he’d seen. Magyar was rushing up the stairs while panting and wore a desperate expression.

      They locked eyes for an instant and both saw the recognition in the other’s gaze.

      “You did this!” Tanner said, stated as a fact.

      Magyar called to him in a pleading voice.

      “Have you seen my daughter?”

      Tanner ignored him and kept moving.
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        * * *

      

      By the time Magyar reached the level of the suites he was exhausted, and his legs felt numb. His gasping breaths pulled smoke into his lungs and he began to cough.

      “Mirella… Mirella are you here?”

      Magyar’s knees gave out after he moved through a wall of smoke and saw the dead body of Mrs. Marks. He had thought he was looking at his daughter with a blonde wig on. A wave of self-revulsion inundated Magyar with the realization that he had killed his own daughter to keep from going to prison. A great sob of grief escaped him, but a longer look at the body made him realize that the dead woman was larger than his daughter. He collapsed with relief upon the floor.

      Seconds later the smoke in the hallway increased exponentially and filled the area. Magyar had to crawl through filth and debris to escape being a victim of his own bomb. After making it back to the stairwell he collapsed on the first landing and wondered what happened to his daughter.
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        * * *

      

      Mirella saw the pilot of the helicopter eye her with a lecherous gaze. As she followed his eyes she saw that her dress was torn open and her breasts were partially exposed. She covered herself with a hand and climbed in beside Vernon.

      The pilot laughed at her attempt at modesty. He was a small Frenchman with a thin moustache and graying hair.

      “I see why you wanted to get out of here in a hurry,” the pilot told Vernon. “You should have told me the hotel was on fire. They won’t take my license for landing here once they know it was an emergency.”

      Vernon wasn’t listening to the man. He was staring back at the door to the roof and wondering why Tanner wasn’t pursuing him.

      “Just get us out of here, pilot,” Vernon said, then he turned to speak to Mirella. “Do you have any money?”

      Mirella moaned, then said, “My purse! I forgot all about it. We have to go back and look for it.”

      “No way. I was lucky to escape from Tanner as it is, and I need someplace to hide.”

      “I know a place,” Mirella said.

      “Is it close?”

      “It’s in Antwerp. It belongs to a girlfriend and she’ll be away on holiday.”

      “Perfect,” Vernon said.
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        * * *

      

      The lobby was a scene of chaos, and smoke seeped up from the parking level through the elevator shafts. Tanner moved among a crowd of confused and frightened faces and hit the street.

      “Damn.”

      He had been hoping to find an ambulance, but none had arrived yet, although he could hear the faint sound of sirens. He sprinted in the direction of the hospital and looked up to see a helicopter receding in the distance.

      Seconds after entering the hospital Tanner handed Olivia over to a doctor. When he described the severity of her wound she was placed on a gurney and rushed down a corridor.

      After his relationship to Olivia had been explained, Tanner relayed her full name and said she had been staying in Suite D.

      An older nurse with gray hair led him to a bathroom where he could wash. He had kept his head down to avoid security cameras, but it had been unnecessary. His face was so streaked with smoke and dust particles that it altered his appearance. There was also blood on one cheek that belonged to Olivia.

      Tanner’s hands appeared bloody, but they weren’t. He had slipped on a pair of ultra-thin latex gloves before entering Vernon’s suite. The suit he wore was a loss. It was stained with yet more blood, while the knee area was soaked and crimson from kneeling beside Olivia.

      More blood appeared as Tanner urinated and saw a trace of red. He wondered if he had suffered an internal injury from the blast. He still ached, although it had lessened considerably from its initial intensity. He felt he would recover from whatever slight damage he’d sustained.

      He did an inventory and found that Vernon’s phone had been broken. The screen was cracked but it powered on. The data drive had concerned him; however, it had come through in one piece. Cal Vernon might have gotten away, despite that, he had no wallet or passport. He could solve that problem with the millions he had available, but it would take time.

      Tanner stripped down to his boxers and washed as well as he could with paper towels. When he answered a knock at the door, the gray-haired nurse handed him a set of blue scrubs.

      “How is the little girl doing?”

      The woman beamed at him. “She’ll live thanks to you.”

      “Were there any more injured at the hotel?”

      “We’ve heard there were several casualties, and more injured. Lord, how I hate the damn terrorists.”

      “Yes,” Tanner said, although he knew that Magyar was to blame. He had told the man that he would kill him if he betrayed him. If not for the desperate need to get Olivia to the hospital, Tanner would have slain Magyar on the stairs.

      “The police will want to talk to you, sir, please have a seat in the waiting room when you’re ready.”

      Tanner nodded his agreement to the nurse, although he had no intention of speaking to the cops. He left the bathroom wearing the scrubs, walked out of the hospital through the loading dock, and dropped his bloody clothing in a blue dumpster.

      He had known Magyar might double-cross him, yet he never expected a bomb. Whatever went wrong with his plan, Magyar may have injured or killed his own daughter. He would recover from that, whatever her condition was, and he would send men to look for Tanner, to look for him and kill him. Tanner would be ready for them, then he would make Magyar pay.
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      Cal Vernon stumbled and fell back against a tall toolbox cabinet. One of the drawers was sitting open and closed on Vernon’s right wrist as his back struck it.

      He was inside an airplane hangar at a small airfield that mainly serviced agricultural aircraft, such as crop dusters or planes used in hydroseeding.

      The pilot of the helicopter had just given Vernon a hard shove after learning the man was unable to pay him. At six-foot-seven Vernon towered above the smaller man, but the helicopter pilot was enraged and aggressive.

      When he had Vernon off balance he unsheathed a knife that was hanging on his belt. Mirella called to the man, telling him to leave Vernon alone. He turned his head to look at her and sneered.

      “Shut up, you little slut.”

      The man had taken his eyes off Vernon. That would prove to be a mistake. Vernon slammed an adjustable wrench into the pilot’s left temple. The man staggered and dropped the knife, then collapsed to the hangar floor as Vernon hit him again.

      Vernon stood over the man ready to administer a killing blow when Mirella grabbed his wrist.

      “Don’t, Cal. You might kill him.”

      Vernon snorted, released the wrench, then got on his knees and began going through the pilot’s pockets. When he stood again, he had the man’s wallet, phone, and a set of car keys for a Renault Megane.

      “You’re robbing him?” Mirella said.

      “We need a car and money. Besides, he’s lucky I don’t kill him for pulling a knife on me.”

      “Why didn’t you just pay him?”

      “My funds are… unavailable right now. I need a place to rest so I can think. There’s something important I need to remember. By the way, does your friend have a computer at her place?”

      “Yeah, a laptop.”

      “Good, I’ll be able to transfer money once I remember the damn password to the account.”

      Before leaving, Vernon dragged the pilot into the hangar’s small bathroom. When Mirella wasn’t looking, he kicked the man on the side of the head, and stomped his face, breaking his nose.

      He joined Mirella while chuckling to himself, and after finding the pilot’s car they drove toward Antwerp.
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        * * *

      

      Magyar had returned to his car, where he made a series of phone calls while watching the fire and emergency personnel deal with the results of his bomb.

      Tanner would come after him if he didn’t kill him first. To make that a reality, Magyar tripled the reward for anyone locating the hit man while telling Hugo to get all three teams ready to move.

      “I saw the news. I thought Tanner would be dead.”

      “He took the bait and appeared, but… it didn’t work out the way I’d planned. If we don’t find this man and kill him, I’ll soon be dead.”

      “We’ll get him, Boldizsár. This is our city. We’ll hunt him down.”

      “Be careful, Hugo. The man has a reputation for craftiness.”

      “I’ll remind the men, but tricks won’t save him from us.”
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        * * *

      

      Magyar received good news less than two hours later. Tanner had been spotted just outside the city by a prostitute. The woman was unable to follow him, and yet, she did forward a description of the car he was driving, along with the tag numbers.

      A second call came in not long afterwards. It was Hugo, and Magyar heard the glee in his voice.

      “We found him, Boldizsár. Tanner is hiding out in an old warehouse and we have him trapped. Hans and Albert found the car and said the hood was still warm. They called me and kept watch over the entrances. No one has come out.”

      “How soon can you get all the men there?”

      “Eight of us are already here and the others are coming soon.”

      “It could be a trap. The man is devious.”

      “We’ll be careful.”

      “There’s also a chance he’s not alone. The CIA hired him to kill Cal Vernon, maybe they have agents inside the building. Are there any other vehicles there?”

      “One, it’s parked across the street; the tires are flat, and it’s covered in dust.”

      “Have one of the men check the trunk.”

      Hugo laughed.

      “I already did that. It’s empty. The thing looks like it was abandoned.”

      “Move in when the other men arrive, and again, be careful.”

      “I see more of the men arriving.”

      “Good. Call me back when Tanner is dead.”
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        * * *

      

      The apartment owned by Mirella’s girlfriend was about as big as the bedroom in the suite Vernon had been staying in. However, the building was well-maintained and offered a view of Nachtegalen Park.

      Vernon thought Mirella’s vacationing friend Annabelle was a slob, as the place was filthy. The door lock was electronic, and Mirella opened it with a four-digit combination, 0-9-1-7. The numbers were the same as Vernon’s birthdate. He took it as a sign his luck was changing.

      Vernon took pain relief medication he found in the bathroom then sat on the closed lid of the toilet while Mirella cleaned the wound on his scalp. The cut had stopped bleeding, but Vernon’s head continued to ache.

      Mirella slipped out of her torn dress and grabbed clothes from a closet.

      “Annabelle and I are about the same size. I’m going to take a shower and change.”

      “Before you do that, let me have your friend’s computer.”

      “It should be on the desk in the corner of the living room,” Mirella said, as she disappeared into the bathroom.

      “Does it have a password?” Vernon called to her.

      “I don’t know; you could probably sign on as a guest though.”

      Vernon found the laptop buried under a small stack of fashion magazines. There was a password required. He typed in the same numbers that opened the door lock and the welcome screen came on. It displayed the near-naked body of a young man who had hair longer than Mirella’s.

      Vernon went to the website where he had deposited the money from the auction. He calmed himself and recalled the password he’d memorized.

      INVALID

      He tried again, after remembering that there were two capital letters at the password’s end.

      INVALID

      After three more futile attempts he slammed the laptop shut. Mirella was still in the shower, so Vernon took out the phone he’d stolen from the pilot and called Magyar.

      Great, I can remember Magyar’s damn phone number but not the password to an account where I have millions.

      The call was answered swiftly. “Hello? Mirella?”

      “I have your daughter, Magyar, and I know you tried to blow me up, and Tanner too, hmm?”

      “What do you want, Vernon?”

      “Money.”

      “Money? You must have millions after killing the winner of the auction. Let me speak to my daughter.”

      “I’ll kill her, Magyar. I’ll strangle the life out of her if you don’t do what I say.”

      “Don’t hurt Mirella; I’ll pay you, but I want to speak to her first.”

      “Hold on.”

      Vernon opened the bathroom door and called to Mirella, who was still in the shower. He held out the phone, so Magyar could listen as he spoke to Mirella.

      “I’m hungry; why don’t we order something?”

      Mirella called back in a loud voice to be heard over the sound of falling water.

      “I could eat too. I haven’t had anything but toast today.”

      “We’ll do that then,” Vernon said. He shut the door and walked back into the living room.

      “Did you hear her?”

      “Yes. How much money do you want?”

      “I’m not greedy, like you said, I have money already. A hundred-thousand euros should be enough.”

      “I’ll pay. How do I get the money to you?”

      “Hmm, let me think about that. I’ll have to come up with a way that doesn’t involve running into those killers of yours. Still, I’d better not take too long, or Tanner might get to you first.”

      “Tanner is no longer a problem. My assassins have him trapped inside a warehouse.”

      “Hugo and all the others are there?”

      “Yes.”

      “I want his body.”

      “What?”

      “Tanner’s body. I want it, and everything on it. The bastard has my phone and I want it back.”

      “Why don’t I just bring you the phone?”

      “Because I want to see with my own eyes that’s he’s dead and that you’re not pulling another stunt like that bomb.”

      “You think I was responsible for the explosion?”

      “I know it was you, and somehow you tricked Tanner into going to that hotel. I have to admit, it was a good plan, you nearly took us both out.”

      “Vernon, Mirella was in the hotel. Do you think I would kill my own daughter?”

      “Don’t even try it, Magyar. It was too much of a coincidence that Tanner appeared right after your men left me. As for Mirella, her appearance there was a surprise to me as well.”

      “All right, you want Tanner’s body, and what about the money?”

      “Bring both, I’ll call you later and tell you where to meet.”

      “No, let’s settle it now, Vernon. I want Mirella back home as soon as possible.”

      “I said later, Magyar. I need to think.”

      Vernon ended the call, turned off the phone, and placed it in his pocket. After finding a bottle of rum in a cabinet and cola in the refrigerator, he made a drink and took more pain reliever. He opened the laptop and tried again to gain access to his account. By the time Mirella appeared looking fresh and clean he had thirty more failed attempts.

      Mirella grabbed a pile of take-out menus from a drawer.

      “What do you want, Cal?”

      “A better memory,” Vernon grumbled.
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      Hugo led five men through the front entrance of the warehouse while another five entered through the rear. The metal doors at the entrances squealed as they opened them. If anyone left the building the doors would give them away.

      In any event, Hugo left a man outside in case Tanner tried climbing out a window. Hugo also had a man nail the windows shut. If Tanner attempted to leave that way, he would have to break a glass pane to exit, and the man outside would be alerted and come running.

      The men each wore bullet-proof vests, carried ultra-bright tactical flashlights, and there was an impressive display of weaponry between them. The warehouse was over ten-thousand square feet and contained many places that offered concealment, including the dozens of empty crates that littered the building, along with the roof.

      Magyar’s men searched methodically as they were on the lookout for trip wires or electric eyes that might trigger something lethal. They explored for hours until they were certain that they had missed nothing and gone over everything three or four times.

      As they left the building after dark, Hugo looked out at the street and wondered where the man he had left out front had gone. He was about to call out for the man when he saw him wave from where he stood beneath a street lamp smoking a cigarette.

      “Join us over here, Carlos.”

      Despite the meticulous search Hugo wasn’t satisfied that Tanner wasn’t still inside the warehouse. They gathered near their cars, which were parked in front of the warehouse. Some of the men were tired, some were hungry, and all of them were frustrated. Magyar had promised a reward to the man who killed Tanner. It grated on the men to think he may have slipped away.

      The two assassins that found the vehicle Tanner had been driving assured Hugo that they would have seen Tanner had he left the building.

      “You said the hood of his car was warm, how warm?”

      “Hot,” said Albert. He was a young guy, muscular, with longish dark hair. “He must have just gotten here before we did.”

      Hugo looked around at the near-empty landscape where garbage had been dumped among weeds.

      “Even if he slipped past you one of us should have seen him while we were driving here, that is, if he left on foot.”

      “He didn’t slip past us. Hans and I know what we’re doing.”

      “Calm down,” Hugo said. “I was just thinking out loud. Here’s what I really believe. I think Tanner is still inside somewhere. He’s had time to make a hiding place in there and now he’s putting it to good use. It will be dark soon, so he’s probably hoping that will help him get away.”

      Albert slapped the palm of his hand against the hood of a car.

      “We searched that damn place every way we could. Where the hell could he be hiding?”

      Albert got his answer a moment later. The men were startled by a scraping sound behind them and turned their heads to see the hood on the abandoned car pop open sideways. Standing where an engine would normally be was Tanner. The car’s hood and fender had been reinforced with thick steel and the hood modified to open sideways. An insert fell from the center of the hood and revealed a firing port.

      Tanner was holding a shotgun, a Fostech Origin 12 with a 30-round magazine and Salvo silencer attached. He began firing and his first shot blew a hole in Albert’s left leg. That was followed by over twenty more rounds as Tanner nearly emptied the attached drum.

      Hugo managed to return fire along with two other men. They watched as their rounds pinged off the thick steel beneath the hood’s grimy outer surface. Tanner fired a shot that hit a lower edge of Hugo’s vest and the big man went to the ground while dropping his weapon.

      With five shells left and Magyar’s men all down, Tanner bent his knees and jumped from the engine compartment. Upon landing, he winced, as his insides still ached from the effects of the blast. As he stalked toward Magyar’s men with the shotgun held at hip level, Tanner saw movement in only three of them. The rest were either dead or dying.

      Hugo had survived, although gravely wounded. He tried sitting up and Tanner shot him in the face. The other men who’d been moving each let out moans at the sight. Tanner finished them off with a cold dispassion.

      Magyar’s reputation as an elite trainer of assassins had been attributed to the fact that he had mentored Lars Gruber. Gruber had been special, and Tanner now thought it was despite Magyar, not because of him.

      The twelve men he had just killed had committed wholesale slaughter at the chateau in Tarn, France. To call what they did assassination was an insult to Tanner, who considered himself a consummate professional assassin. Magyar’s best men were dead, leaving the man unprotected, and he would soon follow them into the grave.
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        * * *

      

      Magyar’s thoughts had become so preoccupied by Cal Vernon’s threat to kill his daughter that he’d forgotten about Tanner. When he remembered Vernon’s demand to see Tanner’s body, Magyar called Hugo to tell him about it.

      That was when he realized how much time had passed since he’d last spoken to Hugo. A sense of dread came over Magyar when Hugo failed to answer his phone. He turned on the television which was on the wall opposite his desk.

      As he watched the local news he tried calling some of the other men who had been with Hugo. No one answered, and Magyar knew. He knew. When the news reporter appeared outside a warehouse with the words, TWELVE SHOT DEAD IN GANG WAR on the screen, Magyar let out an audible moan of despair. Hugo and his other men were dead, Tanner was alive, and a man he tried to kill had his daughter.

      Magyar rushed about his home and checked the locks on his windows and doors, then sat in his office holding a shotgun. He could run and hide but that wouldn’t help Mirella. No, he had to kill Tanner himself.

      A few minutes later it occurred to Magyar that Tanner might not be coming for him, that he might be gunning for Cal Vernon instead. If so, Mirella could be killed by a stray bullet, or by Vernon seeking revenge.

      Magyar set the shotgun on the desk and took out a phone from his top drawer. When it rang six times he was worried it wouldn’t be answered. Then, he heard a voice, Tanner’s voice.

      “Your men are dead, Magyar, and you’re next.”

      “Tanner.”

      “What?”

      “I… I need your help.”
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      Mirella sat on the side of the bed while watching Cal Vernon pace back and forth. The bedroom in her girlfriend’s Antwerp apartment was small, so Vernon’s long gait only allowed him four paces before he had to turn around again.

      “Cal?”

      “What?”

      “That man you were with at the hotel. You said his name was Tanner?”

      “Yes.”

      “Who was he?”

      “It doesn’t matter; he’s dead now.”

      “Dead?”

      Vernon stopped pacing and looked down at her.

      “What business do you think your father is in?”

      “My father is a security expert.”

      “And what about all those goons he has around him?”

      “Goons?”

      “Hoodlums, gangster types,”

      “You mean the security guards?”

      “They’re not guards, Mirella, they’re assassins, and they work for your father.”

      “That’s not true,” Mirella said, but there was no conviction behind her words and she wouldn’t meet Vernon’s eyes.

      “Ah, you already knew, didn’t you?”

      “I know you’re not really a businessman. If you were you wouldn’t have needed Hugo and the others to guard you.”

      “Your father knows about us.”

      “No, he doesn’t. He thinks I’m in England.”

      “He found out I was screwing you and withdrew his men, so Tanner could get to me.”

      “Father really knows?”

      “Yeah, I guess your disguise didn’t fool anyone.”

      Mirella hopped off the bed.

      “I have to go home and talk to my father.”

      “Don’t bother. I’m going to tell him to come here.”

      “Why?”

      “I want him to bring me something.”

      “What, money?”

      “That, and something else.”

      Mirella cocked her head.

      “Why would Father give you money?”

      Vernon opened his mouth to lie, then changed his mind.

      “I told your father that I would kill you if he didn’t pay me.”

      “Kill me?”

      “That’s right.”

      Mirella stared at Vernon. When she saw no humor in his expression she darted toward the doorway. She had been hoping to make it out of the apartment, but she never made it more than a few feet. Vernon grabbed her by the hair and yanked her backwards. Mirella yelped in pain before losing her balance and tumbling onto the bed.

      She kicked at Vernon as he closed in and caught him on the chin. Vernon, whose head was still aching, felt the pain in his skull flare up. He hit Mirella in the face with several hard blows before he got ahold of himself and backed away from the bed.

      “Mirella?”

      She didn’t move, and blood flowed from a nose that was broken in two places. Mirella’s eyes were closed and the skin around them reddened from the impacts the flesh had taken. There was also a cut under the left one. Vernon guessed she’d have a pair of blackened eyes by morning. That is, if he hadn’t killed her.

      “Mirella?”

      Vernon shook her and found her to be limp. She was breathing… at least, he thought she was. He bent over to listen to her chest, then straightened, as bending over made his head hurt even more.

      The hell with her. Vernon thought. He had already proven to Magyar that he had her. Since calling Magyar, Vernon had tried to think of a way he could meet with the man while not risking himself. He had come to the conclusion that Magyar needed him alive until he had Mirella back. Still, the meeting would be risky. If he could only remember the right sequence for the password, then he wouldn’t need Magyar at all.

      There was another option as well. Nearly two hundred thousand dollars was in an account he had access to, although he had never touched a dime of it. Vernon considered breaking that rule just once, then put the idea out of his mind.

      He went online once again and tried to get to the money he had obtained from the auction. As he struggled to recall the right password, the pain in his head all but blinded him.
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        * * *

      

      Magyar had surprised Tanner by agreeing to meet with him under any conditions he wanted. The man had to know he would kill him, even if he was willing to hear him out.

      He found Magyar where he told him to be. The older man was standing on a street corner dressed in jeans and a plain white T-shirt with a front pocket. Tanner phoned him.

      “Start walking, when you get to the corner make a right.”

      “I’m alone, Tanner.”

      “We’ll see.”

      After having Magyar walk several more blocks while turning left and right, Tanner drove up to him and slid down the passenger window.

      “Get in.”

      Magyar complied, and Tanner drove north.

      “I know you’ll kill me, Tanner, before you do, please help me get my daughter away from Vernon.”

      “Aren’t you afraid I might kill her, just to watch you suffer?”

      “No, because I saw you earlier rushing that injured child to safety. The man who did that wouldn’t be cruel enough to kill my innocent daughter.”

      “I’ll help you get your daughter back, but Vernon is mine. I need him alive until I get information out of him.”

      “I don’t care about Vernon; I only want my daughter to be safe.”

      “Do you have any idea where she is?”

      “I thought she was in Liverpool with her mother. I called a few of her friends and they haven’t seen her since last night, at a party.”

      “Where was the party?”

      “At the apartment of one of her friends, a girl named Annabelle. Someone told me that she’s on holiday in Greece.”

      “Does Annabelle live alone?”

      “I have no idea.”

      “Maybe your daughter went there with Vernon.”

      “Why wouldn’t he check-in to a hotel?”

      “I have his wallet, phone, and passport. He left the hotel with nothing.”

      “I have no idea where Annabelle lives. I’ll have to call around to Mirella’s other—” Magyar’s phone rang. “It’s Vernon. He’s using the same mobile he used before.” Magyar answered and said, “Let me speak to my daughter.”

      “Where are you?”

      “I’m out driving. I just picked up the body.”

      “Tanner’s dead?”

      “He killed Hugo and most of my men, but yes, he’s dead.”

      “And what about the money?”

      “I have it.”

      “Good, drive to Antwerp. At this hour it should take you about forty-five minutes. I’ll call you back then.”

      “Where in Antwerp?”

      The call ended, and Magyar stared at the phone.

      “He didn’t let me talk to her. I don’t like that.”

      “He’s making you sweat. It means nothing,” Tanner said, and no, he didn’t like it either.
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        * * *

      

      Forty minutes later, Vernon walked into the bedroom and checked on Mirella again. She appeared to be unchanged from the other times he looked in on her and he came to the conclusion that he had killed her. Vernon shut the bedroom door and looked up at a wall clock to get the time. It was close enough and he called Magyar again. He gave him the name of the street the apartment was on along with instructions on what to do when he arrived there.

      “Do you understand?”

      “Yes, I’m to leave the car and walk across the street and enter the park, but when will you let Mirella go?”

      “She’ll be with me until I get in your car, then I’ll let her run to you. What about my phone?”

      “Tanner was carrying two of them; I suppose one is yours. I placed them in the center console of my car, along with your wallet, passport, and the other items he had.”

      “Good, and the money?”

      “It’s in the trunk, along with Tanner. Tanner is wrapped in black plastic, even so, the odor is not pleasant.”

      “It will smell like perfume to me. That bastard has screwed up my plans. I’ll be lucky if the CIA doesn’t catch up to me.”

      “Let me talk to my daughter.”

      “You’ll see her soon.”

      Vernon put the phone away and grabbed up the laptop. He thought about wiping the apartment down to eliminate his prints, and laughed. A single murder was the least of his crimes, and besides, he needed to get downstairs before Magyar arrived.

      As he was closing the door to the apartment, he sent a wistful look toward the bedroom. Vernon felt no sorrow over having harmed Mirella, he was just regretful that he hadn’t slept with her at least one more time. He closed the door and headed for the elevator. When the doors opened, a figure leapt at him.

      It was a drunk coming home from a bar. The man slurred an apology in Dutch before staggering to the apartment across the hall from Annabelle’s place. Vernon stepped on the elevator, which smelled of whisky, and pressed the button for the ground floor.
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        * * *

      

      Where is he? Vernon thought. He was standing behind a tall bush in front of the apartment building and watching the cars go by. When one began slowing as it neared, Vernon took out his phone and dialed as the car double-parked.

      “Are you here yet?”

      “I think so.”

      “Blink your lights.” The lights on the car went off, then back on. “Good, now leave the car running and walk across the road to the park.”

      “Not until I see my daughter.”

      “Play games with me, Magyar, and you’ll be identifying her in the morgue. Leave the car and head into the park.”

      “If you’ve hurt her, I’ll kill you.”

      “The park, Magyar, now.”

      Vernon saw the driver’s side door open, and watched as Magyar looked around before heading across the road to the park. The man seemed odd to him, but then he realized he had never seen Magyar wear anything other than a suit. In the T-shirt and jeans, the man looked younger.

      When Magyar was on the other side of the road and entering the park, Vernon moved toward the car. At least, he’d tried to, however, something or someone had hold of his collar. He let out a cry of fright and jerked his head around to find Tanner shoving a gun against his ribs.

      “Now,” Tanner said. “Where were we?”

      Vernon’s face screwed up in confusion.

      “You and Magyar are working together? The man tried to kill you?”

      “Where’s his daughter? Did you kill her?”

      The flicker of guilt in Vernon’s eyes gave Tanner his answer. Then, the two of them looked out at the road where Magyar was running back across and nearly got struck by a taxi. Tanner first thought that Magyar was charging over to get his hands on Vernon, then he followed the man’s gaze.

      Magyar was rushing toward the entrance to the building, where a battered and bloody Mirella was staggering about. Magyar went to his daughter and held her, while taking out his phone to call an ambulance.

      “Let’s go,” Tanner told Vernon.

      “I won’t get in that car. You’ll have to shoot me.”

      Tanner answered him by smashing a fist into the side of Vernon’s head. Combined with the pain Vernon was already feeling, the new level of agony took the fight out of him. He shuffled along with Tanner guiding him by the elbow and was tumbled inside the car across the rear seats. When he didn’t move, Tanner was surprised to find Vernon had lost consciousness.

      He hadn’t hit the man hard enough to knock him out and was wondering if he was faking. When he found the laceration on Vernon’s scalp he assumed the man had received it as a consequence of the bomb going off.

      Large zip ties were used to secure Vernon and keep him attached to the frame of the back seat.  As he drove away from the curb, Tanner looked in the rear-view mirror. He saw Magyar crying tears of pain and joy.
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            The Eyes Have It

          

        

      

    

    
      After reaching his destination, Tanner looked back to see that Vernon was still unconscious.

      Cal Vernon’s concern for the return of his cell phone had caused Tanner to wonder why it was so important to the man. He decided to look into it and found a file with a single line of alpha-numeric text.

      The number began with a three-digit combination that Tanner found familiar. It sounded like the password Vernon had recited to Owen Bishop, the same one that would access the data drive. Tanner didn’t remember the number, but he recalled enough of it to make the connection.

      He took out the data drive and put it on. It wasn’t a golden USB stick, the data drive was a pair of thick-framed eyeglasses, Owen Bishop’s eyeglasses. Cal Vernon hadn’t held onto them as a souvenir. He kept them because Bishop had been beaten until he revealed the truth about them.

      There was a flash of light and the words, ENTER PASSWORD appeared on the rear surface of the lens in a light-blue color. If anyone were looking at them from the front, they would see nothing.

      Tanner spoke the alpha-numeric code aloud and new words appeared, ACCESS GRANTED.

      After looking over a menu of options and exploring the device’s capabilities, Tanner changed the password and removed the glasses.

      On a hunch, he signed on to the website of a foreign bank that offered discreet and secure services. He already had an account there with the same opening prefix as a bank account number he’d discovered on Vernon’s phone.

      After inputting the alpha-numeric code again, a welcome screen appeared and prompted him to enter the answers to several security questions. Tanner had made progress, but he would be unable to gain entry to the account without Vernon’s help. It was time to have a final word with the man.
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        * * *

      

      On the grounds of the Brussels Cemetery, Tanner waved ammonia under Cal Vernon’s nose and watched him stir to wakefulness. Vernon released a moan as he squirmed against his bonds. Tanner had dragged him from the car and tied him to the base of a tree.

      “We’ve come to the end, Vernon. All that’s left is to see what kind of death you want, easy or hard.”

      Vernon gazed about and saw a line of tombstones. The sight did not boost his hope of escape.

      After releasing another moan, he closed his eyes.

      “My head hurts more than I can ever remember, and my left eye is… fuzzy.”

      “The pain will be over soon, or it can increase. It’s your choice.”

      “You want the code for the account I put the money in?”

      Tanner held up the phone. “I already have that. I need the answers to your security questions.”

      “The code, tell me what it is. I’ve been trying to remember that damn number all day.”

      “I’m not giving answers, Vernon, you are,” Tanner said, then he thumped a fist atop Vernon’s head.

      Vernon’s eyes bulged as he let out a cry of pain and went limp. There were tears in the man’s eyes and a line of drool dripped from the side of his mouth.

      “Please… don’t… don’t do that again. It’s, it’s sheer agony.”

      “You know how to make it stop.”

      “The money, why don’t we share it?”

      “Understand something. You’re a dead man whether I access the accounts or not. By the way, Damián Sandoval survived. He’s paid me to kill you. I’ll also be killing you for another survivor of the chateau, a pilot named Marcel. Now, which will it be, an easy death or a hard one?”

      Vernon lifted his head.

      “Accounts? You said accounts. Are you talking about the one I have back in the states?”

      “I might as well drain that too, you won’t need it.”

      “You can’t. Please, Tanner. That money isn’t mine; it’s there to pay for my grandmother’s nursing home. I swore to my grandfather I’d look out for her. She’s eighty-seven and I won’t have her being placed in some charity ward. The woman raised me.”

      Tanner heard the sincerity and apprehension in Vernon’s voice. He had thought the man incapable of caring about anyone but himself, but it seemed he was wrong.

      He remembered finding a faded photo in Vernon’s wallet. It was a picture of a much younger Cal Vernon standing between an older man and woman. All three had been smiling as they stood outside on what appeared to have been a summer day.

      The backdrop had shown a ranch house in the distance. The three were by a corral that held horses, and the nearby trees had been in full bloom. The boy in the photo had lost all his innocence since that picture had been taken, but perhaps he still possessed the ability to love.

      “I’ll leave that money where it is, okay?”

      “You will?”

      “Yes.”

      Vernon swallowed hard, then choked out two words.

      “Thank you.”
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        * * *

      

      Cal Vernon told Tanner everything he needed to know before he died, and he did so without further urging.

      In truth, Tanner had already fulfilled his mission by killing Owen Bishop and taking possession of the data drive. However, he had made a pledge to the pilot, Marcel, that he would kill Vernon, and so he did. He’d also made a contract with Damián Sandoval. He had fulfilled that promise as well by letting Vernon know that Sandoval survived and had paid Tanner to kill him.
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        * * *

      

      After catching some sleep, a quick workout, and a leisurely meal, Tanner opened a laptop and went on line. He had spent the night at a hotel in Brussels that was inexpensive and away from the tourists’ sites. Despite the low price, the room came with a balcony. You would be hard-pressed to fit more than two people on it, but the balcony sat in the sun and had a pleasant enough view.

      After accessing the bank where Vernon deposited his ill-gotten gains, Tanner again looked at the balance. There was one-hundred and fifty-one million euros, along with a small amount that must have been deposited to open the account. Other than the nine million he had to send off to Sandoval, it was his to keep.

      Tanner transferred funds into the account Sandoval had set up, then composed an email to the cartel leader telling him that a certain man died knowing he cared. He didn’t expect an immediate answer, and yet one came in before he had signed off. It contained only two words.

      “Well done.”

      The room service coffee was good, and as he sipped on his second cup of the brew, Tanner placed a call. He had been waiting to make the call because of the time difference, but he could wait no longer.

      When it was answered by a sleepy voice, he said, “Call this number on a different phone,” and clicked off.

      His instructions were followed, and the phone rang two minutes later. When he heard Sara’s voice again, this time sounding wide awake, Tanner sighed with pleasure.

      “Are you all right?” Sara asked.

      “Yes, and I’ve missed you.”

      He heard her laugh and marveled at how good it made him feel.

      “I’ve missed you too, and I love you. Please tell me you’re coming home.”

      “I am, but I’ll need another day, and I love you too.”

      The call was brief to avoid being tracked down. Benedetti had to be going out of her mind after losing contact with him. Tanner didn’t care. He’d get in touch with her when the time was right.

      He considered the money again. It was a tremendous amount. He would put it to good use, the question was how?

      Tanner thought about the technological changes ahead. Some were coming fast, while others might take years to be the norm. Regardless of how soon they arrived, the fact was that the world was becoming a different place.

      Cameras were everywhere, and with facial recognition becoming sophisticated enough to see through disguises or masks, the life of an assassin would be more challenging.

      In recent years, he had become more reliant on using the services of people like Duke, and Tim Jackson, his hacker friend. Looking ahead, he couldn’t imagine functioning without them, or someone like them. The days when you could gun and run and not leave a trace were coming to an end thanks to omni-present surveillance, DNA testing, and the probable implementation of a universal ID card.

      Tanner could envision a time in the not too distant future when a man like himself could not exist. To work as an assassin in such a world one would have to be affiliated with an entity that could cover your electronic tracks, like a government.

      The very idea of losing his independence was vile to Tanner. Being a Tanner was the epitome of the independent spirit, and of one who lived unencumbered by laws.

      It then occurred to Tanner that an imaginative man with a fortune could create a way around the coming wave of restrictions technology would bring. Yes, but again, the question was how?

      Tanner left the balcony. Check-out time was approaching, and he had to get showered and dressed. He had an errand to run.
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        * * *

      

      Magyar smiled as he was leaving a hospital in Antwerp. Mirella’s injuries had turned out to be mainly cosmetic, although she had suffered a concussion. Still, she was alive and would recover. Magyar thought about the men he’d lost and sighed as he remembered his friend Hugo.

      Mirella would be released the next day and Magyar planned to take leave of Brussels and travel somewhere far away. He’d heard that the police there were eager to speak to him about his twelve dead “Security consultants.”

      They also wanted to question him about the missing client of his who had been staying in Suite A. If they managed to tie Luuc to him, he would have some very uncomfortable moments in an interrogation room.

      He trudged out into the hospital parking lot to get in his car. He was tired after being up all night and was looking forward to a few hours of sleep.

      After opening the car door, he felt a sharp and intense pain beneath his left armpit. The arm had been held out to hold open the vehicle’s door as he got behind the wheel.

      Magyar dropped into his seat and looked up to find Tanner wearing a hooded sweatshirt, The stiletto in Tanner’s gloved hand was slick with blood.

      “You stabbed me in the heart?” Magyar asked.

      Tanner nodded.

      Magyar reached for the gun he kept in his glove box and fell over. After his eyes fluttered once, he lost consciousness. Tanner leaned in and thrust the blade again, to cut deeper into the heart. He dropped the knife on the seat beside Magyar and walked off with his head down, to avoid the parking lot cameras. Tanner was going to an airport and ached to return home.
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        * * *

      

      Hours later, Tanner was on a short layover in Heathrow Airport. He was using an ID and passport that had cost him more than some people made in a year. The items had been obtained through contacts he maintained in Europe and were seldom used.

      He had developed them with the help of his mentor nearly two decades earlier and they had proven vital over the years, despite his infrequent need for them.

      While he might not be a spy with a government backing him up and seeing to his needs, as a Tanner he had resources of his own. If the CIA or any other agency was hoping to track his movements, they would be out of luck.

      On a huge television monitor, Tanner watched video that had been taken of the guests and employees fleeing the hotel in Brussels, after Magyar’s bomb had gone off. Television news crews had arrived on the scene after he’d left the hotel with Olivia.

      A sight came on the screen that made him smile. An older woman in a maid’s uniform was moving through the crowd exiting onto the street.

      The maid kept her head down and moved with purpose. She was wearing the distinctive red backpack with the tartan pouches that Tanner had abandoned in the stairwell. Tanner figured the woman’s days of cleaning toilets and making beds were over.

      After finding a quiet corner in a terminal, Tanner reached out to Benedetti on a disposable cell phone.

      “Where the hell have you been?”

      “Out and about, seeing the sights,”

      “Please tell me you’re closing in on Vernon.”

      “Cal Vernon is dead, and I have the data drive. I’m already headed home.”

      “You left without me?”

      “I wanted to have a pleasant trip.”

      “Are you certain you have the correct device and not another fake?”

      “I’m certain, Vanessa Anne.”

      “What did you call me?”

      “Vanessa Anne Benedetti, born August 8, 1978 in Dublin, Ohio, to Lee and Karen Benedetti.”

      “You’ve hooked up the data drive to a computer?”

      “In a way. I knew Owen Bishop was brilliant and had a degree in computer technology, but he must have been a genius. The data drive isn’t simply for data storage, it’s a computer in its own right.”

      “What does it look like?”

      “Bishop wore the device in plain sight of everyone. It was his eyeglasses. I thought it strange that Vernon kept the glasses, even though he claimed they were a trophy of taking down Bishop. If he had bothered to take the fake device when he’d left the chateau I would have never considered it.”

      “You’re saying those ugly black eyeglasses of Bishop’s contain the databases he hacked into?”

      “It looks that way. After I got the glasses from Vernon I put them on and the image of a see-through monitor appeared before my eyes. When it prompted me to say a name or enter an image, I said your name, and your profile appeared. I think all Bishop had to do was look at someone’s photo, or see them in person, and the drive would give him their info. I would guess he could also integrate a security system into it wirelessly.”

      “It would be remarkable if we can duplicate them for our agents.”

      “I’ll call again when I get to New York and tell you where to meet me. Make sure Hanover is present, and I want Garrett there too.”

      “Why Garrett?”

      “Because I said so, Benedetti.”

      “I have a better idea. Tell me where you are, and I’ll meet you there and take the data drive back to D.C.”

      “That’s not our deal. The deal was for me to get the data drive and kill Bishop for you. I’ve done both. Now I’m setting the conditions about how I’ll turn it over to you.”

      “You never said anything about conditions.”

      “Goodbye, Benedetti.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      After cursing Tanner for hanging up on her, Benedetti made arrangements to fly to New York City. Her second call was to Hanover. When she heard how pleased he was with Tanner’s accomplishments, she sought to dampen his enthusiasm.

      “Tanner says he’ll have conditions for turning over the data device.”

      “I expected that, and I’ll honor every one of them.”

      “Why not just kill the man?”

      “Before he hands over the drive? And what if he’s hidden it somewhere as a precaution? No, Miss Benedetti, I’ll placate the man until he hands over the data drive while assuring him that Miss Blake will never be prosecuted. When his guard is down, I’ll have him killed.”

      “That appears to be a difficult task.”

      “I’ll have five of our best snipers get in place while we’re meeting with him. Once Tanner leaves they’ll tear him to shreds.”

      “I smile just thinking about it, however, that will leave Miss Blake hanging out there like a loose end.”

      “You don’t have to concern yourself about her.”

      “Does that mean you’ve a plan for her as well?”

      “Absolutely,” Hanover said.
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        * * *

      

      In New York City, Sara was humming to herself as she drove along. She was returning home after having shopped. Besides the groceries she purchased to make a special meal, she also bought a new red negligee.

      Although it had been only days, it felt as if she’d been separated from Tanner for months. She wanted to make his return home something special.

      She pulled up to the steel door that opened onto the private garage and pressed a button. Nothing happened. The door had been acting up lately, but they’d had it fixed, and it had been perfect the last two weeks.

      No matter, there was also a keypad she could use. The small metal box that housed the keypad was too high up to reach from her vehicle. Sara opened her door and got out of the car to walk the few feet to key in the code.

      As she flipped open the weatherproof cover that protected the device, a man appeared. He was tall, dressed in a suit, and wore a smile. In his left hand was a large manila envelope.

      “Sara Blake?”

      “Yes.”

      When the man’s right hand reached beneath his suit coat, Sara sorely wished she hadn’t left her gun sitting inside her purse.
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      Tanner arrived in New York City and damned the circumstances that kept him from returning to Sara as soon as possible.

      He had to deliver the data drive and deal with Hanover, Benedetti, and Garrett. That they would have plans for him as well he never doubted. It was why he chose the time and place of their meeting.

      The place was an old storefront in lower Manhattan that had once rented out video tapes. Its windows had been boarded over and the building had plumbing problems. Duke had located it for Tanner after their phone conversation.

      The inside of the store had an unpleasant smell and mold marked several walls. Standing in front of those walls were wooden shelves that had been erected, and on those shelves were scores of brown gallon-size bottles with wide mouths and steel caps. The bottles were manufactured to hold chemicals and were labeled, CAUTION: CORROSIVE.

      Each bottle contained liquid, and something floated in that liquid. It was a second, smaller container. Other than the shelves, the only things in the store were a folding table and two chairs, along with a 55-gallon drum. The blue plastic drum was marked with the chemical symbol for hydrochloric acid, which was HCI. Atop the table was a hazmat suit complete with a chemical respirator. Tanner nodded to himself. Duke had delivered exactly what he’d asked for.

      He took out his phone. It was time to hand over the data drive.
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        * * *

      

      Lyle Hanover, Nicholas Carson, Benedetti, and the redheaded CIA agent known as Garrett arrived at the store after Tanner called and gave them the location.

      Nicholas Carson’s appearance was unexpected by Tanner and the FBI director appeared none too happy to be there. Tanner had always gotten the impression the man had been dragged into the whole affair by either Benedetti or Hanover. That he was partially responsible for Thomas Lawson’s abduction was beyond doubt, and it was on his authorization that Sara was arrested.

      Tanner might deal with him someday, as well as Hanover, but for now his focus was on gaining retribution against Benedetti, with the added bonus of eliminating Garrett.

      Two other men were present, they were Hanover’s bodyguards. Hanover had told Tanner to expect them and that they would be armed. That was fine with Tanner. Perhaps their guns would come in handy.

      Benedetti walked over to Tanner and held out her hand.

      “Give me the data drive.”

      Tanner smiled at her. “It’s here, and I’ll hand it over, but I have conditions.”

      “And what would those be?”

      “For one thing, I want you dead.”

      Hanover spoke up as he walked closer. He had been standing near the doorway and taking in the glass bottles.

      “If you harm Miss Benedetti our deal is off, Tanner.”

      “You’re threatening to send Sara to prison again?”

      Hanover and Benedetti shared a look that Tanner couldn’t decipher, but he didn’t like it.

      “Miss Blake’s fate is her own doing, now why not keep your word and hand over Bishop’s device?”

      Tanner gestured at the shelves against the walls. “The deal was that I would bring it to you. It’s in one of those jars, and yours for the taking. The question is, which jar?”

      Benedetti walked toward a shelf.

      “Enough of these bullshit games. All we need to do is break open each bottle until we find it.”

      Tanner held up a hand in warning.

      “Those jars contain hydrochloric acid. It’s colorless but the fumes are deadly.”

      Benedetti backed away, then leaned in close to study a jar.

      “There’s something floating inside this one. I’ve found the device already.”

      “Look more carefully; there’s something in every jar, and Hanover, time is a factor. If you delay too long the acid will eat through the inner container and destroy the data drive.”

      Hanover looked thoughtful, as if he were considering his options.

      “Why do you want Miss Benedetti and Garrett killed?”

      “Garrett would seek revenge someday for what I did to him in Texas, so I’m just ending his threat. As for Benedetti, she knows the reason for that. She tried to have me killed years ago.”

      “Julien Adams,” Hanover said, revealing that he knew all along.

      “You can save the drive from being destroyed or you can save Benedetti and Garrett, but you can’t have both.”

      “Have your men torture him, Mr. Hanover. Then he’ll tell us which jar it’s in,” Benedetti said.

      “If I’m threatened I’ll fight back,” Tanner said, “and I’m very good at fighting back.”

      Nicholas Carson gestured at the shelves. He looked like a man who had tasted something sour.

      “This is barbaric, Tanner. You’re asking Hanover to have two people killed in cold blood just so you can have revenge.”

      “You people kept telling me this object was worth any number of lives and that it was vitally important. If that’s true, add two more lives to the tally and give in to my demands. Refuse, and the acid will destroy the drive.”

      “Are we dead too?” Nicholas Carson asked. “And by that, I’m asking if you plan to kill Lyle and me someday.”

      “No, we still have a deal.”

      “You had the same deal with Vanessa,” Carson said.

      “And I’m keeping my side of it. If she dies, it will be on Hanover’s orders. I’d hurry if I were you, Hanover, the acid will destroy the data drive within minutes.”

      “Sir?” Benedetti said, as she looked at Hanover with pleading eyes. She had no concern for anyone else’s life, but she damn well feared losing her own. She was also aware of what a cold and calculating bastard Lyle Hanover was.

      Hanover stared back at her with an expressionless gaze, but then sent her a reassuring smile.

      “Miss Benedetti, Vanessa, you have nothing to fear. I would never order anyone to kill you, no matter what was at stake.”

      Relief flooded Benedetti and tension left her body. She turned toward Tanner with a smug expression.

      “Your plan won’t work, and if anything happens to that drive you’ll be the one marked for death.”

      Tanner shifted his eyes to Hanover. “Now would be a good time.”

      “Yes,” Hanover agreed, and as he spoke he reached down and removed the gun from his ankle holster.

      Understanding flashed across Benedetti’s face an instant before Hanover pulled the trigger.

      He shot her in the back of the head. Vanessa Benedetti fell forward to the floor, and blood began pooling around her shattered skull. At the sight of the blood and exposed gray matter, Nicholas Carson began retching.

      Garrett moved well for a man on crutches. After rushing over to one end of the shelving he dropped his crutches and grabbed onto the shelves’ side.

      “If I tip this thing over the fumes from the acid will kill all of us.”

      Hanover lowered his gun, unsure of what to do.

      “Are you threatening me, Garrett?” Tanner said.

      “You’re damn right I am.”

      “Good, that means you’ve released me from my promise not to harm you.”

      Tanner’s gun appeared in his hand as if it had always been there. He shot Garrett in the head and chest, and the redheaded man went down to the floor, while pulling the shelving along with him.

      Hanover, Carson, and the two bodyguards looked down in horror as the jars burst upon hitting the floor, then they began a mad scramble for the exit.

      Tanner called to them. “Relax. It’s just water.”

      The four men halted, turned, and glared back at him with expressions that could only be described as murderous.

      “Hanover, if you raise that gun I’ll blow you away.”

      The old man, scarlet with anger, shoved the weapon back inside its holster, then he walked over to Tanner and thrust out his hand.

      “Give it to me you… give me the damn data drive.”

      “Sure,” Tanner said. After holstering his own gun, Tanner reached into a pocket and removed Bishop’s glasses. Hanover tried them on, blinked as his eyes adjusted to Bishop’s prescription lenses, then asked Tanner for the code.

      “It’s 007,” Tanner said. “I wanted something easy to remember.”

      With the glasses activated, Hanover laughed as he stared at Carson.

      “Nicholas, I had no idea you had been a Marine. I never would have guessed.”

      Carson walked over and stared at the lenses.

      “Where are you reading my bio? I don’t see anything.”

      “Only the wearer can see the information,” Tanner said.

      Hanover removed the glasses and smiled at Tanner.

      “Although there were a few bumps along the way,” he looked down at Benedetti’s body, “and an unfortunate loss, you still performed admirably, Tanner.”

      “It’s over, Hanover. I killed Bishop and got you the damn drive. Sara is never to be arrested again, or anyone else I give a damn about, understood?”

      “That was the deal,” Hanover said.

      “That’s right, and I’m going to give you a chance to keep to it. If you have any surprises up your sleeve, say, like snipers on the rooftops, call them off. I’ll survive anything you throw at me, and then I’ll find you and kill you.”

      “I’m not Benedetti or Garrett, Tanner. There would be steep consequences for killing me. You would be hunted down and slaughtered.”

      “That might happen, but not until I first killed you, and I would enjoy killing you, Hanover. I don’t like you one damn bit.”

      The old spy looked into Tanner’s eyes. Seconds later, he took out his phone and made a call.

      “Give the men the order to stand down.”

      “I’ll be leaving with you,” Tanner said. “You’re giving me a lift home.”

      Carson pointed at Benedetti’s body.

      “What about Vanessa, Lyle? Are you just going to leave her there to rot?”

      “It will be handled, Nicholas, now, let’s get the hell out of here.”
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        * * *

      

      Tanner arrived home and took the elevator up to his penthouse. When he stepped into the apartment he was disappointed not to find Sara waiting for him.

      “Sara?”

      “Tanner?”

      Sara ran from the kitchen and into his arms, and they embraced, laughed, and kissed. She was wearing an apron and dressed in jeans and an old T-shirt.

      “You caught me in the middle of cooking. I didn’t know you would make it home so soon.”

      “I could leave and come back.”

      “Don’t you dare,” she said, and hugged him again. When Tanner let out a soft moan, Sara backed up and looked him over. “You’re injured?”

      “I’m still a little sore, that’s all. I’ll tell you all about it.”

      “Oh, and I have something to tell you.” Sara rushed over to a table and grabbed a large manila envelope. She opened it and handed the contents to Tanner. “Read that.”

      Tanner did read it, then he read it again. It was a long single sheet of paper with a gold seal embossed on the bottom left side, opposite that was the signature of the President of the United States.

      “A presidential pardon? But you haven’t been charged yet, or have you?”

      “No, nothing’s changed, and now it can’t, and I have Thomas Lawson to thank for it.”

      Tanner held up the pardon.

      “I know presidents give these out by the thousands, but I’ve never seen one. This was Lawson’s doing? That means he’s feeling better. Did he bring this in person?”

      “No, it was a man from the Office of the Pardon Attorney in the Justice Department. Lawson arranged for me to receive a presidential pardon, which will remain secret. The man also delivered a note from Lawson.”

      “What’s the note say?”

      “He congratulated us on our engagement and promised he would deal with Nicholas Carson and Lyle Hanover by having them removed from their positions.”

      “They’re lucky he doesn’t do more to them, but enough about them, we need to catch up.”

      Sara kissed him. “Welcome home.”
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        * * *

      

      At the airport, Lyle Hanover and Nicholas Carson were stepping out of their limousine to board a private jet. They paused in their progress as another limo came into view.

      “Who’s that?” Carson said.

      “I don’t know,” said Hanover. The limousine slowed, then pulled up within a few feet of them, and a rear window rolled down. When Hanover saw Thomas Lawson looking back at him, he sighed with resignation. Carson had a different reaction, he rushed the limo and began telling Lawson how happy he was to see him.

      “Get in here, gentlemen,” Lawson said. “We need to talk.”

      Hanover took out Bishop’s glasses and stared at Lawson. The glasses responded with no flicker of information, as if Lawson were unaffiliated with the government.

      Once they were inside the limousine, Lawson delivered the news. Thomas Lawson, a trim man, looked gaunt after his recent abduction. A cane was held between his legs, and his hair had more gray in it than Hanover remembered.

      “Carson, you’ll be resigning tomorrow. You may cite health reasons without specifying what they are. Hanover, it’s time you retired, and hand over the data drive.”

      Hanover looked at Lawson with defiance.

      “Just who are you?”

      “I could have you dismissed under disgraceful circumstances if you’d rather not retire,” Lawson said, “and where is Vanessa Benedetti? I have to speak to her as well.”

      “You’ll need to hold a séance,” Carson said.

      “Is that Tanner’s doing?” Lawson asked.

      “Not directly,” Carson said, as his eyes flicked right to glance at Hanover, “but yes, Tanner is the reason she’s dead.”

      Lawson held out his hand.

      “The data drive, Hanover. I won’t ask again.”

      Hanover passed Lawson the glasses and he put them on. When he looked at the men sitting across from him, he seemed amused.

      “That’s all, gentlemen.”

      Hanover and Carson left the limo, then watched Lawson disappear as the vehicle drove away.

      “I wish Garrett had killed Lawson when he had the chance,” Carson said.

      Hanover headed for the jet.

      “Come on, Nicholas, let’s you and I get drunk on the plane.”
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        * * *

      

      The following morning, Tanner and Sara lay in each other’s arms. On the TV, the news programs were covering the resignation of FBI Director Nicholas Carson. There was no mention of Lyle Hanover’s retirement, as it was kept as hidden from the public view as his entire career had been.

      Tanner was aware that Hanover was being forced out, as he had spoken to Lawson the night before. Lawson had thanked Tanner for being one of the people who had rescued him.

      “Lawson let Hanover off easy,” Tanner said. “I think he was as much to blame as Benedetti was for what happened to him in Texas.”

      “That’s all right,” Sara said, “justice will be done anyway.”

      Tanner studied her face.

      “What did you do?”

      Sara smiled at him. “Hanover will learn that I’m nobody’s pawn.”
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        * * *

      

      WASHINGTON D.C.

      

      Lyle Hanover’s bodyguards came to attention as he stepped out the front door of his townhouse. He was going to the CIA headquarters in Langley for the last time. Although his retirement hadn’t come about as he had wished, it wasn’t the worst thing that could happen, and he had planned to call it quits after another year anyway.

      As he stood at the top of his steps and looked out onto the street, Hanover noticed that the weather was beautiful. Men were carrying their suit coats while women wore short skirts and summer blouses.

      One particular blonde beauty in mirrored sunglasses caught his eye. She was walking along on the opposite side of the street and wearing one of the shortest skirts Hanover had ever seen, while her braless breasts bounced beneath a halter top that barely contained them.

      “Damn,” said one of the bodyguards. They were standing out by the curb, near the limo, and their eyes were glued to the woman. So rapt was their attention that they never saw the elderly lady moving in toward their boss.

      Hanover spotted her as she came up the steps, as well as the gun she held. And although it had been decades since he’d last seen her, he knew he was looking at Alyona Petrov, a woman he betrayed so cruelly.

      Alyona smiled at the look of shocked recognition in his eyes.

      “Hello, Ivan. Sara Blake sends her regards.”

      Alyona raised the gun and shot Hanover in his lying face twice, before turning the weapon on herself.

      Across the street, Tiffany Austen walked on.
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