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      PADANG, INDONESIA, SEPTEMBER 2001

      

      Cody and Romeo strode along a well-worn dock as they took in the pleasure craft berthed in calm blue-green water. Many slots along the dock were empty, as more boats had yet to return for the day.

      They had been in Padang for only a few hours after long flights interspersed with two layovers, including one in Tokyo which had lasted several hours. Neither Cody nor Romeo had done much traveling, but both of them enjoyed seeing new sights.

      Spenser had left them to explore the marina while he had a meeting with a fishing boat captain. Vince Ryker had been in Australia for an unknown number of years. There was no way to know what connections the man had fostered during his time there. Keeping that in mind, Spenser planned to enter the country illegally aboard a boat.

      If Ryker had contacts that might spot Spenser at an airport, they would be out of luck. Whatever Ryker’s reach might be like, it had been enough to enable the man to amass a small army and travel to America.

      For all Spenser knew, Ryker could have a network of associates in place. Spenser thought it wise to steer clear of them, that is, unless a meeting took place on his terms. Spenser was determined to find Ryker and put him down. The man had threatened his boys, Cody and Romeo. Spenser would show him no mercy.
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        * * *

      

      Cody was surprised as Romeo displayed a knowledge of boats. He knew all the nautical terms and proper names for different parts of the vessel.

      “How come you know so much about boats?”

      “Dude, my uncle used to take me out fishing whenever I visited Cali as a kid. If I could, I’d live on a boat.”

      “I’ve never been on one, but I’ve done some fishing on land.”

      “Being on the ocean is ten times better, Cody. I’ll see about renting a boat while we’re here.”

      A cry erupted from behind them. The boys turned to see a girl racing along the dock. She was twelve-years-old and running barefoot while shouting something.

      “Membantu!”

      One of the local fishermen spotted the frantic girl and stopped her to ask a question. Whatever she told him made the man shake his head and retreat back onto his boat. The girl pointed at him and said a word that needed no interpretation. By the look of disgust on her face, Cody knew she was branding the man a coward. “Pengecut!”

      “Let’s see if we can help,” Romeo said, and they started toward the girl. When she spotted them, she stared at Romeo with an open mouth, then her face lit up in a smile. She was a beautiful girl and her eyes seemed to sparkle.

      “What’s wrong, little chick?” Romeo asked.

      The smile left the girl’s face as she remembered the reason for her angst and became distraught again.

      “Ayah saya butuh bantuan!”

      “Do you speak any English?” Cody asked.

      She could, and quite well, with only a trace of an accent. The girl had grown up around tourists, many of whom spoke English.

      “Yes, I’m sorry. I said, my father needs help. He’s being beaten.”

      “Where?” Romeo said.

      “Follow me,” the girl said.

      The boys raced along behind the girl who was fast despite her shorter legs. When they neared a large charter vessel, the girl went up the gangplank. Once they were aboard the boat, Cody and Romeo saw that six young men were standing over a man in his forties. The older man was lying on the deck and clutching his stomach. His nose was bleeding and there was a cut over his left eye.

      “Leave the guy alone,” Romeo said.

      One of the men spoke English, he had light brown skin like the others, but was taller and wore a gold watch.

      “You should mind your own business before you get hurt.”

      “Try it and see what happens,” Romeo told him.

      The man said something to one of the other men, who wore a blue tank top. That man produced a knife and headed toward Romeo. Romeo disarmed the punk easily before sending a kick into his face. That made the others charge at the boys.

      Despite being outnumbered, Cody and Romeo handled the six men as if they were children. Their skill was more than the untrained thugs could handle. A minute after the confrontation began, the boys were shoving the punks down the gangplank with a warning to never come back. Afterward, they stood on the dock and watched as the six men headed off toward the parking area.

      The girl’s father had recovered enough to join them as they watched his attackers recede in the distance.

      “Thank you for helping me,” the man said in accented English.

      When the boys turned to him, he offered his hand.

      “My name is Bagus and this is my vessel.”

      As Cody and Romeo were introducing themselves, they saw Spenser walking toward them from the opposite direction the punks had taken.

      “What’s going on, guys?” Spenser asked.

      “A few dudes were hassling Bagus here and Xavier and I ran them off.”

      “They were warning me to leave the marina. I think they work for a man named Chance Cramer. He is a New Zealander.”

      “Cramer must like to play rough if he sent those men here to hassle you,” Romeo said.

      “What does this Cramer want from you?” Spenser asked. “Is he trying to run you off, or is he after your boat?”

      “He wants me gone, and not just me,” Bagus said. “Cramer wants to take over the charter business in the area. He started with one small boat, but now has three, and several of my friends have been frightened away. Those men were warning me to leave as well. They said I was getting too much charter business.”

      Spenser smiled as he looked at the boat. “You’ve got a great vessel, how long have you been in business?”

      “Sixteen years. Most of that time was with an older, smaller boat. With this vessel I’ve tripled my business and get lots of referrals.”

      The girl moved closer to Romeo and took his hand. She was staring up at him with a strange smile.

      “My name is Nadya. I’ll be your wife someday.”

      Romeo looked at Cody and Spenser and found them both grinning at him, then he gazed down at Nadya.

      “If I marry you, little chick, they’ll lock me up and throw away the key.”

      Nadya laughed. “I’m too young now, but someday we’ll marry. You’ll see.”

      Bagus was staring at Romeo and examining him as if he were a strange bug he had just discovered.

      “This man, Nadya?”

      “Yes.”

      Romeo put his hands up, as if in surrender. “Dude, I never touched her. I just met her.”

      Bagus smiled. “My daughter has second sight. She knows things before they happen.”

      “You’re saying she’s psychic?” Cody asked.

      “Yes,” Bagus said, as he stared at Romeo and offered his hand again. “I would like to thank you for helping me. Please join my family for dinner.”

      Nadya wrapped her arms around Romeo’s waist. “They would love to come.”

      “It’s settled then,” Spenser said with a smile. Then he and Cody laughed at the look of discomfort on Romeo’s face.
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      OUTSIDE DENVER, COLORADO, AUGUST 2018

      

      Mary Andrews smiled at her cat, Buttons, as she placed a collar around his neck. After giving Buttons a peck on his furry head, Mary stood up and looked down at him.

      A sound came from outside. At first, Mary thought she had been hearing the cry of another cat. When the sound grew louder she recognized it for what it was, a cry for help.

      Mary and her husband, Frank, had retired a year earlier after selling the chain of jewelry stores they had started and nurtured into a multi-million-dollar business. Before retiring, they had built their dream home, a beautiful log cabin up in the mountains. Their goal had been to find seclusion without being too far from Denver, a city they both loved.

      Mary gazed out of the large picture window that looked out over a meadow filled with wild flowers. Buttons was with her, and it was the black & white feline that saw the woman first, saw her and hissed.

      “What’s wrong, Buttons?” Mary asked. But even as the words left her lips she spotted the woman limping toward them at the edge of the trees.

      The woman had long blonde hair hanging down in front of her face, which hid her features. It mattered little, since Mary’s eyes were fixed on the woman’s right arm, which was dripping blood.

      “Help me, somebody please help me,” the woman called out.

      Mary rushed out the front door to see if she could give assistance. She never even made it off the porch. A man in a ski mask had been lying in wait. He struck Mary in the face with a blow that was hard enough to dislocate her jaw.

      The punch sent Mary sprawling atop her wraparound porch while moaning, as blood leaked from the corner of her mouth. The man who had hit her stared down at her. Behind the mask, he appeared repulsed by what he’d just done.

      The blonde woman called to him. “Kick the bitch in the head!”

      The man steeled himself, then he sent a vicious kick to the side of Mary’s head, which rendered her unconscious.

      The blonde woman removed the plastic baggie she had secured beneath her sleeve. The bag contained tomato juice with red dye added to it. From a distance, it resembled blood. As she wiped her arm clean with a cloth, the woman shouted to her masked partner again while growing closer to the house.

      “Take out the cameras.”

      “Right,” said the man in a deep voice, as he removed a small can of spray paint. Within seconds he had the lenses of the two security cameras at the front of the home covered with black paint.

      Seeing that it was safe to do so, his female partner removed the blonde wig obscuring her features, as the man took off his mask.

      The faces revealed were average and showed them to be in their thirties. They carried Mary back inside and dropped her into a wing chair.

      “The husband won’t be back for another hour or so if he keeps to his routine,” the man said. His name was Russell; he had been a criminal for most of his life.

      The woman, who was named Tonya, sent Russell a nod of agreement as she used a roll of duct tape to secure Mary to the chair. Once she had done so, she finished by placing tape over Mary’s eyes and mouth. It was good timing, as Mary had begun to stir awake.

      Tonya slapped the older woman on the cheek, which sent a jolt of agony through Mary’s dislocated jaw.

      “Listen up, old lady. We’re going to rob you and take all your best shit, and there’s not a damn thing your rich ass can do about it.”

      Mary moaned from pain and fright as she took in the words of her unseen assailant.

      “You thought you were sitting pretty up here in this fucking cabin, didn’t you? You rich bitch.”

      “Leave her alone and let’s get to work,” Russell said.

      Tonya ignored him, then bent over to whisper in Mary’s ear. “When I’m done stealing your shit, I’m going to burn this place down with you in it. I can’t wait to hear your screams.”

      The threat was a lie, but it had the desired effect on Mary. She whimpered, as her bladder let loose from the terror she was feeling.

      While still bent over, Tonya laughed, pleased with herself for instilling such fear. The laughter died in her throat when Buttons the cat jumped on her back and sank his teeth into the side of Tonya’s neck. Tonya howled in pain while swiping at the cat. She was too slow. Buttons had dropped to the floor and taken off up the staircase.

      When Tonya placed a hand to her neck, it came away bloody, as her wound began to sting.

      “Fucking cat! Damn but that bite hurts.”

      Russell came over and looked at the wound. He could make out the bite marks the cat had made and saw that they were already reddening.

      “Get to a bathroom and put a band-aid on that. And be sure not to leave any blood behind.”

      “I’m going to find that cat and kill it,” Tonya said.

      “That can wait. Treat the bite then search the bedroom. I’ll be checking out the rooms down here.”
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        * * *

      

      The thieving couple, who had been dubbed, The Dangerous Duo, by the FBI, exited the home forty-six minutes later. They had scored big and were leaving the house with a load of expensive jewelry, a collection of gold coins, and valuable electronics.

      Tonya never did find the cat, despite overturning the bed and looking under the sofas and chairs. As she turned to gaze back at the house, she saw Buttons staring at her from a second-floor window. Tonya sent Buttons the finger, then hurried to catch up to Russell as they headed back to their vehicle, which was a motor home.

      The FBI had named the pair of home invasion artists, but they had yet to identify them. Buttons the cat would be the key eyewitness needed to finger the pair. For while it was true that the cat couldn’t talk, he had captured them on video several times.

      Buttons was wearing a collar that contained a spy camera that had audio capability. Mary placed it on him whenever he went outside, to capture his adventures in the meadow by their home. Instead, it had documented her attack and the subsequent robbery.

      Buttons left the window, went downstairs, and settled beside Mary on the arm of the chair. Just knowing he was there made Mary feel worlds better.
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        * * *

      

      THREE DAYS LATER

      

      Tanner studied photos of Russell and Tonya and wondered about the odd angles they’d been taken from. It was as if someone had snapped their pictures while lying on the floor. His puzzlement vanished when he went online and perused a newspaper account about the pair’s latest home invasion. Reading about the circumstances that led to the photos being taken made Tanner smile, while causing him to think.

      Cameras were not only becoming prevalent but were shrinking and being hidden in places of concealment that years earlier would have been impossible.

      Operating out of sight of prying eyes might well become a thing of the past given how electronic surveillance was proliferating throughout the world. That was a dangerous thing for people like himself, an assassin, and could someday lead to his own face being captured on video.

      While it was true that his government contact Thomas Lawson could run interference for him, Tanner wanted to rely on no one. As a Tanner, he operated outside the law and as a lone agent. While the former would remain true, he wondered if the latter statement would soon be false.

      In the new world that was dawning, a man could no longer go it alone. That was becoming clear to him. He already needed help from suppliers such as Duke and hackers like his friend, Tim Jackson. As technology advanced he would need more assistance. With that in mind, Tanner had begun thinking that the next Tanner might be more than a single man. A future Tanner, himself included, might by necessity be assisted by a team.

      Building a unit of skilled professionals around himself did not appeal to Tanner, but he saw the need. Finding the right people would be another thing altogether.

      The first search Tanner needed to undertake was one which would lead him to his current targets. The man was named Russell Walker and he was a career criminal who had started out as a mugger in his teens. All that was known of the woman was her first name, Tonya.

      The pair had spent the last seven months terrorizing people in Colorado, Arizona, and New Mexico. One of their victims had been motivated enough to hire Tanner to hunt down the pair and end them. Tanner would do so gladly, but first he had to find them.

      Included with the photos was a list of Russell Walker’s known associates. Tanner would use them to locate the so-called Dangerous Duo. Then, he would show them what real danger was all about.
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      PADANG, INDONESIA, SEPTEMBER 2001

      

      Bagus and his wife, Permata, were welcoming and served a scrumptious meal of grilled fish and fried rice and vegetables. Their home was comfortable and consisted of one floor with a patio area in the rear. Its dramatic oversized roof gave the home flair.

      When Bagus informed his wife that Nadya had claimed she would someday marry Romeo, Permata made a face of displeasure. She reminded Bagus that their daughter’s premonitions didn’t always come true.

      Nadya spent the meal seated beside Romeo. When she wasn’t eating, she was grinning up at him.

      “My daughter is only twelve-years-old,” Permata told Romeo.

      “But I’ll be thirteen next week,” Nadya said.

      Both Cody and Spenser were enjoying Romeo’s reaction to the discussion. He looked uncomfortable as he assured Bagus and Permata that he had no interest in dating a child.

      When it was learned that the boys would be staying in the area for months, Nadya had an idea.

      “Let them live on the old boat, Father. They could help you fix it up.”

      Bagus considered the idea for a moment, then asked a question.

      “Do you young men know anything about boats?”

      Romeo answered yes, while Cody, who they knew as Xavier, said no.

      “Xavier and I have never restored a boat, but we’re both good with tools,” Romeo said. “We couldn’t do it ourselves, but if you supervise, Bagus, we could do most of the work.”

      “I couldn’t pay you much,” Bagus said.

      “We don’t need much,” Romeo said. “We’re here to train with a martial artist, but that won’t eat up all of our time, so we’ll need something to do, right, Xavier?”

      “Yes, and I want to learn to speak your language too, Bagus.”

      When it was time to leave, Nadya hugged Romeo again. Despite looking uncomfortable by the attention the girl was showing him, Romeo smiled and told Nadya that he would see her around.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, the boys traveled with Spenser up into the hills. They had to leave their rental and continue on foot the last hundred yards to reach the home of the man they had come to see. His name was Maz. Maz was Russian and a master of hand-to-hand combat.

      “You say this guy trained you when you were our age, how old is this dude?” Romeo asked Spenser.

      “I think he’s in his fifties now.”

      The boys stopped walking. Taking notice, Spenser halted and looked at them.

      “What?”

      “A guy in his fifties doesn’t sound like he’d be a bad ass,” Romeo said.

      Spenser smiled. “Remember you said that when Maz is training you. He’s forgotten more about hand-to-hand combat than the two of you combined know. Don’t let his age or appearance fool you.”

      “Why? What does he look like?” Cody asked.

      “You’ll soon see,” Spenser said.

      They reached Maz’s small home a minute later and took in the training area beside it. It was a large circular space filled with sand and surrounded by logs. A thatched roof was erected over it, keeping out the light rain that was falling.

      A long table was just inside the circle. On it were a number of knives, clubs, hatchets, and two axes.

      After a dog announced their arrival, Maz emerged from the house and called to Spenser while grinning. Although he was broad and muscular, a layer of fat covered Maz, and he had a bald head. After shaking hands with Spenser, Maz nodded at the boys.

      “These are your students, Spenser?” Maz asked in a Russian accent.

      “That’s right. Maz, meet Romeo and Xavier.”

      The boys shook Maz’s hand, as their eyes betrayed their doubt at his ability.

      Maz sent Spenser a wink.

      “I’ll test their skill level. You two, grab those axes and attack me.”

      “What?” the boys asked at the same time.

      “You heard him,” Spenser said. “and don’t hold back.”

      “Dude, we might kill him,” Romeo said.

      “Just do what Maz says. It’s why we’ve traveled here,” Spenser said.

      Maz kicked off his sandals, walked out into the center of the circle, and waited. He was dressed in a pair of faded denim shorts and a black tank top. Although his arms were thick with muscle, their definition was hidden due to the extra weight Maz carried.

      Cody and Romeo each grabbed an axe and stood staring at Maz. After he gestured at them to attack him, Cody made the first move. He was on Maz in an instant with the axe raised to strike the man’s shoulder. Maz moved with an efficient grace to block the blow with one hand while using his other hand to shove Cody backwards.

      Cody fell hard atop the sand and was amazed at the pure brute strength that had placed him there. When he looked up, he saw Maz disarming Romeo by twisting the wrist that held the axe. A moment more and Romeo was lying in the sand beside him.

      “Again,” Maz said, “and this time attack me together.”

      The boys fared no better on their second attempt. Cody went down from a kick to his side, while Romeo was flipped over Maz’s hip. As they lay on the ground stunned, Maz picked up the axes and began twirling them as if they were a pair of batons.

      Cody rose first, helped Romeo to his feet, then spoke to Maz in a tone of respect.

      “Please take us on as students. I want to learn from you.”

      Maz looked pleased as he sent a nod to Spenser. When he looked back at the boys, his face was serious.

      “We train six days a week for three hours. Be here at first light.”

      “Hell yes,” Romeo said, as Cody nodded in agreement.

      “If you miss a day, don’t bother coming back,” Maz said.

      “We won’t waste your time,” Cody said.

      Maz told them to take a seat at a picnic table while he went inside to feed his dog. Afterward, he would come back out and assess their skill level further. After Maz disappeared back inside his house, Cody had a question for Spenser.

      “How would you do against Maz?”

      “I would lose,” Spenser said. “Maz is the best, hands down. But guys, even though you may never be as good, you’ll soon be better than anyone you’ll likely ever meet. And if you do come across another one like Maz someday, your other skills and training will make sure you come out on top.”

      “You said we would train with him for about two months, right?” Romeo said.

      “Yes, and while you’re doing that, I’ll be hunting down Ryker.”

      “I still wish you’d let us come with you,” Cody said.

      “No way. Ryker is mine, but we’ll stay in touch by phone.”

      “And what happens if Ryker isn’t in Sydney?” Cody asked.

      “Wherever he is, I’ll find him, and I’ll kill him. Vince Ryker is as much a target as any contract I’ve ever taken.”

      “He may be dead already,” Romeo said. “You jacked him up good back in the states.”

      “If so, there’s still that protégé of his to track down.”

      “Do you think Ryker was training his son to be a Tanner?” Cody asked.

      “That’s what I think, and I hope I don’t have to harm the boy.”

      “You may not have a choice, especially after you kill his father.”

      “Let this be a lesson to you two. Be damn careful who you train. You don’t want another Vince Ryker coming back to haunt you someday.”

      “This is really Tanner Five’s fault,” Romeo said.

      Spenser smiled sadly. “There’s an old saying that fits. ‘The sins of the father will be visited on the son.’”

      “That goes for Ryker’s son too,” Cody said, “that is, if he’s walking around thinking he’ll be Tanner Seven. That honor belongs to either Romeo or me.”

      “Whoever Ryker’s protégé is, I’ll be sure to make that clear to him,” Spenser said.
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      ARIZONA, AUGUST 2018

      

      Tanner had need of Tim Jackson’s hacker skills once more as he sought to track down a thief named Harvey Kenton. Kenton was a known associate of Russell Walker and might know how to find Russell.

      Harvey was a wanted man himself. He had committed arson on the home of a girlfriend who had cheated on him. Harvey was wanted on a Class-A felony charge and had skipped out on a fifty-thousand-dollar bail. Despite the difficulty in finding him, Harvey was a place to start.

      Tim had come up with a list of locations and people that both Harvey, and Russell Walker, might frequent. Harvey’s list had eight items, while Russell Walker’s list held only one possibility. Walker had an ex-wife that had been a high school sweetheart. Tim had reasoned that there was a chance the man might reach out to her.

      Tanner didn’t think so, since Russell would have to know that the Feds would be looking for him to make that move. Then again, if nothing else came up, Tanner might stake-out the ex-wife’s house.

      To find Harvey, Tanner had flown to Arizona. He was in the town of Gilbert and keeping watch over the apartment house where Harvey’s ex-girlfriend lived. Harvey Kenton had burnt down the woman’s home as payback for her sleeping with another man. Afterward, he had stalked the woman and begged her to give him another chance.

      Such behavior denoted obsession. Tanner was counting on Harvey being unable to stay away from his ex-girlfriend, who was an unemployed beautician named Sherry.
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        * * *

      

      It was on the second day of surveillance that Tanner noticed a car driving by the apartment house twice in an hour. The vehicle was old, noisy, and smoke belched from its tailpipe. As the car appeared for its third trip past the building, Tanner had raised up a camera with a powerful zoom lens. The camera had been a gift from Sara. She told him that it was better than using binoculars and pointed out that it could also capture what he was seeing.

      Now that he was using it, Tanner wondered why he hadn’t employed a camera earlier while tailing or surveilling someone.

      The man driving the vehicle was Harvey Kenton. He had a large nose, blue eyes, and a cleft chin. Harvey’s brown hair was worn long and tied back in a ponytail. Tanner was about to start his engine and follow when the man pulled to the curb and parked half a block away.

      Harvey was taking a huge chance by being in the vicinity of his ex-girlfriend. If a cop were to spot him, Harvey would wind up behind bars. Having skipped out on his bail, a judge would show no leniency when it came time to pass sentence.

      Tanner eyed Harvey as Harvey watched the apartment building. If Harvey had been hoping to get a glimpse of his ex, he was out of luck. Tanner had seen the woman leave the building an hour earlier. At the time, he had almost followed her instead of staying where he was, in the hope that he would spot Harvey stalking her.

      The decision to stay on the apartment building had been based on the fact that Harvey had no way of knowing when the woman might leave her apartment. Tanner had guessed correctly that Harvey would stakeout the building, just as he was.

      After hours of fruitless waiting, Harvey drove off after a police car passed by. Tanner followed him, and they wound up in a rundown area of a nearby town. Harvey drove into the parking lot of an old motel with peeling paint and entered the last room on the right, Room 12. After leaving his car, Tanner walked up to the door of Harvey’s room and knocked.

      “Who is it?”

      “Are you Barry? Joey sent me here to give you the money he owed you. He said I’d find you in Room 12.”

      There was silence for a few moments, then came a question.

      “How much money?”

      “Five-hundred dollars. Why, it’s not enough?”

      The sound of a latch being thrown aside was followed by the door opening. Tanner moved into the room while pressing on the door, causing Harvey to stumble. Harvey landed on his knees by the bed and gawked at the gun in Tanner’s hand.

      “I’m not Barry, man. My name is Harvey.”

      “I know who you are,” Tanner said. “Now tell me where I can find Russell Walker.”

      “Russell? This is about Russell?”

      “I’m looking for him.”

      “Hell, man, I haven’t seen Russell in months. Not since he began running around with that bitch Tonya.”

      “What’s Tonya’s last name?”

      “Get this, her last name is Looney, and the bitch is crazy too. She beat the hell out of me to show Russell she was tougher than I am. I think she’s nuts.”

      “You were once suspected of robbing houses with Russell. That makes you partners. I want you to lead me to him.”

      Harvey got off the floor and sat on the edge of the bed.

      “If I did that, Russell would kill me.”

      Tanner aimed the gun at Harvey. “If you won’t help me I’ll tell the cops where to find you. Missing that court date wasn’t a smart move.”

      Harvey shook his head. “I can’t do prison, man. I did six months in jail once and it almost killed me. I’d rather die than be locked up for years.”

      “You should have thought of that before you burned that house to the ground.”

      “Hey, who are you?”

      “Call me Tanner.”

      “Tanner? That sounds familiar. Anyway, I was drunk off my ass when I burned Sherry’s house down. She wasn’t home at the time. I’d never hurt that girl.”

      “Sure,” Tanner said. “Now, what’s it going to be? Are you going to help me find Russell, or should I hand you over to the cops?”

      Harvey buried his face in his hands and expelled a long breath.

      “I’ll help you, but you’ve got to help me too. I got bounty hunters after me. You keep them away and I’ll find Russell for you.”

      “These bounty hunters, have you seen them?”

      “No, but my brother said that two women came to his house and asked about me. He lives in Tucson.”

      “It sounds like they lost your trail. Where do we look for Russell?”

      “We don’t have to look for him. I know how to leave a message for him that he’ll read.”

      “An email drop?”

      “Yeah, and I wouldn’t go anywhere near him. You’re not the only one looking for him. The cops want him ten times more than they ever wanted me. It’s the violence, you know? When Harvey and I ran together, no one ever got hurt. That Tonya is a mean bitch. She turned Russell mean too.”

      “I need you to write something that will bring him out of hiding.”

      “Like what?”

      “Tell him you want money, or you’ll send a note to the cops with everything you know about him and Tonya.”

      “Russell would want to kick my ass if I threatened to do that.”

      “Yeah, and to kick it he would have to meet you somewhere.”

      “What are you going to do to Russell when you see him?”

      “I’m going to kill him. He messed with the wrong people and they want him dead.”

      Harvey shook his head. “I won’t help you kill him.”

      “That’s your choice, but it means you’ll go to prison.”

      Harvey wiped at his eyes, which had grown moist.

      “Why can’t you just leave me alone, man?”

      “Hey, Harvey, did you ever cry for the people you and Russell robbed? Don’t expect pity from me. And feel lucky that I don’t kill you too. Pulling this trigger is much easier than tying you up and leaving you for the cops.”

      Harvey stared at the gun in Tanner’s hand. “I’ll help you find Russell.”

      “Good choice.”
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            A Case Of Mistaken Identity

          

        

      

    

    
      SYDNEY, AUSTRALIA, SEPTEMBER 2001

      

      After having spent over two weeks in Indonesia with Cody and Romeo, Spenser had been in Sydney for three days when he realized that he was being followed. The two men trailing him were in their twenties and dressed in matching black T-shirts, tan chinos, and combat boots. There was no emblem or other markings on the front of the shirts, but Spenser got the impression that the clothing was a sort of uniform. They also wore their hair the same way, normal on top, with the sides trimmed down to a buzz cut. If one of the men hadn’t been black, Spenser might have taken them for brothers.

      Since his arrival, Spenser had been trying to locate someone who knew Vince Ryker. He had asked about the man in over three dozen bars and taverns. As he hoped would happen, he had attracted someone’s attention.

      If Ryker learned that he was in Australia he would send men after him, or better yet, show himself. Spenser hoped that the pair following him would lead him right to Ryker. The sooner he rejoined Cody and Romeo the better.

      Spenser entered a bar on George Street that he had been in previously, walked through it, and left by a rear exit. The pair following him stepped from the bar minutes after entering it, then gazed about for him.

      Spenser knew that they were looking for a man in a blue shirt and no hat, which is what he had been wearing. After leaving the bar Spenser rushed into a nearby store. He had purchased a white T-shirt with the logo of a sports team on it, along with a matching cap, and a pair of sunglasses.

      The simple change had been enough to make the men’s eyes sweep past him without taking notice, as he pretended to be staring in the window of an electronics shop.

      Fearing they had lost him, the men split up to search the side streets. Spenser followed the black man at a distance. A short time later, the man met up with his partner again. It appeared as if they had given up their search.

      The men quickened their pace and walked several blocks to a quiet street where they had left their ride, an old gray van. Spenser came up on the pair as they were preparing to get into the vehicle.

      “Why were you following me?”

      The men spun around, realized who he was, and stared at him with eyes full of hate. The vehemence in their expressions puzzled Spenser, as he had never seen the men before.

      “What’s your problem?” Spenser said.

      “Don’t play innocent with us. We know who you are. You’re Vince Ryker.”

      “I’m not Ryker, but I am looking for Ryker.”

      The white man waved a dismissive hand at that as he stepped in front of his partner.

      “We know all about you, Ryker, or would you rather we call you Tanner?”

      “I’m not Ryker.”

      “Move, Tony!” the black man said. When the white guy stepped aside, the black man lunged toward Spenser with a knife in his hand. The man was quick, but Spenser was faster and avoided the blade while jamming a fist into his attacker’s throat.

      Then, the white man was swinging a punch at his head. It was a clumsy attempt and easily ducked. Spenser landed a hard right into the man’s midsection and heard the air leaving the guy’s lungs.

      He knelt down to talk to them as they sat on the ground with their backs against the van. When they saw him pick up the knife that had been dropped, their eyes widened with fear.

      “I don’t want to hurt you and I’m not Vince Ryker.”

      The black man spoke, but his voice was hoarse from the injury to his throat.

      “You’re saying you’re not Tanner?”

      Spenser hesitated. He was Tanner, but he wasn’t the Tanner they thought he was, the faux Tanner that Ryker had claimed to be. The men took his long pause in answering as a sign of guilt. The hate returned to their eyes as it overcame the fear they were feeling.

      The black man jabbed a finger at him. “You killed our leader, Ryker. We’re members of the Outbackers. There are dozens of us and we’re going to kill you.”

      “I am called Tanner, but I’m not the Tanner that Ryker was pretending to be. I want to find him as badly as you do. It’s why I’m here.”

      The white man had recovered from the punch he’d received. He let out an incoherent sound and leapt at Spenser. If Spenser hadn’t turned his wrist at the last instant, the fool would have impaled himself on the blade Spenser was holding. He still didn’t escape injury, as the tip of the knife sliced a groove across his ribs. Then the black man made a move and grabbed Spenser’s wrist with both hands.

      Spenser released the knife, while bringing out a gun with his other hand.

      “Back off!”

      The men did so, as blood leaked from the side of the white man. Spenser grabbed up the knife again and flattened two of the van’s tires.

      “I’ll say this again. I’m not Vince Ryker.”

      The black man had removed his shirt and was pressing it against the cut on his friend’s side.

      “You’re a dead man, Tanner. A dead man!”

      Spenser left the pair sitting on the sidewalk. He’d thought he only had to worry about Ryker’s allies; he should have realized that the man would also have enemies. And because of a misunderstanding, those enemies were now his enemies. The black man’s words echoed in Spenser’s head.

      “There are dozens of us and we’re going to kill you.”

      “Great,” Spenser muttered. “Just great.”
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        * * *

      

      Back in Indonesia, Cody and Romeo were falling into a routine. They spent the early morning hours training with Maz, then put in time restoring Bagus’s old boat, which was a forty-footer that had seen extensive use.

      The vessel was named Wanita Laut, which in English meant Sea Woman. Bagus planned to fix the boat up to sell. To get the vessel up to a point where it would fetch a good price, the galley and the deck needed a lot of work.

      Cody and Romeo had gone out deep-sea fishing as Bagus’s guests after a couple cancelled their charter at the last minute. By the end of the day, Cody was thrilled that he had gone along and developed a love of the ocean. Romeo, who was already enthralled with the sea, said that someday he would buy a boat and live on it.

      In fact, he was already living on a boat, although it was in dry dock. To save travel time and money, the boys were living on the Sea Woman while they restored it.
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        * * *

      

      When they weren’t working or surfing, they trained with Maz, and were always the last of the man’s students to leave. The lessons consisted of learning self-defense moves and then practicing them until exhausted. Although the repetitive nature of the training should have given birth to boredom, the result was the opposite.

      Once you realized that a move had become second-nature, and a very part of you, it was like having a new ability. In some ways, it was similar to learning to ride a bike, in that the new skill would never leave you.

      Maz had been so pleased with the boys’ intensity and dedication that he had moved them up into his master class. At that level, Cody and Romeo again found themselves being defeated. In response, they cut out surfing and trained more. The boys were determined to reach the top tier of Maz’s students. As potential Tanners, they knew that they could accept nothing less from themselves.
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        * * *

      

      On the one-month anniversary of their training, the boys learned about something that increased their thirst for excellence.

      “A contest?” Cody asked.

      Maz nodded while wiping sweat from his bald head.

      “It’s normally not open to my first-year students, but I feel you two are ready.”

      “Who would we be competing against?” Romeo asked.

      “Any current or former student can enter, as long as they trained in my master class.”

      “Was Spenser ever in the contest?” Cody asked.

      Maz grinned. “He won two years in a row. That’s why I’m not surprised at how fast you two advanced. Other than myself, you couldn’t have had a better teacher.”

      “How long until the contest?” Cody asked.

      “It’s always held two days after the training ends. You’ll have time to prepare, but I must warn you, the contest is a serious business.”

      “What’s that mean?” Romeo said.

      “Unlike training sessions, no one will be holding back,” Maz said.

      “Is it a fight to the death?” Romeo said, causing Maz to laugh.

      “Not so dramatic, but men have been injured seriously and many bones get broken. The worst injury happened three years ago. That placed a man in a coma for days.”

      Cody and Romeo shared a look, then grinned at each other.

      “Sign us up, Maz,” Cody said. “One of us is going to win.”

      “You just might,” Maz said. “But many men want to claim the trophy I give away. You’ll be facing some deadly men, including last year’s champion, Throne.”

      “Throne? The dude’s name is Throne?” Romeo asked.

      Maz sighed. “It’s what he likes to be called. His real name is Felix.”

      Cody looked at Romeo. “I want one of us to win that trophy and give it to Spenser.”

      “Hell yeah, I can’t imagine losing.”

      Maz held up a hand in warning. “You haven’t seen Throne. He’s bigger than you two and as strong as anyone I’ve ever met. He’s also a natural at self-defense. I placed him in my master class the day I met him.”

      “We train even harder,” Cody told Romeo.

      “Fuckin’ A,” Romeo said.

      Maz’s meaty forehead wrinkled in confusion.

      “What does that term mean, this ‘fucking A?’”

      Romeo shrugged. “It means, like, yeah, I agree with that.”

      Maz smiled. “I like it, fucking A I like it.”

      Cody and Romeo laughed, then entered the sand ring to continue training.
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            Fancy Meeting You Here

          

        

      

    

    
      ARIZONA, AUGUST 2018

      

      Russell received the email message that Harvey had sent and became enraged by the threat of betrayal. Until recently, he and Harvey had been close. It was possible the man knew something that might lead the cops right to him.

      He and Tonya were living in an RV outside Flagstaff. They had fled Colorado when their photos appeared on TV. Russell thought Harvey might remember that he always talked about getting a motor home someday. If the cops concentrated on finding them by checking out RV parks, their odds of being captured would go way up.

      Tonya cursed the damn cat that had been responsible for their faces being known. The bite the cat inflicted on her neck had gotten worse. The wound was red and leaked pus. Whenever Russell suggested that Tonya go see a doctor, she insisted it would heal by itself. For some reason, the woman hated doctors.

      After Tonya read the email, she told Russell that there was only one way to handle Harvey.

      “We have to kill him. That bastard can give the cops my last name.”

      “They’ll figure that out eventually.”

      “Maybe, maybe not. I don’t have an arrest record.”

      “We could pay him. I doubt Harvey wants much.”

      Tonya made a sound of disgust. “You’re too soft, but I’m not. Set up a meeting for tomorrow. When Harvey shows, I’ll kill his blackmailing ass.”

      Russell looked at her sideways. “Have you ever killed someone before?”

      “Twice,” Tonya said. “The first one was a guy who tried to rape me.”

      “Who was the other one?”

      Tonya’s face hardened. “It’s none of your business.”

      “Was it a doctor?”

      Tonya’s mouth parted as her eyes blinked rapidly. “How did you know that?”

      “It was a guess,” Russell said.

      Tonya grabbed a beer from the tiny refrigerator in the RV and plopped into one of the captain chairs positioned in front of the dashboard.

      “I was pregnant once, but when my daughter came… they said she was stillborn. That was bullshit. I heard my baby cry.”

      “When was this?”

      “I was only fifteen. My mother dragged me to this clinic in the neighborhood when it was time to have the baby. They said my little girl died, but I swear I heard her crying. I thought about that shit for four years, and then I tracked the doctor down and tortured his ass.”

      “Damn, Tonya. What did he say?”

      “He admitted that he sold my daughter and that my mother was in on it. He said he gave her a thousand dollars. That bitch sold her own granddaughter for a thousand dollars. I swear, Russell, if my mother hadn’t already died from an overdose, I would have killed her too.”

      “How did you kill the doctor?”

      “I broke his arms and legs with a baseball bat and buried him alive. You should have heard that fucker scream.”

      “That’s some medieval shit.”

      “I should have set his ass on fire too. I really wanted to be a mother back then.”

      They grew quiet for a few moments. When Russell looked at Tonya he expected to see tears, but no, her eyes were dry.

      “Set-up that meeting and I’ll handle Harvey,” Tonya said.

      Russell opened his laptop. “You’re the boss.”
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        * * *

      

      In the town of Gilbert, Tanner was seated inside a restaurant with Harvey and having dinner. Tanner would be the man’s shadow until he led him to Russell and Tonya.

      The place was an upscale burger joint that also served seafood. Tanner was having seared salmon while Harvey ate a cheeseburger.

      Harvey pointed at Tanner’s plate. “What kind of vegetables are those?”

      “That’s roasted zucchini.”

      “I never had that.”

      “Order some.”

      “Why not let me have some of yours?”

      “Because I want to eat all of it.”

      “Didn’t your mother ever teach you to share?”

      “Yes, and my father taught me to shoot.”

      “Damn, man, don’t mention the gun. That thing scares me.”

      “You’ve never fired one?”

      “No, I’m a lover not a fighter.”

      “Yeah, you’re a red-hot lover.”

      “Nice, bringing up the arson again, but I swear, man, that’s not the real me. I was drunk off my ass and acted stupid.”

      “Sure,” Tanner said.

      Harvey stood up from the table.

      “Where do you think you’re going?”

      “I gotta take a leak.”

      “If you run off I’ll find you, and you won’t like it when I do.”

      “Chill, man. I’ll be right back. Order me some of that zucchini.”

      Harvey walked off toward the bathroom and Tanner watched him until he disappeared from sight down a narrow hallway where the restrooms were.
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        * * *

      

      When Harvey came out of the bathroom a minute later, he saw a beautiful blonde standing outside the ladies’ room. With her was an equally hot redhead. The women smiled at him, then the redhead asked him a question.

      “How’s the nightlife around here?”

      Harvey smiled back at her. “There’s a great nightclub over in Chandler.”

      The redhead moved closer, then she put her arms around his neck. Harvey was grinning until he felt the needle going in.

      “What the hell?”

      “Don’t fight it,” the redhead said, while backing away from him.

      Harvey did fight it, but the drug put him out in seconds. The blonde and the redhead had draped Harvey’s arms over their shoulders and grabbed him around the waist to keep him up.

      “Damn, he’s heavy for a skinny guy,” the redhead said.

      They dragged Harvey toward a door at the rear. Once there, the blonde kicked it twice, and it opened up. On the other side was an alley and a smiling busboy with his hand held out. The blonde gave him a hundred dollars and he went back inside after wishing them good luck.

      A van was parked in the alley with its side door sitting open. The women dumped Harvey inside then slammed the door on him. There was no need to restrain him. The drug coursing through Harvey’s system would keep him out for hours. That was more than enough time to hand him over to the cops and collect the five-thousand-dollar bounty he was worth.

      As the two women were about to open their doors and drive away, a car pulled into the alleyway with its high beams on.

      “Shit!” the redhead said, as she covered her eyes.

      The blonde, who was also having trouble seeing, called out. “Hey! Move that car.”

      A voice answered from beyond the lights.

      “I can’t let you take Harvey, ladies. I need him.”

      The two women looked at each other, then the redhead spoke.

      “We’re licensed private detectives and bounty hunters. This man is in our custody.”

      The lights of the car went off and Tanner walked toward them. As he got closer, the women began laughing, and the blonde walked out to greet him.

      Her name was Kayla Farnsworth, and her sister was named Zoe. They were old friends of Tanner’s and the granddaughters of Tanner Five.

      Kayla greeted him with a kiss on the cheek. “Hello, Xavier, oh, excuse me, I meant to say Tanner.”

      Tanner smiled back at her. “It’s been a long time.”

      “He’s still ours,” Zoe called. “We captured Harvey Kenton… and we could use the money.”

      “Let’s go somewhere and talk, ladies. I have a better deal for you than Harvey.”

      Kayla stared at Tanner, then nodded. “Let’s hear what the man has to say, Zoe.”

      “All right,” Zoe said, “but he’s paying for the drinks.”

      “It will be my pleasure,” Tanner said.
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            Threat Liquidation

          

        

      

    

    
      SYDNEY, AUSTRALIA, OCTOBER 2001

      

      Spenser had spoken to a man at a petrol station who knew Vince Ryker and didn’t like him. Rather than helping Spenser to pinpoint Ryker’s location, the man expanded his search area.

      “I had a mate who knew Ryker when he lived in Japan. If you’re looking for him, you might try Tokyo. As far as I know, Ryker only stayed in Sydney for short periods.”

      Spenser thanked the man for the information after obtaining the name of the friend who also knew Ryker. That second man told Spenser that Ryker had recently been spending time in northern Indonesia. Spenser had been aware of that already, since the men Ryker attacked with had spoken a dialect from that region.

      But Ryker had to have made a home somewhere. If it wasn’t in Sydney, Spenser would travel to wherever it was. Nothing else was more important than ending Ryker’s threat. Not only was the man too dangerous to leave alive, but he couldn’t be allowed to continue calling himself Tanner.

      Spenser’s run-in with the gang members named the Outbackers had brought that fact home to him in a huge way. How many other individuals or groups were under the impression that Ryker represented the Tanner legacy? There was no way to know the damage Ryker had inflicted on the name. Like a cancer, he had to be eradicated.

      On his third week in Sydney, Spenser came across a barmaid who once dated Ryker. Her name was Candace, and unlike most people, she had liked Ryker a great deal. Spenser talked to her over drinks at a bar while using a phony name.

      “You’re a friend of Vince’s from back in the states?”

      “Vince and I go way back, but we lost touch.”

      “I don’t know where he is, but I did run across that son of his a few weeks ago.”

      Spenser smiled as if he were remembering the boy fondly.

      “Oh, I haven’t seen him since he was a little guy. I’m not even sure I remember his name.”

      “It’s Damon, and he’s all grown up, or practically so. I would guess he’s left secondary school by now, which is what you Americans call high school.”

      “I’d love to see him again. Where did you run into him?”

      “In Canberra, which is where I used to work. Vince spent some time there last year. I saw Damon in a fast food restaurant on Bunda Street.”

      “What’s the boy like? Is he anything like Vince?”

      Candace had rolled her eyes. “Damon worships his father, and he looks like a younger version of him, but he’ll never be like him.”

      “Why not?”

      Candace tapped the side of her head. “Damon isn’t very bright, and he’s got a temper he can’t control. I remember hearing that he beat up a tourist over a minor traffic incident.”

      “I was told Vince had a daughter too. Is she around?”

      “The girl doesn’t live in Australia, and I never met her either. Vince adores her though. He said she was his pride and joy, but all fathers say that.”
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        * * *

      

      The next day, Spenser was in Canberra, which was about a three-hour drive south of Sydney. He spoke with dozens of people, but no one had ever heard of Damon Ryker. A look through the area’s high school yearbooks was a waste of time as well.

      Australia was a huge country, and although Ryker was a foreigner and more memorable to the natives, Spenser knew he could search for a year and not find the man. It didn’t matter. Ryker was his target and so he would follow any lead and turn over as many rocks as it took. Vince Ryker had to die, no matter how long it took. Spenser was determined to kill him.

      In desperation, Spenser camped out in front of the fast food restaurant where Candace said she had run into Damon. Candace said that Damon resembled his father, so Spenser eyed every young man who entered the restaurant and scrutinized their features.

      On the afternoon of the fourth day, he spotted Damon Ryker. The boy, who was about eighteen or nineteen, did look like his father, and even wore a beard, which accentuated the resemblance. Candace had gone on to say that Damon was a pudgy boy, but Spenser didn’t think so. Damon wasn’t muscular like his father, but neither was he fat. He did have a soft look about him though, as if he hadn’t quite reached maturity yet.

      The kid had pulled up in a white Toyota Hilux, a pickup truck. While he was inside the restaurant, Spenser placed a magnetic tracking device on the vehicle. Damon emerged with a bag of fast food while sucking on a milkshake. If Damon had lost weight recently, it appeared he wasn’t going to keep it off.

      Spenser was driving a newer pickup that he had paid cash for. He followed Damon from the restaurant, with the hope that he would lead him to his father.
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        * * *

      

      Damon wound up at a nearby apartment complex. Spenser checked the mailboxes in the lobby and saw a box with the name D. RYKER on it.

      The boy was only inside for a short time before he came back out and drove away. Spenser wondered if some of the food Damon bought had been for his father.

      Spenser had seriously wounded Ryker back in Utah with a knife injury to the neck and a rifle slug in the left leg. Maybe Ryker was bedridden and recuperating in his son’s apartment. A check of the tracker on Damon’s vehicle showed that he was headed north.

      The tracker had a range of only a few miles. If Spenser delayed, he might lose Damon. Then again, perhaps the boy had already led him to his father.

      Spenser decided to check out the apartment and take the risk of losing contact with Damon. If Ryker were inside, his quest would be over.

      Wounded or not, Vince Ryker had been trained as a Tanner. Spenser entered the dwelling as quietly as possible after checking for tripwires or other traps. It was silent inside, except for the ticking of a clock. After a search, Spenser determined that there was no one at home.

      The disappointment hit Spenser with the force of a physical blow. He had been hoping to wrap things up and rejoin his boys in Indonesia. He had spoken to Cody and Romeo several times by phone, and they had been excited by the training they were receiving from Maz.

      Spenser smiled. He missed Cody and Romeo. The three of them had been together for years. They were on the verge of becoming partners once the boys’ training was completed, and he had plans to travel the world with them as they plied their deadly trade.

      The best time of Spenser’s life had been the year he’d spent traveling with his mentor, Tanner Five. He wanted his own protégés to have that experience. That couldn’t happen with the threat of Vince Ryker looming over them.

      Spenser gave the apartment a quick but thorough search before leaving. Once back in his truck, he headed north. The tracking device he’d placed on Damon’s vehicle wasn’t sending a signal to its counterpart because it was out of range. By driving in the same direction Damon had gone, Spenser hoped to pick up the signal again.

      He was thinking he had lost the young man when a beeping sound proved he was wrong. He had caught up to Damon and was within three miles of his location. Spenser sped up and found the truck parked at the pumps of a petrol station. While there, he filled his own tank.

      Damon never noticed him, and Spenser continued to follow. An hour before dusk, Damon turned right onto a dirt road that wasn’t on the map Spenser had with him. When he reached the spot a minute after Damon, Spenser saw the No Trespassing signs.

      The area they were in was undeveloped and sat near the edge of a national forest. Before proceeding closer, Spenser checked for cameras. When he saw none, he drove onto the property in a low gear.

      After weaving along the narrow road for over two miles, Spenser heard a familiar sound. Someone was firing a rifle.

      He tucked the pickup among high bushes that hid it from view and continued on foot. When he determined that the sound of the shots was coming from the other side of a small hill, Spenser climbed up while keeping low.

      Damon Ryker was shooting at a man-sized target that had been cut out of thick sheet metal. If a round struck it, there would be a resounding ring produced. Damon made that sound, but only with about two out of every six shots.

      Vince Ryker was reputed to be deadly with a rifle. That skill had not been passed down to his son. Even when Damon managed to hit the cut-out, the shots barely struck the edge of it, and the boy was only standing fifty feet away. Off in the distance sat two trailers. Upon seeing them, Spenser realized where he was. Ryker had made this his training camp, similar to the one Spenser maintained in Baja California.

      If Ryker hoped to train Damon to be his successor, he had his work cut out for him. The boy was a horrible shot. Spenser moved closer to Damon without being observed, waited until the boy emptied the rifle, then spoke to him.

      “Hello, Damon.”

      The kid spun around so fast that he nearly fell.

      “Who the hell are you?” Damon said, in an Australian accent.

      “I’m an old acquaintance of your father, Vince.”

      Damon squinted at him. “You’re an American. I heard there was an American in Sydney looking for my father.”

      “That’s me.”

      The boy’s soft features twisted with hate. “You’re not a friend of his. I know who you are, you’re that phony Tanner that shot him.” Damon charged at Spenser with the empty rifle raised like a club. “You killed my father!”

      Spenser dodged the young man and tripped him. Damon went down hard and landed on rocky soil. When he flipped over in preparation to sit up, Spenser pointed a gun at his face.

      “Are you saying your father is dead?”

      Damon looked up at him with wet eyes.

      “He died in Los Angeles from an infection he got from a leg wound. One of his old friends tried to help him, but the infection had reached his heart. I didn’t know anything about it until my sister called me. She said a man named Spenser Hawke shot our father.”

      Damon made a clumsy lunge, as he tried to grab Spenser’s leg. Spenser stepped aside, and Damon made it to his feet.

      “Calm down, kid,” Spenser said, but Damon ignored him and charged again. Damon’s forward motion came to a sudden stop when Spenser sent a hard kick against his jaw. Damon collapsed onto his back as he was rendered senseless.

      Spenser looked down at the boy and sighed. He aimed his gun at Damon’s chest. The smart move would be to kill the kid, to avoid the possibility of him someday making an attempt on his life. That was what Spenser’s head was telling him, but he didn’t want to kill Damon if he didn’t have to.

      After patting Damon down for other weapons, Spenser left him and checked out the trailers he’d seen. One was empty of any belongings, but the other held a few items of clothing that might belong to Damon.

      By the time Spenser returned to the firing range, Damon was sitting up and moving his jaw back and forth. Spenser squatted down across from him and snapped his fingers to get his attention.

      “Listen to me. My name is Spenser Hawke, but I’m also Tanner, the real Tanner. Your father was not, nor, could he ever claim to have been, a Tanner. If you have any plans to follow in his footsteps, forget it.”

      Damon stared at him from a face scarlet with rage. When he spoke, Spenser heard the pure hatred in his voice.

      “I’ll kill you someday, you bastard.”

      “Try it and you’ll die. Now, the friend in Los Angeles that told you your father was dead, what’s his name?”

      “Go to hell!”

      “I could torture the name out of you.”

      “No, you couldn’t, because all the man said was that his name was Joe.”

      Spenser stood. “This is over, kid. Move on with your life and forget all about me.”

      The hate in Damon’s gaze grew hotter.

      “On my father’s sacred soul, I’ll kill you, you and those phony apprentices of yours.”

      Spenser got a pained expression on his face. As he looked into the eyes of the young man seated on the ground. He knew Damon meant what he was saying, and that he posed a threat. A peril which also extended to Cody and Romeo.

      Damon barely had time to widen his eyes in shock before Spenser shot him in the forehead. The boy collapsed onto his back and his brains leaked into the ground. Spenser stared down at Damon and cursed Vince Ryker. Yes, he killed the boy, but Ryker was to blame as well.

      When Spenser left the area, Damon was buried in an unmarked grave, and the trailers of Ryker’s training camp were sending black smoke into a dark Australian sky.
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      ARIZONA, AUGUST 2018

      

      Tanner was seated in a booth inside a bar with Kayla and Zoe. Outside in the women’s van, Harvey slumbered in a drug-induced sleep, as the three of them decided his fate.

      “What’s this deal you have for us?” Zoe said.

      “Harvey is worth five-thousand dollars to you. I’ll double that to ten grand if you let me have him.”

      “Why do you want him?” Kayla asked. “He can’t be a target. If he were, he’d be… handled.”

      “He’s leading me to a pair of targets,” Tanner said, and went on to explain about Russell and Tonya.

      “We heard about those two,” Kayla said. “I also know that there’s a twenty-thousand-dollar reward for information leading to their capture.”

      “True, but you would never collect it, because they’ll soon be dead.”

      Kayla and Zoe straightened in their seats. They knew who Tanner was and what he did for a living, what their grandfather had also done for a living. It was still unusual to hear someone speak of murder so casually.

      “From what I hear, killing those two will be doing the world a favor, but we’ll still be giving up the twenty-thousand they’re worth,” Kayla said.

      Tanner nodded. “All right, I’ll give you twenty-thousand, but for that much money you’re going to babysit Harvey for me.”

      “What happens when you don’t need him anymore?” Zoe asked.

      “I told him I would let him go, and I will. If you two want to track him down again after that, be my guest.”

      Kayla sent a look her sister’s way. A moment later, Zoe grabbed her purse and headed toward the ladies’ room. When they were alone, Kayla reached across the table and took Tanner’s hand.

      “I’ve been hearing a lot about you these past few years. You’ve become a mythic figure on the streets.”

      “That was all the result of my fighting to stay alive. I seem to attract groups that want to kill me.”

      “Like that Mexican cartel?”

      “Yes, but there was a personal score to settle there, between me and the cartel leader.”

      Kayla smiled. “And it’s a story you won’t tell me, right?”

      “I wouldn’t want to bore you.”

      Kayla laughed. “Xavier, you were never boring, and I still think about you sometimes.”

      “If I recall, you were married the last time we met.”

      “That didn’t work out.”

      “I’m engaged, Kayla.”

      “Oh,” Kayla said, as she released his hand. “What’s she like?”

      “She’s beautiful, smart, and the toughest woman I’ve ever known.”

      “It sounds like a match made in heaven. Does she know about, you know, what you do?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’d like to meet her someday. I also want you to meet my son. He’s only thirteen, but he looks like Granddad.”

      “You still miss him?”

      “Granddad? Oh, hell yeah. That old man was the best. When he finally told Zoe and me the truth about who he was, who he had been, I knew it wasn’t as bad as it sounded. Yes, he was a hit man, a Tanner, but he was a damn good man and he loved me and helped make me who I am.”

      Zoe returned. She was looking at Kayla with an eyebrow raised in inquiry.

      “He’s engaged,” Kayla said.

      “Oh, too bad. You and Xavier were always good together.”

      “Romeo’s a father now,” Tanner told Zoe.

      “Is he still living in Indonesia?”

      “No, he and Nadya moved to Florida. I’ll be going there soon for a visit.”

      “And how is Spenser doing?” Kayla asked.

      Tanner grinned. “He’s the same as ever, even with the missing eye. If not for him, I might not have survived my run-in with that Mexican cartel.”

      The conversation turned back to Harvey, and how he was going to help Tanner find Russell and Tonya. When Tanner told the women about the threatening email Harvey had sent off to Russell, they seemed dubious about its success.

      “What if Russell just ignores it?”

      “He might. If so, I’ll think of something else, but I believe it might bring Russell out into the open.”

      Kayla unsnapped her purse and took out a phone.

      “This was in Harvey Kenton’s pocket. Is it what he used to send the email?”

      “Yeah, let me have it,” Tanner said. After checking for new messages, Tanner held up the phone. “It looks like Russell took the bait. He wants to know where Harvey would like to meet him.”

      “Good,” Zoe said. “This could be over soon, and I can get home to my daughters.”

      “How old are they now?” Tanner asked.

      “Seventeen and fifteen, do you believe it. We weren’t much older when we all met.”

      “I think the oldest one looks like Romeo,” Kayla said.

      Zoe elbowed her sister. “That’s a lie. Romeo and I had broken up before I became pregnant.”

      “She still looks like him, and tell Xavier her name.”

      Zoe pouted. “I picked the name Juliet because I think it’s beautiful, so stop teasing me.”

      Kayla whispered across the table to Tanner. “Juliet loves to surf too.”

      Zoe laughed. “You can be a jerk sometimes, Kayla.”

      “But you love me anyway, Sis.”

      Watching their banter, Tanner thought about his own sibling, Caleb, whom he recently discovered. He made a mental note to call Caleb once the contract was fulfilled.

      “Where are you two staying?” Tanner asked.

      Kayla gave him the name of a nearby hotel, then asked what they should do with Harvey.

      “I’ll take him back to his motel room tonight but starting tomorrow he’s your problem.”

      “Is he a handful?” Zoe asked.

      “No, but that doesn’t mean he won’t try and run.”

      “Don’t worry,” Kayla said. “We’ve been doing this for a lot of years. Once we get them, they don’t get away.”

      “I still want to set him free when he’s done his part.”

      “You could just let us have him,” Zoe said.

      “No, I gave him my word.”

      “Is keeping your word part of the Tanner code?” Kayla asked.

      Tanner thought about that.

      “A man who keeps his word is the only kind worthy of being a Tanner.”

      “Hey, Xavier,” Kayla said. “Tell that fiancée of yours that I said she’s a lucky woman.”

      “I’m the lucky one,” Tanner said, as he signaled for the check.
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      AUSTRALIA, NOVEMBER 2001

      

      A week after dealing with Damon Ryker, Spenser returned to Sydney late and found a surprise waiting for him outside his motor lodge. It was the same two men who had mistaken him for Vince Ryker. The black guy was behind the wheel of their van and sipping on a cup of coffee.

      His partner was in the passenger seat and appeared to be asleep. Their windows were down, and soft music drifted from the van’s radio. On top of all that, they were parked beneath a light post. If they were lying in wait for him, they had a lot to learn about stealth.

      With his gun out and at the ready, Spenser sidled up alongside the vehicle until he was standing beside the passenger door. Since he was in Australia, that put him on the left side of the van. Light from the overhead fixture reached into the rear of the vehicle, revealing it to be empty.

      “If you make a move for a weapon I’ll kill both of you,” Spenser said.

      The black man jumped in his seat and sloshed coffee all over himself. His partner opened his eyes, then gawked at the weapon pointed at him.

      “Hold on, mate, hold on,” the black man said. “We didn’t come here for trouble; we came here to tell you we believe you.”

      “What are your names?”

      “I’m Eddie, that’s Tony.”

      Spenser lowered the gun but kept it out and ready.

      “Why are you here?”

      “We know you’re not Ryker. One of our guys was with us the other day when we spotted you again. He said you look a little like Ryker, what with the beard and all, but that you definitely weren’t him.”

      “Ryker’s dead. He died back in the states.”

      “Who told you that?”

      “His son.”

      “Where can we find him?”

      “You can’t,” Spenser said, and the way he said it made the two men ask no more questions about it.

      Eddie released a deep sigh.

      “I guess that’s that then, but our new leader will still want to talk to you.”

      “Why?”

      Tony shrugged. “He sent us here to ask for a meeting. I think he wanted to know what you knew about Ryker, but if the bastard is dead, he’ll still want to hear the details.”

      “I’m not driving anywhere with you two.”

      “You don’t have to,” Eddie said. “Our leader wanted us to invite you to have lunch with him tomorrow downtown.”

      “When and where?”

      Eddie gave Spenser a time and place for the meeting.

      “What exactly does your group do?” Spenser asked.

      Tony grinned, and sent Spenser a wink. “A little of this, a little of that, you know, mate.”

      “I think I do,” Spenser said. “Tell your boss I’ll meet him, but if this is a trap of some sort, I’ll kill everyone involved.”

      “It’s no trap,” Eddie said. “And we might be harder to kill than you think.”

      The engine on the van came to life and Spenser stepped back to let them pull away. Once he was certain they were gone, he packed his things and drove to a different hotel.
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        * * *

      

      In Indonesia, where it was three hours earlier, Cody realized he was running alone and turned to see what had happened to Romeo.

      They were on the beach, sprinting in sand as part of their training. One moment Romeo had been beside him, and an instant later, he was gone.

      Cody saw that Romeo had stopped to talk to a blonde girl in a bikini named Emma. She was twenty, shapely, and smiling at Romeo as if he were the most interesting thing in the world. Romeo had met Emma weeks earlier and had spent every spare moment with the girl, who was English. Emma’s stepfather had been transferred to the area and was an oil executive.

      Figuring that he might as well take a break, Cody settled beneath a palm tree, as the sun grew low over the water. Nadya was there, as she had been watching them do their training sprints. Cody smiled when he heard Emma laugh at something Romeo said. When he looked over at Nadya, he saw the sadness in her eyes.

      “Romeo is too old for you, Nadya.”

      “I know, but Emma is no good for him either.”

      “Why do you say that? I thought you liked her. You two got along well when we went out on your father’s boat together.”

      “I do like Emma, but she’ll bring Romeo pain someday.”

      “What’s that mean?”

      Nadya stood and began walking away. “I have to get home before dark.”

      “All right,” Cody said.

      After Nadya left, Cody watched Romeo and Emma. The two were embracing each other while talking quietly. Cody assumed that Romeo would have a late date, which meant he’d be eating alone again. When Romeo and Emma joined him by the tree, Emma gave Cody a kiss on the cheek.

      “I’m sorry I took Romeo away from his training, but we hadn’t seen each other all day,” Emma said.

      “He missed you too,” Cody told her.

      Emma and Romeo shared a final kiss before she walked back along the beach to join her friends.

      “I wish Emma knew some girls who were unattached,” Cody said, as Romeo joined him beneath the tree.

      “Emma’s friends are all hooked-up with someone, but Dude, did you see her in that new bikini? And she’s not only hot but she’s smart too.”

      “Are you going out with her tonight?”

      “Yeah, and I can’t wait.”

      “Where are you going?”

      “We’ll just hang out.”

      “I think you’re falling in love.”

      “No joke, Cody, I think you’re right. Emma is on my mind all the time.”

      “You’re serious?”

      “Yeah, dude.”

      “Wow. You’re in love and I haven’t had a date since we got here.”

      “We barely have any free time, but I make time for Emma. That girl is special.”

      The boys were quiet for several moments, then Cody spoke.

      “It feels weird being here without Spenser.”

      “I know, but we need to get used to it. It won’t be long until we’re out on our own.”

      “And then someday Spenser will have to choose one of us to take his place.”

      Romeo looked sideways at Cody. “Who do you think he’ll pick?”

      “He’ll pick me. That’s not to say that you’re not worthy of being a Tanner, but I can’t imagine not being one. I have to be the best assassin who’s ever lived, do you get that?”

      “Because of what happened to your family?”

      “Yes. I made a vow to myself that I would never again be defeated by superior odds.”

      “And what if Spenser chooses me? Will that end our friendship?”

      Cody smiled at Romeo.

      “We’re past being just friends, Romeo. You’re my brother, and you’ll always be my brother.”

      “I feel the same way, dude, and I’ll tell you something else. I’d be okay if Spenser chose you. I mean, I’ve loved learning all the cool shit we know how to do, but I don’t think I need it the way you do. Having your family die around you and being the only survivor… it’s marked you, man.”

      “I know that. But now, now that I’m trained, if I come across men like the ones who killed my family, I’ll be able to handle them. I’ll kill every last one of the bastards.”

      “And you’ll have me to help you,” Romeo said.

      Cody stood and brushed sand off himself.

      “Let’s head back to the boat and get some sleep. You know Maz will try to wear us out tomorrow.”

      “That old dude is amazing. He looks fat and slow, but damn can he kick ass.”

      “I’ve been asking the other students about Throne, the guy who won the trophy the last two years. They say he’s Australian, and a jerk.”

      “The jerk part figures, or he wouldn’t go around calling himself Throne.”

      “They also say he’s unbeatable.”

      Romeo laughed. “He was until we got here. If I don’t beat the crap out of him, you will.”

      “Throne is coming to Maz’s home soon to start training for the contest. That’s good. We’ll get to see him in action before we have to face him.”

      “I want that damn trophy, Cody. Like you said, we’ll give it to Spenser.”

      “We’ll have to go through Throne to get it.”

      Romeo stood and looked out at the water. “I really love it here, and some of the women are smokin’ hot.”

      Cody smirked. “Like Nadya?”

      “The little chick is cute, and yeah, if she was five years older I would have been all over her.”

      “She really believes you’ll marry her someday.”

      “Nadya told me something about you too.”

      “What’s that?”

      “She said that you would someday marry a woman who tried to kill you.”

      Cody laughed. “Why would anyone do that?”

      “I know,” Romeo said. “Crazy, huh?”
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      ARIZONA, AUGUST 2018

      

      While it was true that Harvey knew things about Russell, Russell also knew Harvey well. He had given Tonya a list of three motels Harvey might stay at in Arizona, and Tonya found him on her second try.

      She had pulled into the parking lot just seconds before Harvey stepped out of a motel room. There was a man with him. The guy had dark hair and a serious set of eyes. The eyes told Tonya that the man was trouble.

      The two men headed toward a black van and climbed into the rear. Tonya couldn’t make out the driver’s face, but judging by the long red hair, she guessed it was a woman. Tonya took out her phone and called Russell.

      “Did you find him?”

      “Yeah, but he’s not alone.”

      “Who’s with him?”

      “Trouble,” Tonya said.
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        * * *

      

      “I might know a way to find Russell without putting my ass in danger,” Harvey told Tanner, Kayla, and Zoe.

      “How?” Tanner asked.

      “I think his stepsister might know where he is. Her name is Brenda.”

      “My researcher told me they haven’t spoken to each other since they were teenagers.”

      Harvey blinked at Tanner in surprise. “You have a researcher?”

      “At times, the world is becoming more complicated.”

      “Oh, well, your researcher is wrong. I was with Harvey when he ran into Brenda last year in Tucson. They’re not friends, but they talk on the phone sometimes.”

      “Do you know where to find her?” Kayla asked.

      Harvey grinned at her. “Brenda and I got along really well, if you know what I mean.”

      “Spare us the details,” Zoe said.

      Harvey’s phone made a sound. When Tanner checked it, he saw a message from Russell.

      “The meeting has been postponed. Maybe Russell suspects a trap.”

      “See,” Harvey said. “This is why we should go see Brenda. She might know where Russell is.”

      Kayla looked at Tanner. “What do you think?”

      “We’ll head to Tucson. It’s better than waiting for Russell to make contact again.”

      “I agree,” Zoe said.

      “I’ll follow behind you ladies in my car. Harvey, you stay with Kayla and Zoe, and don’t give them any trouble.”

      “I’d like to give them my phone number; these ladies are hot, especially Red here.”

      “You’re the expert on hot, firebug,” Zoe said.

      Harvey hung his head and moaned. “Damn, you burn one house down and all of a sudden you’re an arsonist.”
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        * * *

      

      Russell’s stepsister Brenda lived in a tiny house off Route 86. The dilapidated dwelling was surrounded by dirt and scraggly brush. Someone had attempted to paint the home with a bright shade of blue. They ran out of paint or desire halfway through the job. The right side of the house still had peeling white paint.

      When Tanner left his car and stepped up to the van, Zoe pointed at the house.

      “That’s some home, eh? I’ve seen nicer cardboard cartons.”

      “Brenda has fallen on hard times because she can’t stay off the booze,” Harvey said. “Her ex even got custody of the kids.”

      “I’d say that was lucky for the kids,” Kayla said.

      A woman stepped out of the house. She had dirty blonde hair and a pretty face. Her jeans were worn and faded, while her blouse was a dingy white. Harvey waved to her from the van and the woman waved back while smiling.

      “That’s Brenda,” Harvey said. “Let me go talk to her alone, and oh yeah, I’ll need to give her some money.”

      “You’re saying she’ll rat out her brother for a few dollars?” Kayla asked.

      “No, it’s not that, but I like her. And hell, look at this place, she must need money.”

      “How much is in your wallet?” Tanner asked.

      “I only have about a hundred bucks, man.”

      “That should be enough. Give it to her if you want, but you’re not getting a dime from me.”

      “How am I going to pay for my motel room?”

      “We could see that you get three hots and a cot at the county jail,” Zoe said.

      Harvey began fidgeting as he spoke to Tanner.

      “We had a deal. I help you and you let me go.”

      “That deal still stands. Zoe just likes to tease.”

      “She sounded serious to me,” Harvey said, as he opened the van door to leave.

      As Harvey walked toward the house, Tanner watched him.

      “You ladies stay here. I’m going to look over the area.”

      “You’re expecting trouble?” Kayla asked.

      “No, but I always prepare for it.”
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        * * *

      

      Inside the house, Brenda was handing Harvey a cold beer. Brenda looked to be headed toward fifty, but she was only thirty-three.

      “Who are those women out there, Harvey, friends of yours?”

      “Hell no, they want me to help them find Russell, after that, they’ll put me in jail.”

      “And what about that guy? He’s sexy.”

      “He’s a jerk named Tanner. I think he wants to kill Russell.”

      “I read about Russell, and the cops came by to talk to me about him, but I don’t know where he is.”

      “Listen, Brenda, do you still have that old dirt bike?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Does it work?”

      “A little, but the engine cuts out after a few miles. I stopped using it.”

      Harvey took money from his wallet.

      “I’ll buy it from you. I need to get away from those people outside.”

      Brenda smiled as she snatched away the cash.

      “Take it, but it won’t get you very far before it cuts off.”

      “That’s okay. I just need it to get me into the desert where they can’t follow.”

      “When do you have to leave?”

      “The sooner the better.”

      “Too bad. We had a lot of fun the last time you were here.”

      Harvey looked Brenda over. “I guess a few more minutes of being social won’t make a difference.”

      Brenda laughed, took Harvey by the hand, and led him into her bedroom.
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        * * *

      

      “Are you sure Harvey is on a dead-end street off Route 86?” Russell asked Tonya.

      “Yeah, why?”

      “My damn stepsister lives there. She and Harvey dated for a while last year, but she’s a drunk and he got tired of her.”

      “Can she lead them to you?”

      “Brenda doesn’t know anything about me. I’ve only seen her twice in the last fifteen years.”

      “Still, she might know something that could help them. Give me her address. I’ll have a talk with her after they leave.”

      “I don’t know the number, but it’s a shitty little house painted half blue, you can’t miss it.”

      “All right, and I can always find Harvey at that motel he’s staying at.”

      “I cancelled the meeting with him.”

      “Why?”

      “Because he’s not alone. I know you can take on Harvey all right, but you might get hurt if you tried to kill all four of them by yourself.”

      “I can handle it. I’ll just pick them off one by one.”

      “No, Tonya. It sounds risky.”

      “I’ll call you later,” Tonya said, then she ended the call.
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        * * *

      

      “Harvey has been in there a long time,” Zoe said.

      “You like him, don’t you?”

      “He’s cute. It’s too bad he’s a wanted felon and a firebug.”

      Kayla looked at the time on her dash clock. “He has been in there for a while, hasn’t he?”

      “Do you think Harvey is getting laid?”

      “Maybe,” Kayla said. “I know I won’t be.”

      “Are you bummed out because Xavier is engaged?”

      “No, I’m happy for him, but I wouldn’t mind reliving old times.”

      A rumble filled the air and echoed across the desert.

      “Where’s that engine sound coming from?” Zoe asked her sister.

      Before Kayla could answer, Harvey came out from behind the house riding on an old dirt bike.

      “Son of a bitch!” Zoe said.

      Harvey was laughing as he sped by the van. After leaving the driveway, he headed across the road and into the desert. Zoe had the van in motion, but it soon became clear that they couldn’t follow Harvey in the van, not without damaging the vehicle’s undercarriage.

      “Xavier will not be happy,” Kayla said.

      “And there goes our twenty-thousand too,” Zoe moaned.

      As he bounced along while maneuvering around the scrub brush, Harvey took the time to wave goodbye.
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            Now They Have A Reason

          

        

      

    

    
      SYDNEY, AUSTRALIA, NOVEMBER 2001

      

      Spenser showed up early for his noon meeting with the leader of the Outbackers. After scouting the area and finding no signs of an ambush, he waited outside the restaurant the group’s leader had chosen. Spenser wasn’t certain they weren’t attempting to set a trap for him, and it always paid to be cautious.

      A limo pulled up at the entrance of the eatery.

      When three men climbed out of the rear, Spenser got a glimpse inside the vehicle’s interior. There was a woman in there, and a man was seated on either side of her. The woman had dark hair and looked as frightened as anyone Spenser had ever seen. Her moist blue eyes locked on his for a brief moment and Spenser could feel her desperation.

      The door shut on the limousine and Spenser found himself staring at his reflection in mirrored glass.

      The three men who exited from the limo were studying him. Two of them were dressed in black T-shirts and tan chinos as Eddie and Tony had worn. However, the man in the middle was wearing a suit. His garments were well-tailored, but they couldn’t disguise that he was a brute.

      His neck was thick, the hands large and bulging with veins, and on the side of his neck was the tattoo of a skull. When he spoke, he had a broad Australian accent, which Spenser knew was associated with the working class.

      “I think you’re the man I’ve come here to meet.”

      “I am,” Spenser said.

      “We’ll be skipping lunch; something has come up.”

      Spenser pointed toward the limo. “That woman. I want to speak to her.”

      “You know her?”

      “No, but I want to ask her if she’s all right.”

      The man laughed. “She’s better than she’ll be an hour from now, but that’s really none of your business.”

      Spenser nodded. “I guess you’re right.”

      “Tell me what happened to Ryker.”

      “What’s your name?”

      “Any name I gave you would be false, just like the name you’re here under.”

      “As I told Eddie and Tony last night, Ryker died back in Los Angeles.”

      “He was wounded. Did you wound him?”

      “I did. If I had known he had died from the wounds, I wouldn’t be here.”

      “And you say his kid told you this?”

      “His name was Damon Ryker.”

      “Was?”

      “Was,” Spenser said.

      The man looked him over. “You’re not a man who fucks around, are you?”

      “No, I’m not, and I still want to speak to that woman you have.”

      “Why the hell do you care about her?”

      “She looked frightened. I want to know why.”

      The man in the suit reddened noticeably as he brought up a hand and pointed at Spenser.

      “We don’t have a problem with you anymore. That’s a very good thing, for you. But if you make trouble, we’ll bury your ass. Understand?”

      “Yes, you’re threatening me.”

      “Bloody damn right I am, Yank. In fact, why don’t you head back to America today. I don’t like you being around.”

      Spenser said nothing in response. After making a grunt of disgust, the man turned and walked back to the limo. When the door opened again, Spenser locked eyes with the woman once more, as she mouthed the words, “Help me.”
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        * * *

      

      In Indonesia, Cody and Romeo were spending the day fishing with Bagus and Nadya.

      After having endured a rigorous morning training session, they were both flying high. Maz had tested their abilities by having them attack him again. Knowing they were not the men they had been weeks earlier, Maz had them use training weapons made of rubber.

      Cody scored three blows against Maz before the older man took him down, while Romeo landed a strike to Maz’s neck. Had the weapons been real, Maz would have been in serious trouble.

      “You two will make a go of the contest all right,” Maz said, then he told them that they could leave early.
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        * * *

      

      It was Bagus’s day off and he had no charter customers, but he enjoyed fishing so much that he took the boat out anyway. After a morning of rain, the day had turned sunny, and the ocean breeze felt soothing.

      Nadya caught a grouper that was nearly as big as she was with help from Romeo. Once they had the fish aboard, the young teen hugged Romeo around the neck and kissed him on the cheek.

      “I would have lost the fish if you hadn’t helped. Thank you, Romeo.”

      “Sure thing, little chick.”

      When a smaller craft, a speed boat, headed toward them, Cody thought it might be some of Bagus’s friends coming over to say hello. Then, as they pulled up alongside them, he spotted the machetes they were holding down at their sides. There were six men in all. Cody recognized them as being the punks he and Romeo had run off before.

      Nadya called to her father, “Ayah, mulai mesinnya!”

      Cody wasn’t yet fluent in their language, but he understood that Nadya was telling her father to start the engines. It was too late for that, as two of the men had tossed hooks onto the railing with ropes attached. They climbed up with their machetes slung over their backs, then removed them to threaten Bagus.

      Again, Cody understood enough of what they were saying to make sense of it. They were telling Bagus that he had ignored their warning and had run out of chances.

      Once all six men were on board, they raised their machetes over their heads and moved in to commit slaughter. Cody heard Romeo’s gun send forth a round as he was pulling his own trigger. The small pocket pistols they had held only five rounds each, but at such close range, there was no chance of missing.

      The last of the six men had fled back to the railing and was preparing to climb down into his boat. Romeo placed a bullet in his back. To Cody’s surprise, Romeo then advanced on the man, grabbed him by the hair, and shouted at him in a voice filled with rage.

      “You were going to kill that little girl? You sick bastard, you were going to carve her up?” Romeo released his gun, plucked the man from the deck, and tossed him into the water.

      With the serious injury he’d sustained to his back, the punk had trouble swimming. He did manage to float, but it seemed certain that he would drown given enough time.

      Nadya was crying in her father’s arms, while Bagus looked both shocked and appalled by the violence he’d witnessed. Cody noticed that Bagus was staring at him with a look of fear in his eyes. He held up his gun.

      “Be glad we had these weapons with us. Otherwise, we might all be dead.”

      Bagus said nothing. He just stared at the dead and dying men littering his deck, and the blood running from them.

      The man in the water had been begging for mercy. His pitiful cries for help ended with a scream. His movements, along with his blood, had attracted a pair of tiger sharks.

      “Serves him right,” Romeo muttered, as the screams grew louder.

      “Give me a hand,” Cody said.

      They started tossing the other men overboard. When they came to one who was still alive, Cody killed him with a knife, while using his body to block the act from Nadya’s view. The sharks were in a feeding frenzy, as more were attracted to the feast.

      Cody loaded a fresh magazine into his gun, then emptied it into the small craft, causing it to take on water. When the ropes connected to the grappling hooks were severed, the speed boat began sinking.

      “Butchers!” Bagus said. “You two are butchers.”

      “They would have killed us, Bagus,” Romeo said. “Would you have rather had them hurt Nadya?”

      “Of course not… and yet… oh, it was all horrible.”

      “It was,” Cody agreed. “But it was horrible for them and not us.”

      Nadya peeled herself away from her father and embraced Romeo. When he hugged her back, Romeo planted a kiss atop her head.
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        * * *

      

      In Australia, the limousine had driven a few miles south to the suburb of Marrickville and arrived at an old factory. The property was listed as being for sale but sat unoccupied. There were many newer commercial buildings in the area that offered a more modern electrical and lighting system.

      The gang that had mistaken Spenser for Vince Ryker, the Outbackers, had obtained ownership of the property after a “business acquaintance” failed to pay his gambling debts. The group had been using it as a meeting place ever since.

      The man in the suit who had spoken to Spenser was named Jock Martin. He had started life as a dockworker and gradually drifted into crime. As the current leader of the Outbackers, Martin had gained control of a dying group whose membership was down to about a dozen men. The man he replaced, and who had been murdered by Vince Ryker, had been charismatic.

      Jock Martin was not charismatic, and many members left recently when Martin took charge. One of those men left to form his own group, taking about half of the men with him. That man, Greg Thompson, was now dead, having been stabbed to death in his sleep.

      Evidence had been planted that would point to him having been murdered by his wife, whom he was estranged from. That same woman was the one Spenser had seen in Jock Martin’s limo.
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        * * *

      

      Her name was Willow Thompson. Once she went missing, it would be assumed that she fled after killing her husband. Free of suspicion in Greg Thompson’s death, Martin was certain that he could woo members back into the Outbackers.

      Willow was yanked from the limo and all but dragged to an area at the rear of the warehouse. Preparations had been made, and thick plastic laid down to cover a section of the concrete floor. On a nearby table was a sharp knife, a chainsaw, and two bags of lime.

      “Why are you doing this?” Willow cried out. She was in her twenties and worked as a wedding photographer.

      “It’s not personal,” Martin assured her.

      A man had already been at the factory preparing things. He walked over and pawed at Willow’s breasts.

      “We could have a little fun with her first, Jock. She’s built right for it.”

      Martin looked at his other men. “You blokes want her?”

      They all smiled, then leered at Willow.

      Martin shrugged. “Looks like you’re going out with a bang, Willow. But she’ll be all yours, boys. I like mine willing.”

      Willow screamed and doubled her efforts at getting free. In response, she was shoved to the floor after being slapped across the face.

      Two of the men were laughing at her, but they stopped when Jock Martin held up a hand.

      “I thought I heard something while she was screaming.”

      “It was the sound of a charging handle being slid back,” Spenser said.

      The men looked toward the restrooms and saw Spenser holding an AK-47.

      Jock Martin was one of four men present who had a firearm on him, but he was the only one with enough sense not to use it. The man who had pawed Willow reached for the pistol secured in his waistband. Before he could free the gun, three rounds were stitched across his chest.

      Martin had rushed for the limo, slid across its hood, and made it into the driver’s seat. While Spenser was dealing with the other armed men, Martin got the limo in gear and headed for the loading dock door, which was down. He managed to get the limousine up to a speed of sixty kilometers an hour when he rammed the corrugated metal door.

      The door buckled in the middle, causing gaps to form at its lower corners. The spaces were big enough for a man to crawl through. Spenser sent six rounds toward the door and was rewarded by hearing Martin cry out in pain. When he looked back at the two remaining men, who were unarmed, they were holding their hands up in surrender.

      “Sorry boys,” Spenser said, “but I’m not in the second-chance business.”

      Spenser shot each man once in the head and watched them drop. While the men had been dying, Willow had looked on with marvel at how smoothly Spenser had dispatched them. She was the daughter of a criminal and had married one, but she had never witnessed such audacious violence.

      “Are you all right?” Spenser asked her.

      Willow stared back at him from her position on the floor but didn’t answer. When Spenser walked over and offered his hand, she took it, and he helped her to stand.

      “I’m Tanner,” Spenser said.

      “I’m Willow,” she whispered. “Willow Thompson.”

      Spenser rushed over to stare through the gap in the door and saw a blood trail heading toward the fence. He eased through the hole with the rifle leading the way, then looked around. The blood trail ended where Spenser remembered seeing a blue BMW. The car likely had the keys left in it and belonged to one of the men he’d killed.

      Willow joined him and asked a question. “Did Jock Martin get away?”

      “I’m afraid so.”

      “He has other men.”

      “Not for long he won’t,” Spenser said.

      “Thank you… for helping me.”

      Spenser started walking toward the rear of the factory.

      “I have to leave before the police show up.”

      Willow hurried after him. “Take me with you.”

      Spenser was surprised by the request, but he sent Willow a nod and they were soon on their way.
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            Not So Fast

          

        

      

    

    
      ARIZONA, AUGUST 2018

      

      Harvey heard the shot that struck the front tire of the motor bike, then found himself skidding out of control. When he realized he was headed for a cactus he laid the bike down and went tumbling end over end.

      After coming to rest with his face in the sand, Harvey moaned from the many aches vying for his attention. As he attempted to rise onto his hands and knees, a boot was placed on the back of his neck.

      “You broke our deal, Harvey,” Tanner said.

      “I wasn’t running from you; I was running from those women.”

      “Sure,” Tanner said.

      Kayla and Zoe joined them, and Zoe cuffed Harvey’s hands behind his back.

      “No, no cuffs, I can still help you find Russell.”

      “You had your chance,” Tanner said. “Now I think I’ll let Kayla and Zoe have you.”

      Zoe jerked hard on the cuffs and Harvey winced as he made it to his feet. Before Harvey could act to avoid it, Zoe kneed him in the groin.

      “Asshole! I could have used the extra money Russell would have brought in, not the measly five-thousand you’re worth. On top of that, you kept me away from my girls for another day.”

      Harvey had no comment to make. He was busy moaning.
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        * * *

      

      They had walked Harvey back to the van and secured him in its rear when a phone sounded off in Tanner’s pocket. It was Harvey’s phone. When Tanner checked it, he saw that Russell had left a new message.

      “He wants to meet at Janet’s house,” Tanner said. “Is that his ex-wife?”

      Harvey nodded.

      “Where does she live?” Kayla asked.

      “She lives in Bagdad,” Harvey said.

      “Iraq?” Zoe asked.

      “Not Baghdad where the Arabs live, Bagdad, Arizona,” Harvey said. “It’s a mining town that’s about four hours from here.”

      “She must have moved,” Tanner said. “Russell mentions an address in the Phoenix area. This is good. If Russell is planning to kill Harvey for threatening him, he’ll have to show up to do it.”

      “He won’t show himself unless he sees me first,” Harvey told them. “If you hand me over to the cops you might never find Russell.”

      Tanner was thinking about that when Zoe made a sighing sound.

      “Please tell me you’re not considering using Harvey again.”

      “If Harvey ran, he wouldn’t get any farther than he did the first time.”

      “I’ll help you, Tanner, I will, but I want these two to swear that they won’t turn me in afterward.”

      “If you lead us to Russell Graves we’ll let you go,” Kayla said.

      “What about you, Red?” Harvey asked Zoe.

      “Yes, we’ll let you go. And if you do run again I’ll hand your ass over to the cops so fast it will make your head spin.”

      Harvey grinned. “It’s a deal, now take these cuffs off.”

      Tanner shook his head. “The handcuffs stay on until we get to Phoenix.”

      “That’s what you get for running,” Zoe said.

      Harvey stuck out his tongue at her, which caused Zoe to laugh.
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        * * *

      

      A short time later, Tonya was talking to Russell and learning about the change in plans.

      “Why send him to your ex-wife’s house?”

      “I’m not, I’m sending them into a trap. I know a guy who lives in Phoenix who will take care of all of them. The dude was a mercenary in Africa for over ten years. He’ll have no problem handling things.”

      “Damn it, Russell, I told you that I would take care of them.”

      “It’s too risky, Tonya, just come on back here.”

      “Are you trying to order me around?”

      “I’m worried about you. How are you feeling?”

      “I’ve got a fever.”

      “It’s that damn cat bite. I told you it was infected. If you’re not careful that poison will travel to your heart. Go see a doctor.”

      “I don’t need a damn doctor and I’m not coming back either. I’m going to find Harvey and kill him and the others.”

      “The guy I hired will take care of them. His name is Kuper. He had me send them the address of a house he knows that’s sitting empty.”

      “How much did you pay him?”

      “Nothing. He owed me three grand, so now we’re even.”

      “He’s willing to kill four people for only three thousand dollars?”

      “He likes killing, and we go way back to high school too.”

      “Does Harvey know what this Kuper looks like?”

      “Yeah, they met a couple of times.”

      “What if Harvey spots him first?”

      “So what? Harvey doesn’t have a gun.”

      “The man he’s with does, I’ll bet you that much. The dude is named Tanner. I think he’s that hit man.”

      “Tanner, Tanner?” Russell said.

      “He could be.”

      “Shit, but wait, how do you know who he is?”

      Tonya smiled as she looked down at the floor where Brenda lay unconscious, and with a cut over her left eye.

      Tonya had gone to Brenda’s house after she saw Tanner’s car leaving with the van behind it. Brenda hadn’t wanted to say anything that might get Harvey in trouble, but Tonya changed her mind.

      “Your stepsister told me everything Harvey told her. Those two women he’s with are bounty hunters.”

      “Damn Harvey. He’s trying to lead them right to me.”

      “That’s okay, in a few hours they’ll all be dead.”

      “Right, Kuper will take care of them.”

      “Not Kuper, me,” Tonya said, as she ended the call.
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      AUSTRALIA, NOVEMBER 2001

      

      Spenser and Willow were back in Sydney, where they ate a late lunch at a diner on Abercrombie Street. Willow had only a slight appetite, but Spenser ate well while she relayed her story to him.

      “Greg and I broke up six months ago, but he fought the divorce.”

      “Why did you want to end the marriage?”

      “I found out he was sleeping around. Greg has a temper and so do I, believe me, the neighbors heard our arguments, and the police were called once.”

      “Was he violent?”

      Willow looked away as she said, “I hit him… with a lamp. He needed stitches.”

      “And this Jock Martin knew about that and decided to frame you for your husband’s murder?”

      “Two of his hooligans broke into my house as I was sitting down at my computer. A few days ago, I noticed that the carving knife was missing from a knife set I have. Martin told me that he buried it in Greg’s chest.”

      Willow stopped talking, as she wiped away tears. “I knew what Greg was and that he led a dangerous life, but he didn’t deserve to die at the hands of a bloke like Martin.”

      “You still loved him?”

      “Maybe, but the marriage was over. I told him, ‘If I can’t trust you, I don’t want you.’”

      “This Jock Martin, do you have any idea how many men he has left?”

      “No. I never asked questions about the gang. I do know that Greg had broken off from the group and started his own along with many of the men.”

      “Maybe you should go to the cops and tell them about Jock Martin.”

      “I’ve got a record. I served two years on a drug charge when I was younger, and I was in trouble for hurting Greg with that lamp. I doubt they’ll believe I was framed.”

      “You said your ex started his own group. How do we get in contact with them?”

      “I don’t know, but I do know a woman who might help. She’s the wife of one of the members and we were friendly. Her husband was one of the men who left the gang to join Greg.”

      “We need to get in touch with her and contact the group.”

      “We? Why are you helping me?”

      “At first, to save your life, but now I want to find Jock Martin. I traveled here to end one vendetta; I don’t want to leave here with a new one to worry about. I need to find Martin and put him down.”

      “Tanner?”

      “Yes?”

      “Thank you, I… I would be dead right now if not for you.”

      “You’re welcome. Where do we find your friend?”

      “She’s south of here in Campbelltown.”

      “Then let’s go see her.”
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        * * *

      

      INDONESIA

      

      Despite the fact that they saved his life and the life of his daughter, Bagus was furious at the boys. After bringing the boat back in. The four of them returned to the house. While Nadya and her mother cleaned the fish they had caught, Bagus spoke to the boys in private near his old boat.

      “Do you know what would happen if you were found with those weapons on you? You would be locked away for years. And to bring them on my boat, I could have been arrested for gun smuggling.”

      “For two automatics?” Romeo said.

      “This is not America. The gun laws here are strict.”

      “Our guns saved your life,” Cody said.

      “With acts of murder, and, and slaughter performed so casually. What sort of men are you?”

      “We’re men who know how to fight back,” Romeo said.

      “About that,” Cody said. “Does that gang have more men?”

      “I don’t know, perhaps, if so, I’ll deal with them.”

      “We’ll help you,” Romeo said.

      “I want you two gone. I am grateful for what you did today, I am, but you can’t stay here, not with those weapons on you.”

      “No, Ayah, they have to stay. You need them,” Nadya said, from where she was hidden behind a palm tree.

      Bagus gestured for her to join them, when she did, he placed an arm around her shoulders.

      “I told you to stay with your mother.”

      “I’m sorry, but I had a feeling that I should come out here.”

      “What did you tell your mother?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Good, I will explain things to her, and these men must leave.”

      “You need them, Ayah. There might be more danger.”

      “Maybe, and if so, it won’t be handled with guns. I will file a complaint with the authorities. Perhaps that will scare any new men away.”

      Cody shook his head. “Bagus, men who are willing to chop up a child aren’t intimidated by the law. They only fear violence greater than their own.”

      “Gather your things and leave, Xavier, Romeo. I want you gone now.”

      Nadya began pleading with her father in their own language. It ended when Bagus raised his voice in what sounded like a command.

      Nadya hung her head and began crying. “Ya, Ayah, I will keep silent.”

      “We’ll go, dude,” Romeo said. “We’ll move back into the hotel we were staying at. Call us if you need us.”

      “I will not be calling, and I do not want you to come back here. Please, I have to think of my family.”

      “Romeo,” Nadya said.

      “What, little chick?”

      “I’ll miss you.”

      Romeo grinned. “I’ll miss you too, honey.”

      The boys packed up their few belongings into their rental and headed out to find a new home. Before leaving the area, they went to the dock to pay a visit to Chance Cramer.
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        * * *

      

      Chance Cramer was in his forties, muscular, with long hair. The hair was turning white, giving it a salt & pepper look.

      Cody and Romeo boarded his boat without permission and found Cramer with two other men. One of the men was blond, while the other had a dark crew-cut. They were seated in deck chairs and drinking beer from cans.

      Cramer was working out with metal dumbbells while performing arm curls. He was thick with muscle and the weights he was curling each weighed a hundred pounds.

      “Who the hell are you two?” Cramer asked them in his Kiwi accent.

      “We’re friends of Bagus, the man you’re trying to run off,” Cody said.

      Cramer put down his weights, shrugged his huge shoulders, then flexed his biceps.

      “If something has happened to the guy I don’t know anything about it.”

      “Bagus is fine,” Romeo said, “but those six scumbags you hired won’t be around anymore. The same thing will happen to you if you don’t leave Bagus alone.”

      Cramer walked over and put his face inches away from Romeo’s.

      “Are you threatening me, boy?”

      “You’re being warned,” Romeo said. “If you’re smarter than you look, you’ll back off and leave Bagus alone.”

      Cramer grinned at him. “I could break your skinny ass in half.”

      “Go for it,” Romeo said, as he leaned closer.

      The grin died on Cramer’s face and he backed away while waving a dismissive hand at the boys.

      “I want you two off my boat, and I mean now.”

      “You’ve been warned,” Cody said. He looked at the other men. “That includes you two. If anything happens to Bagus, we’ll be back.”

      The man with the crew-cut sent them the finger, while the blond man eyed them carefully.

      “Get the fuck off my boat,” Cramer snarled.

      The boys left Cramer, while knowing if they ever returned, they would be there to deal death.
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      INTERSTATE 10 WEST, OUTSIDE PHOENIX, ARIZONA, AUGUST 2018

      

      Harvey remembered where Russell’s ex-wife Janet worked. When Kayla called the number and asked to speak to her, the woman came on the line.

      “No, I don’t know where Russell is. Are you another cop?”

      “I’m an investigator, and I need to find your ex-husband.”

      “I haven’t seen him in over a year and I don’t ever want to see him again after what he’s done. We divorced because he wouldn’t stop being a criminal, and now he’s turned violent. I thank God we never had a kid.”

      “Do you own property in Phoenix?”

      “No, is there anything else? I have to get back to work.”

      “Where would Russell go to hide?”

      “The police asked me that too, but I don’t know anything. Russell and I have barely seen each other the last six years.”

      “All right, and thank you for your help.”

      “If you see Russell…”

      “Yes?”

      “Never mind,” Janet said, and hung up.

      Kayla dialed Tanner and relayed the conversation to him. He was driving his car in front of the van, as they neared their destination.

      “We’re definitely headed toward a trap,” Tanner said. “When we get nearer to the location, park on the side of the road and we’ll make plans.”

      “Right,” Kayla said.
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        * * *

      

      They arrived about half an hour later and settled along a dirt track. The old farm road was parallel to the cracked roadway that led to the home Russell had directed them to. There was a wide spot off to the side that was big enough to park the van. Scattered about were beer cans and cigarette butts, with here and there a used condom. Someone liked to party among weeds, likely high school kids.

      Tanner brought out his camera, and after climbing atop the van’s roof, he was able to view the home in the distance.

      It looked to be fairly new but unoccupied, as the grass surrounding it was high and filled with weeds. Inexplicably, bales of hay were stacked nearby along with lengths of concrete sewer pipe. The pipe was placed end to end, as if waiting to be put in the ground.

      A hundred yards from the house was a wood-framed structure of a home that had yet to be built. It looked abandoned, and vegetation was climbing the framing.

      Then, Tanner spied a sign that explained the reason for what he was seeing. The sign was touting the construction of sixteen new homes. The completion date on the sign had come and gone over a year earlier. The hay wasn’t food for cattle, horses or goats. It was mulch hay used on construction sites to make it easier to navigate over muddy ground.

      Tanner climbed down from the van just as Zoe was taking the handcuffs off Harvey.

      “How many houses are there up ahead?” Kayla asked Tanner.

      “Just one; it looks unoccupied. I think it was a model home built for a construction project that later died. Harvey, how well does Russell know Phoenix?”

      “I don’t think he does, at least we never came here together.”

      “Then I find it strange that he would have knowledge about a failed construction project.”

      “Maybe his partner, Tonya, knows the area well,” Zoe said.

      “That could be, or it could be that Russell has brought in someone to help him, someone who lives in the area and has time to set up an ambush.”

      “What do you want to do?” Kayla asked.

      “You two stay here with Harvey while I go scout the area. If I think it’s safe, then you can send Harvey in with my car.”

      “Russell could still be coming here,” Zoe said. “The meeting time isn’t for another hour.”

      “Let’s hope that he does. If that happens, I’ll be waiting for him,” Tanner said.
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        * * *

      

      Tanner traveled to the property on foot and made a circuit around it. There were no fresh tire tracks visible and the home appeared empty. After taking a set of folding binoculars from his pocket, he scanned the terrain while hidden behind the cover of a concrete sewer pipe. He saw nothing, and told Kayla to send Harvey in.

      “But let me talk to him first.”

      When Harvey came on the line, Tanner made him a promise.

      “If you try driving off in my car instead of coming here, I won’t hand you over to the cops, I’ll kill you.”

      “I won’t run. I just panicked earlier.”

      “Give Kayla back the phone and get over here.”
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        * * *

      

      Hidden under the cover of camouflage a quarter mile away from Tanner was a man named Kuper. He knew about the defunct building site because he had worked as a day laborer on the project before the contractor went bankrupt.

      As Russell had told Tonya, Kuper had been a mercenary for years in Africa, and he enjoyed killing more than anything else. He was a thin man with a scraggly beard and thinning brown hair that was turning gray. Kuper had lost count of how many people he had killed a long time ago.

      Harvey drove up and was told by Tanner to leave the engine running and the door sitting open. When he joined Tanner by the sewer pipes, he looked jumpy. He would have been infinitely more nervous had he known that Kuper was looking at them through the scope of a high-powered rifle.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            15

          

          
            Smile When You Say That

          

        

      

    

    
      AUSTRALIA, NOVEMBER 2001

      

      Willow’s friend turned out to be a plump woman named Anna. Anna said she really didn’t know anything about what her husband was into and she preferred to keep it that way.

      “I thought you were the same way, Willow?” Anna said.

      “I was,” Willow told her. “But they’ve dragged me into the middle of a rivalry.”

      Anna waved those words away. “I don’t want to know any details, but I can call my husband and let him know you want to meet with him.”

      “Thank you, Anna.”

      Anna looked Spenser over. “By the way, I like your new man, he’s very sexy.”

      Willow smiled at Spenser. “I agree.”
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        * * *

      

      In Indonesia, Cody and Romeo were working a heavy bag as they practiced kicking. They paused when Maz walked over and introduced them to Throne, the man who was the current champion of Maz’s yearly competition.

      Throne was a giant and bulging with muscle. He had an ego that was bigger than he was and a mouth to match. His shaved head gleamed in the sun and his black goatee was well-trimmed. Among his many tattoos was his own name, which was written across his massive chest. When he spoke, he betrayed an Australian accent. It made Cody think of Spenser and wonder how he was doing.

      When Maz told him that Cody and Romeo were first-year students, Throne laughed at them.

      “They won’t make it past the initial round, especially the blond one.”

      “Why do you say that?” Romeo asked.

      “I never met a blond guy who was tough. You’re all pussies.”

      Romeo took a step toward Throne, but Cody held him back.

      “Save it for the competition, Romeo.”

      Romeo relaxed, even as his eyes burned with anger.

      “I hope we get to fight each other, Throne. I’ll show you how tough I can be then.”

      “If that happens little man, I’ll break you in half.”

      Maz pointed at Romeo and Cody. “Don’t underestimate these two, Throne.”

      “I’m the champion, Maz, and I’m going to stay the champion, mark my words.”

      As Throne strode over to the sand circle to train with Maz, Romeo stared after him.

      “I would love to knock him on his ass, dude.”

      “He’s the man to beat,” Cody said, “but remember, Spenser said that brute strength is not always the answer. We need to have an ace up our sleeves.”

      “What kind of ace?”

      “I don’t know yet, but let’s keep an eye on Throne. The man must have a weakness.”

      Inside the sand ring, four of the students attacked Throne at once while using the training weapons made of rubber. Throne moved with a speed that belied his bulk and dispatched the men within several seconds.

      “Damn,” Romeo said. “He lives up to the hype.”

      “He’s good, and he’s strong,” Cody agreed, “but maybe he tires easily.”

      That hope dissipated later on, after they watched Throne grab a jump rope and begin using it to work out on a wooden platform. Twenty minutes after he started, Throne was still jumping and looked as fresh as when he’d begun.

      Romeo sent a vicious side kick into the heavy bag. “I still hope I meet him in the competition.”

      “Better you than me,” Cody said, and they laughed.
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        * * *

      

      Anna’s husband agreed to meet with Spenser and Willow at an auto body shop he owned. The man was named Charlie Grant. He entered the shop area from behind a door marked OFFICE. Charlie had an open freckled face and wore a perpetual grin.

      Spenser recalled something that his mentor, Farnsworth, always said.

      “Don’t trust a man who smiles too much, boy. Ain’t nobody that happy.”

      The place was a drop-off point for stolen goods and a front for a chop shop, although they also performed legitimate body work.

      Charlie’s Auto Body operated on one side of the block, while a fictitious business named Specialty Auto was on the other side of the building. In reality, they were connected, and both owned by Charlie. However, if Specialty Auto was ever discovered by the cops, they would find no way to tie it to Charlie’s legitimate business.

      Spenser saw only one man working inside the shop, then realized the room’s dimensions were off. The outside of the building had seemed much larger. He guessed that illegal activity took place behind the rear wall, which was made of brick.

      Charlie’s smile was bright as he greeted them.

      “G’day mate. How you going? And hey there, Willow. Anna says you had a bit of trouble?”

      Willow looked over at Charlie’s employee and asked if they could speak in private. When Charlie suggested the office, Spenser and Willow followed him into the small room. Once inside, Charlie shut the door behind them, then slid behind an old metal desk to take a seat.

      “Now then, what’s your troubles, eh?”

      “Greg is dead, Charlie. Jock Martin killed him, and he’s framed me for his murder.”

      “Oh, that. I know all about that.”

      “You do?” Willow said.

      “Yeah, see, I never really left the gang; I was acting as a spy for Jock,” Charlie said, his smile never wavering.

      The door that led to the shop burst open. The man who’d been working on the car entered brandishing a crowbar. Spenser did a scissor kick and caught the guy on the chin. In the meantime, a bookcase filled with car manuals slid aside and two more men entered the room. One of the men grabbed Willow and pressed a knife to her throat. The other man had a shotgun pointed at Spenser.

      “Don’t be stupid, mate,” Charlie said. When Spenser looked over at him, he saw that the grinning man was holding a revolver.

      “Is Jock Martin coming here?” Spenser asked.

      “He sure is, and you’re going to be damn sorry when he gets here,” Charlie said, then he spoke to the man who had been kicked in the face. “Brett, go fetch some rope so we can tie these two up. But first, see what weapons our American friend has on him.”

      Brett rose from the floor with a bloody lip that was becoming puffy. After removing Spenser’s gun from a hip holster, he patted him down while glaring at him. Brett handed Spenser’s weapon to Charlie, then spun around and planted a fist into Spenser’s stomach. After showing little reaction to the punch, Spenser backhanded Brett and sent him sprawling onto the floor again.

      The man with the knife at Willow’s throat sent a warning.

      “I’ll slice open the bitch’s face if you don’t behave, Yank.”

      Spenser saw that Willow looked terrified, while the knife at her throat had already nicked her and caused a trickle of blood to creep down toward her breasts. Spenser sent the man a nod. There was no point getting them agitated. It would only make things worse.

      Brett rose up on a pair of shaky legs and headed off to get the rope. When he passed by Spenser, he looked like a man avoiding a live wire.
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      PHOENIX, ARIZONA, AUGUST 2018

      

      Tonya arrived in the area and traveled down the same parallel road that Tanner and the Farnsworth sisters had used. The infection spawned by the cat bite had been worsening and the wound itself was an inflamed sore leaking pus. Tonya had begun wearing a red bandana tied around her neck, as the wound was sensitive to sunlight.

      She drove slowly, then stopped when she saw the top of the van above a field of high weeds. She had no idea if Tanner and the women were parked together, but she thought it likely that at least one of them had gone over to the house with Harvey. If she snuck up on the remaining two at the van, Tonya felt she would have a good shot at killing them before they knew what was happening.
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        * * *

      

      At the van, Kayla was on the phone and talking to Tanner.

      “I thought I heard a car before, but it must have been a noise from the road,” Kayla said.

      “If anyone comes to the house, I’ll dodge out of sight and leave Harvey out in the open to draw them in. If you hear a shot, come here and block the driveway.”

      “I’m starting to think that Russell is playing with us. If that’s the case, what’s your next move?”

      “Now that we know Tonya’s last name, I’ll look into her past. If we can’t track down Russell, maybe she’ll be easier.”

      “That sounds like a plan,” Kayla said.
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        * * *

      

      In a field to the north of the house, Kuper was deciding whether to kill Harvey or Tanner first. He decided on Harvey when he saw how nervous the man appeared. If he killed Tanner first, Harvey might bolt for cover like a jackrabbit, and anyway, Harvey was the main target. Kuper adjusted the scope just a fraction and aimed at an area dead center and an inch higher than the spot between Harvey’s eyes.
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        * * *

      

      Tonya heard Kayla talking on the phone then caught sight of Zoe looking at a computer tablet. She smiled. They would be dead before they knew what had happened. To be certain she would have a good angle of fire, Tonya inched a little closer. That’s when her ankle struck a line of fishing wire and caused two empty beer cans to clank together.

      “Shit!” Tonya said, as she began firing.
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        * * *

      

      Tanner heard Kayla say, “Someone’s here,” in a hushed voice a moment before the sound of gunfire came over the phone and through the air. One shot was louder and closer than the others. It had come from a rifle. A hole appeared in an exterior wall of the abandoned model home and Tanner watched Harvey dive to the ground.

      “Kayla?”

      There was no answer, only the sound of a scream and more gunshots. When Tanner looked in the direction the rifle shot must have come from, he saw the glint of sunlight off a scope. The man holding the rifle was wearing some sort of home-made ghillie suit. He had blended in well with the land around him. The man fired another round, then another, while moving closer and keeping them pinned down behind the concrete sewer pipes.

      “Shoot back!” Harvey yelled.

      “There’s no point,” Tanner said. “He’s out of range of my gun.”

      “Then we have to make a run for the car.”

      “That would be suicide,” Tanner said, as he wondered if Kayla and Zoe were still alive.
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        * * *

      

      Tonya laughed as she sprinted back to her vehicle. She had shot one of the women standing by the van. Judging by the blood that flowed from the neck wound, there was only one left. As she had told Russell, she’d pick them off one by one.

      Fishing wire was tangled about her ankle and she was trailing along empty beer cans that were attached to it. Tonya used a knife to free herself from the crude but effective early warning system the women had used.

      Tonya cursed the luck. If she had avoided the wire, she would have easily killed both women. And yet, good fortune had been with her as well. Several shots had been fired at her, with one even passing through her hair, but she remained unwounded. That is, if you didn’t count the cat bite.

      Tonya was about to drive away when an idea struck her. Why not do the unexpected? Instead of heading toward the road she placed her car in gear and headed back toward the van. Tonya had her window down and her gun arm extended as she drove.
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        * * *

      

      “Oh God, oh God, oh God,” Kayla said, as she applied pressure to the wound in her sister’s neck. The round hadn’t struck an artery, at least, Kayla didn’t think so, but Lord, there was a lot of blood.

      “Am I going to die?” Zoe asked.

      “No, damn it no, you’re going to be all right, honey. The bullet missed your artery.”

      “I hear more shots.”

      “That’s coming from over by the house.”

      “I hope Xavier is okay.”

      “He is; he’s like Granddad, remember?”

      Through her pain, Zoe smiled. “Granddad’s old trick with the cans worked too, we heard her coming.”

      “The old man is still helping us.”

      “Kayla?”

      “What?”

      “Someone’s coming.”

      Kayla heard it too. It was a car approaching fast. When she looked up, she saw Tonya skidding to a stop while aiming a gun their way. Kayla’s weapon was back in its holster, while her hands were pressing down on her sister’s neck. There was no way she would return fire in time to save them.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Tanner had started the rolls of hay burning by using a lighter. The wind was carrying the smoke in the direction of where the car was parked.

      Harvey was giddy as he watched the plume grow thicker.

      “Smart, man, that was smart, Tanner. We can use the smoke for cover while we run for the car.”

      “No, Harvey. We’d be shot down before we could reach the car or killed inside it if we made it. I only started the fire to cause a diversion. While the sniper is preoccupied looking for us in the smoke, we’ll go the other way by crawling through the sewer pipes.”

      “What? No, man. Tanner, the car is right there.”

      “The smoke isn’t thick enough or low enough to conceal us, Harvey. Follow me through the pipes and I’ll keep you alive.”

      Tanner ducked into a pipe and began crawling through spider webs and the debris that had been blown inside it. A glance back over his shoulder showed him that Harvey had ignored his advice. He caught a glimpse of Harvey through a gap in the smoke before losing sight of him. Then, there came a masculine scream as the sniper’s rifle barked twice.

      “Fool,” Tanner said, and kept crawling.

      There were narrow spaces between the pipes. Each time Tanner reached one he wondered if he could be spotted through the weeds that grew around them.

      The sound of more gunfire came from over where the van was parked. Tanner ignored it, as he could do nothing for Kayla and Zoe until he took care of the sniper.

      The rifle sounded off three more times before Tanner emerged from the other end of the line of concrete pipes that had been staged for insertion into the ground. It placed him a hundred feet to the south of the shooter and about twice that distance on his right.

      Tanner kept crawling, now among weeds and scrub brush. He was barely in shooting distance of the sniper, but he could move no closer without the risk of being seen. Tanner steadied his gun in a two-handed grip and took aim.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Out in the field, Kuper stared through his scope but saw no movement. The only place to take cover was behind the sewer pipe. His initial shot had gone high, after he was startled by the shots he’d heard coming from Tonya’s gun.

      He had an idea who was shooting at the women left with the van, as Russell had told him that Tonya still wanted to kill Harvey. Tonya was too late to claim Harvey and going up against the women alone wasn’t very bright. Kuper had warned Russell that Tonya might wind up dead.

      “Don’t blame me if she doesn’t come back,” Kuper told Russell.

      “That might not be the worst thing that could happen,” Russell said.

      Kuper had smiled at those words and assumed Tonya was getting on Russell’s nerves. When he was done killing the men, Kuper figured he’d head over to the dirt lane and murder the women. If Tonya survived her firefight, he’d put her down too, just for the hell of it.

      Returning his attention to the task at hand, Kuper sought to bring the dark-haired man out of hiding.

      “Hey over there!” Kuper called out. “I shot Harvey, and I know you’re cowering behind that pipe. Throw out your gun and I’ll let you—”

      Shots came from Kuper’s right. One of them struck his rifle and splintered its wooden stock, while another nicked the watch on his wrist and shattered it.

      “Fuck!”

      Kuper abandoned the rifle, hit the ground, and began crawling toward the motorcycle he’d covered with a brown tarp. The gun barked again, and Kuper felt a searing pain in his left shoulder as a bullet sliced a crease across the top of it. If any more shots came, Kuper never heard them over the roar of the bike as he started the engine and rode away. With his ghillie suit still on, he was a bizarre sight.
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        * * *

      

      Tanner sprinted toward his car, where he found Harvey lying face down in the dirt with an entry wound in his back.

      “Harvey?”

      There was no answer. When Tanner eased him over, he saw that Harvey had died. There was a large exit wound in his chest. Then, Tanner was in the car, headed toward Kayla and Zoe, and calling for an ambulance.
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        * * *

      

      Tonya thought she had the two women dead to rights until the wounded redhead brought up a gun and fired at her. One round passed through the opposite door and embedded itself in the dashboard, while another whizzed past the tip of Tonya’s nose and out the open window.

      As she struggled to shift into reverse with her left hand, Tonya fired a shot that went so high it even missed the van. Another round from the redhead’s gun pinged! into a rear panel, then Tonya was speeding backwards along the dirt road.
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        * * *

      

      Kayla laughed with relief as Tonya sped away.

      “You saved us, Zoe. I never would have gotten my gun out in time.”

      “Am I really going to be all right?”

      “Yes, honey, but we have to get you to a hospital before you lose too much blood.”

      “I smell smoke.”

      “Me too, and I hear a car nearby.”

      A voice cried out, it was Tanner’s voice. “Kayla! Zoe!”

      “We’re over here!” Kayla called.

      Tanner’s voice had come from their left, but he arrived on their right, after circling around. When he saw the blood Zoe had lost, he winced.

      “She’ll be all right, but we have to get her to a hospital,” Kayla said.

      “I called for an ambulance and someone will investigate the smoke from the hay fire I started.”

      “It was Tonya, Xavier. The crazy bitch tried to kill us.”

      “Where’s Harvey,” Zoe asked. “Did he run away again?”

      “Harvey’s dead.”

      “Damn,” Zoe said.

      “We were pinned down by a sniper. I don’t think it was Russell; I doubt he has the skill.”

      A siren could be heard approaching and Tanner released a frustrated sigh.

      “I need to get out of here.”

      “Go, and don’t worry, we’ll make up a story that fits the facts but leaves you out of it.”

      “Thank you, and Zoe, hang in there.”

      Tanner managed to leave the scene moments before a fire truck pulled down the driveway leading to the model home. He had cut across the road and gone the other way and was pleased when he saw an ambulance racing toward the scene.

      Harvey had claimed that Tonya was the more violent of the home invaders, and the ponytailed man had been right. After what the bitch did to Zoe, Tanner thought it would be a pleasure to put her in the ground.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            17

          

          
            The Ace

          

        

      

    

    
      PADANG, INDONESIA, NOVEMBER 2001

      

      Cody spotted the woman first but then all eyes tracked the beautiful blonde as she stormed toward the sand ring at Maz’s compound. The woman was in her early thirties and dressed in denim shorts and a white blouse.

      “Felix!” the woman shouted. She kicked off her shoes, entered the sand ring, and strode toward Throne. “You owe me money, Felix.”

      Throne’s face reddened as he looked at the blonde. Cody thought it was caused by shame and not anger. Throne was looking around as if he’d been caught doing something he shouldn’t be doing.

      “Why are you here, Caroline?”

      “You know why. You’re behind on paying me my spousal maintenance. Do you want me to call my barrister?”

      “I’ll have the money for you soon.”

      “Why are you wasting time here, Felix? I thought you had a job at the oil refinery.”

      “That didn’t work out. Besides, I need to train so I can keep my title.”

      The woman laughed, but there was no humor in it.

      “Why did I marry such a little boy? Will you ever grow up? This so-called title means nothing.”

      “That’s not true. It means I’m the best at something. Ah, but you’re a woman. You’ll never understand.”

      Caroline moved closer to Throne and poked a finger in his face. Cody heard Romeo laugh when the massive Throne flinched away from her.

      “You have a week to pay me and then I’ll have you back in court.”

      As Throne pleaded for more time, Cody whispered to Romeo.

      “I’ll be back in a little while. But if I don’t return right away, I’ll see you back at the hotel.”

      “What? Where are you going?”

      “I think I found an ace we can slip up our sleeves.”

      “I don’t get it.”

      “I’ll explain when I see you again; tell Maz I’ll stay later tomorrow.”
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        * * *

      

      When Caroline returned to her car, a red Toyota Supra, she found Cody admiring the vehicle.

      “Nice ride,” he said. “How fast does it go?”

      Caroline looked him over as a smile appeared on her lips.

      “You’re a Yank, aren’t you?”

      “Born and bred in Texas, ma’am.”

      “Hmm, I’ve always fancied Yanks, and you’re a fine young specimen.”

      “Have you had lunch yet?”

      “No, but what’s that to you?”

      Cody moved closer to her. “I’m hungry, are you hungry, Caroline?”

      Her smile widened. “I could nosh. What’s your name?”

      “I’m Xavier, Xavier Zane.”

      Caroline’s eyes grew narrow. “You’re not a friend of Felix’s, are you?”

      “No, and if I get the chance, I’ll knock Throne clear out of that ring.”

      “Get in the car, Xavier. I’ll let you buy me lunch.”

      Cody did as the lady said. It was always nice to make new friends.
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        * * *

      

      Romeo had a lunch date of his own with Emma. When he was done training, he thought he might need a ride back into the city, since he assumed Cody had taken their car. But no, the car was still there, and he wondered again what Cody was up to.

      Emma was to meet Romeo at the restaurant where they planned to eat. He had just enough time to shower and shave before heading there. Since the restaurant was so near the hotel, Romeo decided to walk. Traffic conditions were bad. Romeo figured he’d make better time on foot than he would creeping along while avoiding the endless scooters that weaved in and out of the lanes.

      As he walked along, Romeo wondered what would happen once Spenser rejoined them. The plan was for the three of them to move on and travel the world for a while. That had sounded like heaven until he’d met Emma. Now, Romeo couldn’t imagine leaving her. He was in love, no doubt about that, and he knew that Emma loved him too.

      He was on the verge of becoming everything he’d wanted to be when he’d begun training with Spenser. Along the way, he had met a friend who was more like a brother. Could he really let that all go to stay with Emma and make a life? Maybe, yeah, because he loved her that much.

      When Emma was late for their lunch, Romeo assumed that she had been held up, but as more time passed, he became worried. He took out his cell phone and found there was no service. He called Emma’s house by using a pay phone, then had to leave a message.

      “Hey, Emma, I’m at the restaurant, baby. Did you forget we were meeting here? Call me back.”

      Romeo gave it another five minutes and headed off to see Emma. Her parents were renting a large home outside the city and he had to stop at the hotel and get the car.
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        * * *

      

      Two more calls went unanswered by the time he’d arrived at the house. Romeo found Emma sitting out on the front steps, and he could tell that she’d been crying. Emma was dressed in a green kebaya, which was a fashion native to Indonesia. The blouse-dress combination was flattering on her.

      “Yo, baby, what’s wrong?”

      Emma looked up at Romeo with wet red eyes.

      “I know about you. I know that you’re a paid killer.”

      “What?”

      “Do you deny it?”

      Romeo took a seat beside Emma on the stone steps. The home behind them was built in a more western style than most of the homes in the Sumatra region. It had a pitched roof, with decorative gables, and a wide front porch. It was also a large home with five bedrooms and four baths.

      Romeo struggled for something to say, for a way to deny Emma’s allegation, but as he opened his mouth, the truth came out.

      “I’m an apprentice of a man named Tanner, and yeah, he’s an assassin. In fact, he’s the best assassin there is.”

      Emma stared at him. “You sound proud.”

      “I am proud, and I’ve worked damn hard to get to the point that I’m at. Yes, I’m a killer, but I’ve never killed anyone who didn’t deserve it. I’m training to be a Tanner, Emma, and a Tanner is something special.”

      “Special? You kill people for money. How is that special?”

      “I’ve also saved lives by killing. Emma, there are people out there who will take what they want if they’re not stopped, and the law is not enough, baby, it just isn’t.”

      Emma shook her head as a sob escaped her. After sucking in a deep breath, she spoke again.

      “I can’t be with you anymore, Romeo, not, not knowing what I know about you.”

      “I thought you loved me.”

      “And I thought I knew you, but I don’t, do I?”

      “You think because I kill people that I’m no good, but I’m not a bad guy, Emma, and baby, I love you.”

      Emma removed the emerald ring Romeo had bought for her. She handed it to him.

      “Take it. If I kept it, it would just be a reminder of you.”

      “Emma, I don’t want to lose you.”

      Emma pressed the ring into Romeo’s palm, then stood and walked toward her front door.

      “We’re through, Romeo. Don’t call and don’t come here anymore.”

      “Emma, how did you find out about me?”

      “She told me.”

      “She?”

      “It was that little girl, Romeo, Nadya.”

      Emma disappeared into the house as fresh sobs wracked her body. Romeo left the steps minutes later, while wiping at his own eyes.
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      PHOENIX, ARIZONA, AUGUST 2018

      

      Zoe’s wound wasn’t fatal. Still, she did need to be hospitalized to regain her strength, as she had lost a significant amount of blood.

      Kayla and Zoe told the police that they had tracked Harvey to Phoenix and were looking to cash him in for the bounty on his head. While they were searching for him, they were attacked by a woman who matched the description of Tonya.

      They said nothing about the fire or Harvey’s death, since they should have had no way of knowing about either incident. Although they had smelled the smoke, they couldn’t have known it was the hay that had been burning.

      It was the homicide detectives responding to the scene that theorized that Harvey had started the blaze. They were also working under the assumption that Russell killed Harvey, and that Tonya stumbled across Kayla and Zoe.

      Only one mystery remained. An unknown had fired on the sniper who killed Harvey. Slugs had been recovered, but no shell casings had been found. When asked about it, the female bounty hunters pleaded ignorance, and the cops had no reason to doubt them.

      Kayla and Zoe were well-known in Arizona and had been apprehending fugitives for many years. They had never crossed the line into vigilantism—as far as the authorities knew—and so they were trusted.
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        * * *

      

      Kayla rejoined Tanner that evening at a bar on Indian School Road. The place served food, so they ate while they talked.

      “Zoe should be out of the hospital in a day or two, but she’ll have to rest after that. Xavier, that bitch Tonya nearly killed my sister. If we hadn’t been warned by using the cans, she would have shot us both in the back.”

      “I spotted the beer cans when I came over to check on you two. You learned that trick from your grandfather?”

      “We sure did,” Kayla said, and went on to explain how she and Zoe had placed a length of fishing wire and tin cans around their van to warn them if anyone approached.

      Tanner smiled. He had used that trick himself over the years and he too had Tanner Five to thank for it.

      “Your grandfather taught you well, Kayla. Maybe you should have trained to be a Tanner.”

      “I’m no assassin, but I’ll tell you something, I want that bitch, Tonya. I won’t kill her, but oh, how I’ll make her pay for hurting Zoe.”

      “But first we have to find her.”

      “We don’t even know where to look, do we?”

      “Not yet, but I’ll spend the night searching for her. Maybe I’ll get lucky.”

      “She attacked us twice. The second time she was in a car. Zoe put at least two bullet holes in it.”

      “Describe the car to me.”

      Kayla smiled. “I can do better than that.”
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        * * *

      

      They were in the bar’s parking lot after finishing their meal and sitting in the van.

      Tanner was looking at Kayla’s dash cam, which captured Tonya’s attack when she was driving the car. Tonya was wearing a red scarf and her hair was dark and shorter than her victims had described, like it had been in the video taken by Buttons’ collar camera.

      Harvey had said that Tonya liked to wear long blonde wigs as a disguise while working. Since she wasn’t wearing one while she was out to kill them, Tanner wondered if she considered stalking them play, or a game. If so, it was a game she would lose.

      The video had captured the car’s license plate too, which would aid in finding Tonya.

      “Why didn’t you tell the police you had this?” Tanner asked.

      “If they arrested her, she’d get a nice comfy prison cell. If you find her, the bitch gets what she deserves. And I want her, Xavier, for Zoe.”

      Tanner sat the dash cam down and turned his head to look at Kayla.

      “How is Zoe doing? I mean financially. She mentioned that she really needed the money capturing Harvey could have earned you.”

      “Things are tight. The girls’ fathers pay her child support but it’s not much because they earn so little. Zoe gives her daughters everything and has them in private school. That takes money, and soon the oldest one, Juliet, will be off to college. We’ve been hustling, but in this business, it’s feast or famine. Lately, it’s been famine.”

      “I’ll pay you the twenty grand I mentioned. That should help.”

      “It will, and thank you. Zoe and I both know you don’t need us to track down Russell.”

      “You could have cashed-in Harvey when I needed him, and you didn’t do that as a favor to me.”

      Kayla released a sad sigh.

      “I don’t know why, but I feel sorry for that firebug. He wasn’t a bad guy overall.”

      “Harvey made his choices and they led to his death, but yeah, as far as scumbags go, he barely rated.”

      “So, that’s something else we owe Russell and Tonya.”

      “We’ll find them, Kayla, and yeah, they’ll pay.”

      “I know they will. We’re playing by your rules now, deadly rules, and no one is better at the game than a Tanner.”
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        * * *

      

      Tonya decided to rent a car since hers had bullet holes in it. She had a credit card she had bought from an identity theft ring in the name of Maxine Gleasoni. Tonya didn’t think she looked like a Maxine, but what the hell, as long as the card worked.

      She arrived on foot at the rental office late, and they had few choices left. Most of the vehicles were either ugly or bigger than Tonya needed. When she spotted a gray vehicle that looked fast, she pointed to it, then received a surprise.

      “It’s an electric car?”

      “A hybrid, it runs on gas and electric,” the young clerk told her. He was in his twenties and looked like he just wanted to go home after a long day. The sales clerk started the engine and the dash lights came to life.

      “Why is it so quiet?”

      “It’s the electric motor. The newer models make more noise, as a safety precaution.”

      Tonya grinned. Quiet was good. Quiet was sneaky.

      “I’ll take it,” Tonya said.
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        * * *

      

      After leaving the rental office, she phoned Russell. She thought he’d be thrilled to hear from her, but instead, he seemed annoyed.

      “You need to come back before you get your ass killed, Tonya. I told you that Kuper would handle things.”

      “Did he kill Tanner and Harvey?”

      “Harvey’s dead and it serves him right, but Kuper said that Tanner got away.”

      “Did you tell him it was Tanner he’s after?”

      “No.”

      “Why not?”

      “I don’t want to scare him off. Besides, he’ll be more relaxed if he thinks Tanner is just some random guy.”

      “If Tanner is hot shit like everyone says he is, Kuper will be dead soon.”

      “Maybe, or maybe Kuper will come out on top.”

      “I might have killed one of the women, or at least she’s wounded. But don’t worry, I’ll kill them all before I’m through, even Tanner.”

      “Let Kuper handle it.”

      “I’m as tough as any man, Russell, and I don’t take orders from you.”

      “Think about it, Tonya. With Harvey dead, Tanner and those women have no way to find us. Why take a chance on getting killed?”

      “Because they think they can mess with me. People that mess with me die.”

      Russell released a long weary exhalation that spoke of the frustration he was feeling. “Call me tomorrow morning, okay?”

      “Yeah,” Tonya said.

      After the call ended, she sat and thought about her next move. Her damn head was pounding. She wondered if it had something to do with the infection she had. Tonya decided to go to bed early and get a good night’s sleep. Things always looked better in the morning. At least, that is the lie we tell ourselves at night.

      Tonya glided along in her electric car as the bite on her neck began itching again. If she spotted a cat, she’d go out of her way to run it over.
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            The Razor’s Edge

          

        

      

    

    
      AUSTRALIA, NOVEMBER 2001

      

      Spenser and Willow had their wrists bound at their backs before being shoved through the hidden doorway behind the bookcase. The ever-smiling Charlie searched Spenser a second time and found the knife in his boot that Brett had missed.

      “That would have come in handy, eh mate?”

      Spenser appeared distressed by the loss of his knife and asked a question.

      “How soon until Jock Martin gets here?”

      “I bet it will be sooner than you’d like,” Charlie said.

      The room they were in was narrow but long enough to fit two cars inside, one of which was being disassembled. Stacked in a corner were dozens of stolen camcorders and blank tapes, as well as bundles of designer jeans and bootleg movies. The space had no windows. It was lit by overhead lights and a lamp that sat on a small folding table.

      Spenser and Willow were placed in the back seat of a car, then had their ankles bound with more rope. Before leaving, Charlie shoved a hand under Willow’s blouse to fondle her breasts.

      “Ha! I knew those were real. Greg is a lucky man, or he was.”

      “You’re a pig,” Willow said.

      Charlie waved a finger at her while grinning.

      “Now, now, I could do much more than feel you up. You should be grateful I’m not that type of man.”

      “You’re not a man at all; you’re nothing but a weasel,” Willow said.

      Charlie laughed. “Whatever I am, I’ll be alive tomorrow. Can you say the same thing?”

      Willow’s eyes became wet with tears and she lowered her head.

      “What about you, mate?” Charlie asked Spenser. “Do you want to call me names too?”

      Spenser remained silent.

      “That’s good, the less said the better. If you’re lucky, Jock will kill you quick, but I doubt it. He’s got a mean streak that one does.”

      Charlie left the room, along with the man who was holding the shotgun. Before leaving, they shut off the overhead lights, but left the desk lamp on.

      Spenser shifted onto his side and dug his fingers between his pants and the belt he wore. Charlie’s frisk had uncovered the knife in his boot but not the razor blade hidden on the inside of his belt.

      Willow spoke in words that were a moan. “We’re going to die.”

      “No, we’re not. I have a way to get free.”

      “You have another knife?”

      “A razor blade, which… I’ve… just freed from my belt.”

      Spenser went to work on the rope, while nicking the skin around his wrists several times. When he managed to cut deep into the rope, the bonds loosened enough for him to free a hand. He worked on Willow’s bonds, and with full mobility he had her free much quicker.

      “Oh, thank God,” Willow said. “Now let’s get out of here.”

      “No. If we shove open that roll-up door they might hear it, and Charlie could still be inside the office with his hand near a gun.”

      “But… but we have to leave, or they’ll kill us.”

      “It would be better to stay and wait for Jock Martin. Then we can end this.”

      Willow looked over at the door while nibbling on her bottom lip. Spenser placed a hand on her cheek and stared into her eyes.

      “I need you to trust me, Willow. I have a plan. Will you trust me?”

      Willow met his gaze, then she covered Spenser’s hand with her own.

      “What’s your plan?”
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        * * *

      

      Inside the office, Charlie’s smile faltered as he tried to ignore the sound of a horn blaring. The noise was coming from the hidden space behind the bookcase.

      “I bet that’s the Yank, Charlie,” said the man with the shotgun. He was named Adam. He had a mellow voice that was deep. “Should I teach him a lesson?”

      “I suppose so, but you leave some for Jock. He’ll want the pleasure of killing him.”

      Adam got up from his seat and shoved open the bookcase. The volume of the horn tripled and sent Charlie’s teeth on edge.

      “Bloody Yank,” he muttered.
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        * * *

      

      Spenser saw Adam rush toward the car and removed his feet from the horn. He was lying on his back, making it appear that his hands were still bound behind him. Willow appeared likewise, as she was tucked in a corner of the rear seat with her hands behind her.

      “No one’s coming to save you, mate, so lay off the horn.”

      Spenser gazed at the man defiantly. When Adam turned to leave, Spenser placed the heels of his boots back on the horn.

      “All right, bloke, we’ll do things the hard way,” Adam said. He sat the shotgun on the hood of the car, then ripped open the rear door. While grabbing the front of Spenser’s shirt with one hand, Adam made a fist with the other.

      Spenser whipped an arm around before the punch could be thrown. Between the thumb and forefinger of his hand he held the razor blade, and Spenser put it to good use. He sliced open Adam’s jugular vein and felt the rich warm blood splatter him.

      Beside him, Willow stifled a scream, as she had been warned to do. Spenser had prepared her in advance, telling her that killing with a blade was messy, repulsive work, but that it needed to be done.

      Adam leapt away from the car with both hands clutching his neck in reflex. Spenser followed. As he did so, the rope around his ankles fell away, revealing that they had only been draped over his legs.

      With the shotgun in hand, Spenser slammed the butt of it against the back of Adam’s head. The body fell to the concrete floor with a thump. The man was still alive, but he would bleed out within another minute or two.

      “Adam?” Charlie called from the office. The hidden door was sitting open a foot but allowed no view of the area where the cars were. “Remember now, don’t kill that man.”

      Spenser cleared his throat, then did a passable impression of the man on the floor.

      “That wasn’t me. The Yank’s gone nuts and kicked the woman. I think he broke her neck.”

      “What?” Charlie said. That was followed by the sound of a chair scraping and the tap, tap, tap of rapid footsteps.

      Charlie was three steps inside the room before he froze in place at the sight of Adam’s bloody form, then his eyes shifted, and he saw an equally blood-drenched Spenser pointing the shotgun at his head.

      “On your knees,” Spenser said.

      Charlie continued to smile, but it looked sickly. “We can make a deal, eh mate?”

      The barrel of the shotgun was buried into Charlie’s stomach. The pain drove him to his knees and made him release a moan. While he was incapacitated, Spenser stuck his head around the door with the shotgun poised to fire. The office was empty, and the door appeared to be locked.

      Charlie received another taste of the shotgun, this time to the side of the head. The blow didn’t knock him out, but it stunned him. That made it easy for Spenser to frisk the freckled man. The only weapon found on Charlie was the knife he had taken off Spenser.

      As Charlie regained his senses, Spenser leaned over and spoke softly into his ear.

      “If you hope to live through this you’ll do exactly what I say.”

      “I will, I will. Just tell me what you want.”
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        * * *

      

      A few minutes later, Charlie opened the office door and smiled at the two men who were in the shop. One was the young guy named Brett, while the other was the man who had held a knife at Willow’s throat. This time, Charlie’s smile was a leer.

      “Hey, boys. Willow told Adam that she would do anything if we let her live, and she proved it to him too. I’m next, but if you want some, come get it.”

      The two men looked at each other, then laughed.

      “Never pass up a freebie,” said the man who had held the knife. He and Brett entered the office as Charlie disappeared from view. They were barely inside the room when the door slammed behind them. Both men whirled around to see Spenser, bloody, and holding a shotgun on them.

      “Get in the back there,” Spenser told them.

      Brett’s knees weakened, and he leaned against his friend.

      “Don’t kill me, oh good God, don’t kill me.”

      “Move,” Spenser said, and the two got moving.

      At the sight of Adam’s corpse, Brett’s knees gave out all the way and he sat on the floor and began crying. Willow was holding Charlie’s revolver, which was found in the desk. As earlier instructed by Spenser, Charlie had lain on the floor with his hands in plain view.

      “What now?” asked the man who had threatened Willow. Spenser answered by shoving his knife into the man’s side at an upward angle. He had moved so fast that the man never saw the blade.

      “Why did you punch me?”

      “That wasn’t a punch.”

      The man lifted his arm, saw the blood soaking his shirt, and the hilt of the knife. Then, his eyes rolled back in his head, and he tumbled to the floor with a ruptured heart.

      Brett’s crying became a keening sound as he looked at his friend’s body. Spenser ended the noise by slamming the shotgun against Brett’s temple. The blow was a hard one, hard enough to kill him. In any event, it silenced him.

      Spenser looked over at Willow. Her eyes were wide, her breathing quick, but she was holding things together. He had told her that he would have to be rough with the men, and she had said she could handle it, and so she was.

      “Am… am I next?” Charlie asked, and there was no trace of a smile on his face, which was white with fear.

      “No,” Spenser said. “You’re the bait I need to reel in Jock Martin.”

      “I never liked Martin, you know?”

      “He won’t be very fond of you either,” Spenser said. “Not once you betray him.”

      “I’ll do whatever you want if you’ll let me live.”

      “You have my word, now let me tell you what I need you to do next…”
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            The Old Switcheroo

          

        

      

    

    
      PHOENIX, ARIZONA, AUGUST 2018

      

      Tanner got lucky and tracked Tonya down overnight. That luck came about after he’d spent the night checking out twenty-four motel and hotel parking lots. As someone once said, “The harder I work, the luckier I get.”

      Kayla joined Tanner at sunrise, so Tanner caught a nap in the van while Kayla kept watch. The van was parked some distance away from Tonya’s car, and partially hidden behind a corner of the building.

      Tonya’s car had two distinct bullet holes in it and the license plate matched the vehicle caught on the dash cam.

      Tanner had been thinking that Tonya might have switched out the plates, which would have made things more difficult. The fact that she hadn’t either meant that she was an amateur at staying hidden, or that she had simply dumped the car and taken off on foot. The truth was actually somewhere in the middle.
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        * * *

      

      Before getting her rented vehicle, Tonya had parked her old car in front of Room 19 while she had taken Room 8. As she was walking away from the vehicle, a woman stepped out of Room 19. The woman was about Tonya’s age and size and had dark hair. Judging by the way she weaved in place, she was tipsy.

      “Why are you parking in my space?”

      “Because I’m hiding from someone, that’s why.”

      “Is somebody after you?”

      “Yeah, my old boyfriend and his new girlfriend.”

      “Why?”

      Tonya smiled. “I trashed their place. He cheated on me with her, so I thought I’d get even.”

      The other woman laughed. “Good for you.”

      Tonya pointed at her car. “I can move it if you want.”

      “Oh, honey, I don’t even have a ride. You just leave it there.”

      Tonya did so, then walked down the highway, where she rented the hybrid car.

      When she came back, the other woman called to her. When Tonya walked over, the woman told her that no one had been around asking for her yet.

      “Thanks for looking out for me. What’s your name?”

      “I’m Denise.”

      “I’m Tonya.”

      Tonya had returned to her room, showered, and changed into a pair of shorts and a T-shirt. She had planned to go to bed early, but the shower revived her, and she was hungry. She was considering ordering a pizza when there was a knock on the door.

      “It’s me, Denise. Would you like a drink?”

      Tonya had opened the door and let Denise in. Denise had more than wine, she also had pot. Tonya discovered that it helped her headache. After the pizza came, they finished the bottle of wine while discussing how shitty men were. When Tonya gave Denise money to get more liquor, she endeared herself to the alcoholic for life.

      As she had done with any friend she’d ever had, Tonya thought of a way to use Denise. When Denise returned from her trek to the liquor store, Tonya revealed her plans.

      “You want me to spy for you?” Denise said.

      “Kind of, I just need you to look around in the morning and let me know if you see a black van in the lot. There will be a woman driving it.”

      “That’s the bitch that stole your boyfriend?”

      “That’s right. Can you do that and then let me know if you see anything?”

      “Sure,” Denise said.

      “Oh, and there’s one more thing,” Tonya said.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, it was Tonya who called Denise’s room. The temporary relief the pot had given her was gone. She felt worse than ever.

      Tonya had spotted Kayla’s van from her position in Room 8. She couldn’t make out details, but she was sure there was a man and a woman sitting in the front seats. That meant that Tanner was riding along in the van. That was good. It made them one easy target.

      “Do you want me to do like we planned?” Denise asked.

      “Not just yet,” Tonya said. “I’ll call you back.”

      After talking to Denise, Tonya called Russell.

      “What’s up? Are you okay?”

      “I feel like shit, but I know a way to get rid of Tanner.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “Can you get in touch with Kuper?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Good, I’ll need his help, since he knows the area well. I need a good spot for an ambush. He can do it too. The way I feel right now, I couldn’t kill a fly.”

      “You’ve got to get to a damn doctor, Tonya. I told you infection was nothing to play with.”

      “Russell, just shut up and listen.”
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        * * *

      

      Tanner had woken after only sleeping a short time. After having spent the last few hours sitting in vehicles, he needed to stretch his legs.

      “I’m going to walk back to where I left my car. Call me if she goes on the move.”

      “Right,” Kayla said.

      Tanner had been halfway back to his car when Kayla phoned.

      “She just left the room.”

      “Did you see her face?”

      “She was wearing sunglasses, but she has on that same red scarf I told you about, oh, and now she’s getting in the car.”

      “Follow her and I’ll catch up to you.”

      “Okay,” Kayla said.
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        * * *

      

      Tonya watched Kayla’s van drive off through eyes that were becoming blurry. Russell was right. She needed a doctor. Her head felt like someone had it in a vise and she thought she might pass out soon. She grabbed up the keys to her rental and went outside, there had to be a clinic or a hospital somewhere along the highway.
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        * * *

      

      Tanner reached his car, which was parked nearby, and prepared to race off. After starting the engine, a thought occurred to him. It was a memory, and something he had read in the book of Tanner. Something written by Kayla’s grandfather, Tanner Five.

      Farnsworth had once temporarily lost a target by being fooled when the man had another guy pretend to be him. In that case it wasn’t a red scarf, but rather, a bowler hat that had been used as a prop. Tanner cruised the motel’s parking lot, then smiled when he saw a woman matching Tonya’s description leaving a room. She was wearing a scarf too, but hers was green.

      At first, Tanner thought the woman might be drunk, but no, it was more like she was confused. She opened her car door as he was walking up to her, then collapsed across the front seats.

      “Hello, Tonya,” Tanner said. Her scarf had slipped down, and Tanner saw the pus-filled lump on the side of her neck.

      “I need a doctor,” Tonya said, and then she passed out.

      Tanner looked around and saw a family of five leaving their motel room on the other side of the parking lot, but they were paying him no attention.

      After they drove off, Tanner secured Tonya, then headed for the highway to catch up to Kayla.
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      PADANG, INDONESIA, NOVEMBER 2001

      

      Bagus was smiling as he took his old boat, the Sea Woman, out onto the ocean. The American boys had done a fine job of restoration and needed less supervision than Bagus had guessed. The upgraded galley gleamed and Bagus thought he might raise his asking price when he put her up for sale.

      Thinking of the Americans made him wistful. He had liked both of the boys a great deal, particularly Romeo. That young man had been curious about everything boat-related and Bagus had taught him to read paper charts. Romeo would have made a fine hand on a charter boat, but of course, the boy had other plans.

      Despite the warm sun beating down on him, Bagus shivered as he thought about the day the men with the machetes had boarded his main boat. Those men wanted to kill them, even his little Nadya. He knew that it was only the boys’ guns and their skill at using them that saved him from death. Still, he could not have such men around his family.

      No, he would find another way to protect himself. The man who wanted to take over the charter business couldn’t be like the animals he hired to push his agenda. Chance Cramer was a businessman, like himself. Yes, he would have to compromise with Cramer and refer customers his way, but surely, the man would see that he needed to make a living too.

      Peace could be made, and an agreement reached. People had been run off and other boats had gone missing. The missing boats must have relocated to other marinas as well, that had to be the answer. To consider that their owners had been hacked to death while at sea was too vile to comprehend.

      And while it was true that the men killed by Romeo and Xavier had been murderous thugs, Cramer couldn’t have known about the means they were using.

      The more he thought about it, the more Bagus was certain that Cramer would be appalled to learn that he had been threatened with death. Those men with the machetes had been acting on their own and crazed or on drugs. No sane man would have sent them to murder him and his daughter. There could be peace, they could live in safety.

      Bagus told himself these things over and over as he sailed. He needed to hear them, to believe in them. If he was wrong, and the man he was dealing with was truly ruthless, then he and his family were marked for death. That was something he could not contemplate, for he had no way to defend against it.
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        * * *

      

      The boat had proven itself to be seaworthy and the rebuilt engines were sound, and so Bagus was heading back to the dock.

      Because of the fierce wind blowing, he didn’t hear the speedboat approaching until it was closing in. Three men were on board, white men, and Bagus recognized one of them. It was Chance Cramer. His muscular build and long salt & pepper hair were distinguishable even at a distance.

      As the boat drew closer, Bagus caught sight of the flames, then watched as Cramer and another man lobbed bottles toward his vessel. They were Molotov cocktails, and while one missed, the other shattered on the deck.

      A seat cushion caught fire and flame was spreading with the help of the wind. Bagus was making progress against the fire when the boat made a second pass. Two more bottles were thrown, with one sailing through the hatch and landing in the galley area.

      By the time a fourth, and then a fifth bottle smashed on the deck, Bagus knew the boat was doomed. The speedboat came around for a final pass, but no bottles were thrown, instead, bullets were fired. The pain of a round ripping through his flesh was both agonizing and horrifying to Bagus. He fell atop the burning deck as the speed boat raced away. On the wind, Bagus could hear the sound of laughter.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Romeo found Nadya at the dock. She was polishing the new boat’s brass work while waiting for her father to return. When Romeo called out to her, she gave him a sheepish look and told him to come aboard.

      “No, you come to me. Your father doesn’t want me on board.”

      “Ayah isn’t here.”

      “Why did you do it, Nadya? Why did you tell Emma about me, and how do you know anyway?”

      Nadya left the boat and stepped onto the dock as several Japanese tourists walked past, having returned from a day out on the water.

      When there was no one within hearing range, Nadya spoke softly.

      “I heard you and Xavier talking outside one night. You mentioned that you were finishing your training, and that you would both be nearly as deadly as Spenser. He is your leader?”

      “Spenser is my friend and my mentor… and Emma was my girl, but you’ve ruined that, why?”

      Nadya’s eyes leaked tears as she said, “I was trying to protect you.”

      “Protect me? From who, Emma?”

      “Yes, but not Emma, Emma’s fate. She will bring you much grief.”

      “She wants nothing more to do with me.”

      “I know, but I wasn’t able to change anything. You’ll see her again someday.”

      “You were jealous of her?”

      Nadya nodded.

      “You’re too young for me, Nadya. You know that.”

      “I know, but I won’t always be, and you’ll come back here someday.”

      “You’ll forget all about me once you meet the right boy.”

      Nadya shook her head. “I know what I know, Romeo. Someday we’ll marry.”

      “I love Emma, Nadya, and you ruined that for me.”

      Nadya hugged him.

      “Don’t hate me. I was trying to spare you pain.”

      Romeo freed himself from her embrace and searched her eyes.

      “What do you mean by that?”

      “I feel… disaster? I think that’s the right word. I feel disaster when I see you with Emma. But I still feel it, and so it will happen someday.”

      “You hurt me, Nadya. You ruined things between Emma and me and you hurt me. That’s not cool.”

      Nadya hung her head. “I’m sorry.”

      “So am I,” Romeo said, and he walked away.
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        * * *

      

      AUSTRALIA

      

      Jock Martin arrived at the garage as the sky was growing dark. With him were Eddie and Tony, the two men who had first encountered Spenser. They were dressed in the gang’s uniform of black T-shirt and tan chinos. They also wore denim jackets to hide their shoulder holsters.

      With so many of Martin’s men killed by Spenser, Eddie and Tony had been elevated to bodyguard status and given weapons.

      Charlie opened the door to greet Jock Martin with his customary smile and ushered them inside.

      “Are you alone?” Martin asked Charlie. He was walking with a limp. Spenser had wounded Martin in the right thigh in their earlier encounter at the warehouse.

      “Yeah, I let the guys go home. The Yank and Willow are tied up and won’t be any problem. She’s got a mouth on her that one though. She told everybody how you had killed Greg and set her up.”

      Martin smiled. “Willow made the perfect suspect for the cops, and they’re already looking for her.”

      “Did Greg really need to die?”

      “You knew that bastard, Charlie. It was either him or me. He cut his own throat when he started recruiting men from the gang.”

      “You’re right. Did he beg at the end?”

      “He didn’t get the chance. I knifed him in his sleep. What about the American? Has he been trouble?”

      Charlie rolled his eyes.

      “Hell yeah, one of the guys roughed him up a bit. That calmed him down.”

      “You know he killed Rollie and Mickey. He’ll pay for that. Willow dies tonight, but that damn Yank will suffer for days.”

      “Do you want to see them?”

      “I have a van outside to transport them in.”

      “They’re in the back, in the chop shop. We tied them up and stuffed them in a car.”

      Charlie led the way through his office and slid aside the bookcase that led to the hidden space. Jock Martin entered with Eddie and Tony and all three looked around.

      There were shapes huddled together in the rear of one of the cars, but their faces were hidden in the shadows, since only the desk lamp was on. Then, Martin’s nose twitched.

      “Why does it smell like bleach back here?”

      Spenser answered as he walked into the room while holding a gun.

      “The bleach was needed to get rid of the blood.”

      Spenser had cleaned himself up in a sink as best as he could and changed into a pair of mechanic’s coveralls. His bloody clothes had been burned inside a barrel.

      One of the men with Martin, the black man named Eddie, reached under his jacket for his gun. Spenser shot him twice in the chest then aimed at Tony.

      Tony had his hands up in surrender. It did him no good. Spenser shot him twice too. Jock Martin was limping toward the car to take cover when Spenser placed a round in the back of his bad leg. Martin fell onto his stomach. As Martin reached for his gun, Spenser plucked it from his hand, then backed away from him.

      “We had a deal, right, mate?” Charlie said. “We have a deal?”

      “I’ll let you live,” Spenser said. “Our deal stands.”

      Willow entered the room holding the shotgun. The smile returned to Charlie’s face as he spoke to her. “I got him to admit he killed Greg, just like you asked, Willow. I told you he would have killed him and not one of his men.”

      “Yes,” Willow said, “and you were right.” She raised the shotgun and pointed it at Charlie. “Tanner said you could live, I didn’t.”

      “Oh Lord,” Charlie said. He covered his face with his arms, as if that could protect him from a shotgun blast.

      Willow’s laughter was derisive as she lowered the weapon.

      “I just wanted to see you squirm, weasel.”

      Jock Martin made it to his knees and had begun to bargain.

      “Money, mate,” he said to Spenser. “Name your price. I pay and we both walk away from this. It will be like nothing ever happened.”

      The shotgun went off without warning, startling even Spenser. When he looked over at Willow, he saw the gleam of hatred in her eyes. Jock Martin clutched his stomach as he sat on the floor. Within seconds he was sitting in a puddle of his own blood.

      “That was for Greg,” Willow said.

      Martin collapsed backwards, moaned, and died.

      “Are you all right?” Spenser asked Willow, as he took the shotgun from her. She nodded, but there were tears in her eyes.

      Charlie had been going through the pockets of the dead men, taking wallets and keys.

      “I have to move that van they arrived in… and why let their money go to waste?”

      Spenser held out his hand. “We’ll take the van.”

      Charlie handed him the keys. “It’s yours, and don’t worry about me. I’ll give you no more trouble.”

      “I believe you,” Spenser said, “and it looks like you have another mess to clean up.”

      “I’d rather dispose of bodies than be one of them.”

      “We’ll see ourselves out,” Spenser said, and left Charlie in the back room.

      On their way out of the shop, Spenser left the guns he’d taken from Martin and his thugs under the couch in the office, then tucked the shotgun there too. While he was doing that, Willow was retrieving the video recorder she had hidden earlier in the shop area. It had recorded Jock Martin’s statement that he had killed Willow’s husband. Spenser and Willow had heard the confession as well. They had been hidden from view amid the shop’s clutter while filming.

      The confession was made to Charlie, who would have some difficult questions to answer.

      As they were driving away in the van, Willow gave Spenser directions to her apartment. She had equipment there that could be used for video editing. As a wedding photographer, she was skilled at the task.

      “Will it take long?” Spenser asked.

      “No, I’ll simply be eliminating the part of the tape that happened before and after Martin admitted to killing Greg and framing me.”

      “That should clear you.”

      “I’m also going to turn myself in.”

      “Do you think that’s wise?”

      “Like you said, the tape will clear me.”

      “Let’s hope so.”
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        * * *

      

      After Spenser determined that the police weren’t watching her home, he and Willow entered her apartment. She had the tape ready quickly, then showered, shampooed, and changed her clothes.

      “I’ll have to burn your other clothes,” Spenser told her. “They have blood on them.”

      Willow nodded, then handed him the tape.

      “Get that into the proper hands.”

      “Is there a copy?”

      “Do you think I need one?”

      “Yes, better safe than sorry. Maybe Charlie has friends on the force.”

      Willow made a duplicate of the tape, then they were ready to leave. After locking her apartment door, Willow turned and kissed Spenser while embracing him. When they separated, she was smiling.

      “Thank you for helping me. Once this is over, I want us to head somewhere and relax together.”

      Spenser smiled back at her. “I could use some relaxation.”

      Twenty minutes later, Willow was walking into a police station.
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      PHOENIX, ARIZONA, AUGUST 2018

      

      Tonya had instructed Denise to take her car and drive it to an alleyway off of S. Central Avenue. That had been the location chosen by Kuper.

      Denise had no idea that she was being used to set-up an ambush and double murder. She just thought that she was helping out a new friend.

      She caught sight of the van following her and giggled. It was exciting to be part of tricking someone. When Denise noticed the hole in the dash, she wondered what had caused it. If she hadn’t known better, she would have said it looked like a bullet hole.
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        * * *

      

      Kayla answered her phone while keeping Tonya’s car in sight. After asking her where she was, Tanner informed Kayla that she was following the wrong woman. Kayla cursed aloud.

      “That tricky bitch, Tonya. So, who is it I’m following?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “And I guess Tonya is in the wind again?”

      “I have her, Kayla, and she’s sick. It looks like that cat bite she received in Denver has become infected.”

      “Where are you?”

      “I’ll be catching up to you soon. Stay on the line so you can tell me when to turn.”

      “What did you do with Tonya?”

      “She passed out on her own and I secured her in the rear seat. As sick as she looks, I doubt she can run.”

      “Good, oh, and it looks like we’re heading down an alleyway now, near the Barrister Building, do you know the area?”

      “I do, and be careful. It could be another trap.”

      Kayla lifted the hem of her blouse to make it easier to get to the gun on her hip.

      “I’ll be careful.”
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        * * *

      

      Kuper watched the car turn down the alleyway. He’d had Russell tell Tonya that he would make an X on the alley wall where he wanted the car to park. When Denise turned the wheel and nosed the car in against the wall, Kuper looked for the van. It entered moments later, but there was only the woman inside. The man who had shot at him the day before must have left the vehicle. No matter, Kuper could catch him later.

      The van sped up and parked behind the car so that it couldn’t be moved. When the car door opened, a woman got out smiling. As she took the attention of the woman in the van, Kuper left his hiding place and moved toward his target. In his hands was a sawed-off shotgun.
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        * * *

      

      “Who are you and why are you driving Tonya’s car?” Kayla asked Denise.

      Denise smiled at her. “Are you the bitch that stole Tonya’s boyfriend?”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “You know,” Denise said. She flipped Kayla off and ran away while laughing.

      “Did you hear any of that?” Kayla said into the phone to Tanner.

      “It sounds like she doesn’t know anything, so let her go. Now that we have Tonya, we’ll get Russell.”

      The sound of a shotgun racking came from Kayla’s right. When she turned her head to look, she saw Kuper walking toward her and aiming his weapon at her face.

      With imminent death approaching, Kayla’s senses seemed to heighten, and time slowed. She actually saw Kuper’s finger move, as it began to tighten on the trigger.
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            The Dead Rise

          

        

      

    

    
      AUSTRALIA, NOVEMBER 2001

      

      Charlie Grant finally finished cleaning blood off the shop floor again, yet he still had six bodies to dispose of. They were piled in the back seat of the car with a blanket tossed over the lot of them. The smell was horrendous.

      Charlie was not looking forward to the drive. He knew a lake where he could sink the car with the bodies inside it. Years would pass before they surfaced, if they ever did.

      Lord but the American was a killing machine. Charlie still wondered how he had freed himself from the ropes. He had patted the man down himself and would swear that he had no blades on him. Charlie walked back into the office and pulled an old bottle of aftershave out from the back of a desk drawer.

      He emptied it onto the bodies, hoping it would help kill the smell of feces and blood.

      After taking a last look around, he felt that something wasn’t right. Different, something was different, when Charlie figured out what it was, he wondered if it meant anything.

      One of the stolen video camcorders was missing. Had one of his guys filched it, or was it the American and Willow? He walked out to the shop and opened the lockers, thinking he would come across the box. He did. It was inside the locker that had belonged to Brett.

      “You bloody thief,” Charlie muttered, angry that someone would steal stolen goods.

      There was also the empty wrapper of a tape and half a box of batteries. When he lifted the box that contained the recorder and discovered that it was empty, Charlie felt sick inside.

      Had the Yank filmed something?

      Charlie slammed the locker shut and rushed back to the car. The sooner he got rid of those bodies, the better.

      The corrugated door was raised or lowered by pulling on a chain, after raising the door high enough, Charlie drove out. He had to leave the car to lower the gate again, then left by a side door positioned to the right of it. It was while he was doing that when the patrol car appeared.

      There were two cops inside and they were scrutinizing him. Every other shop along the street was dark and had been closed for hours. Charlie realized that it looked odd that he was leaving so late, and from a back door in an alley.

      Charlie sent the cops one of his best smiles as the car slowed behind his vehicle. Headlights illuminated the inside of Charlie’s car and revealed the blanket-covered mound. Both cops got out and approached him.

      “Hi, mates. As you can see I’ve been working late.”

      One of the cops shined a flashlight in Charlie’s face, then lowered it.

      “Yeah, I’ve seen you around here before, but you usually close earlier. I also thought you worked at the shop on the other side of the block.”

      “I, um, work here part-time, and business has been bonkers, but I’m not complaining. I can use the money.”

      “Don’t work too hard,” the other cop said. “You can’t spend it if you’re dead.”

      “I hear you,” Charlie said. Then, he jumped at the sound of a hand thumping against the rear window of his car.

      It was Brett. Spenser had given him a vicious hit to the side of the head with the barrel of the shotgun, and Charlie had believed him to be dead.

      Although suffering from a cracked skull and a swelling brain that would eventually kill him, Brett lived, and his body was making involuntary movements. Having been buried under the three bodies of Jock Martin and his two goons, Brett was covered in blood, which he had smeared across the rear window, while also exposing the bodies.

      The cop who had recognized Charlie shined his light into the car, then released a gasp.

      “Murder,” he told his partner, “and more than one.”

      The two cops went for their weapons while Charlie turned to run. When he refused to halt, he was shot in the left hip and brought down.

      “I didn’t kill them. I didn’t kill them!” Charlie cried out. It would be quite some time before he smiled again.
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        * * *

      

      In Indonesia, the phone in Romeo’s hotel room rang and woke him from what had already been a fitful sleep. He and Cody had been given a rare day off from training, to rest for the upcoming competition. But now that Emma had left his life, Romeo had lost his enthusiasm for the contest, as well as his appetite.

      When he was informed that he had an early morning visitor, his heart leapt for joy, as he thought it might be Emma.

      “Is it a blonde woman?”

      “No sir, she’s a child. She said her name was Nadya.”

      “Please put her on the phone.”

      “Romeo?”

      “Why are you here, Nadya?”

      “Ayah didn’t come home, Romeo. Father is missing.”

      “I’ll be down in a few minutes. Stay there.”
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        * * *

      

      Romeo came down into the lobby fifteen minutes later with Cody at his side. It broke his heart when he saw Nadya’s red eyes and realized she had been crying.

      “Your father took the old boat out? Maybe it developed engine trouble,” Romeo said.

      “If so, he would have used the radio for help. Something has happened to him.”

      “Did you report that he’s missing?”

      “My mother did, and our friends are out looking. Will you help me find my father?”

      “Yes, but how?”

      “We can take the new boat and go out looking, maybe we’ll get lucky.”

      Cody and Romeo agreed, and headed for the docks with Nadya.
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        * * *

      

      Nine and a half hours later, Nadya stood up from her seat on the deck and pointed east.

      “That way, Romeo.”

      “Do you see something, Nadya?” Romeo asked.

      “Yes, it looks like debris.”

      It was debris, and it was charred on one end. Romeo kept going east and they found an old cooler that was floating atop the water. When Cody fished it out with a hook, Nadya said it looked like the one that had been on the Sea Woman.

      Another hour passed with nothing found, but then Cody spotted a series of small islands that were little more than sand bars.

      “Melihat!” Nadya cried out in her native tongue, telling the boys to look, as she pointed at a spot of blue on one island. Bagus had gone missing while wearing a blue shirt. Romeo moved the boat as close as he dared, and saw that it was a man, but he saw no movement in the form.

      Nadya took the wheel as Cody and Romeo swam to the island, and yes, it was Bagus. The older man looked pale. Three fingers on his right hand had suffered burns, and there was a gunshot wound evident on his left shoulder. Cody thought he was dead, but after Romeo pressed an ear to the man’s chest, he smiled.

      “He’s alive.”

      After holding a canteen to Bagus’s lips, the charter captain opened his eyes and sipped the water. Aboard the boat, Nadya was radioing for help.

      “What happened, Bagus?” Romeo asked.

      “Cramer… threw bottles… started a fire.”

      “You’re saying that Cramer tried to kill you?”

      Bagus said one word before passing out again, “Yes.”
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        * * *

      

      Bagus was suffering from exhaustion and dehydration. The doctors advised the police to wait until the following morning before questioning him. The boys said nothing to anyone about Bagus’s claim that Chase Cramer had tried to kill him. No, they would handle Cramer on their own.
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        * * *

      

      After learning that Bagus had survived his ordeal at sea, Chase Cramer was nervous that the authorities would come to see him. He and the two men that had attacked Bagus gathered on his main charter vessel to talk things over. Cramer sent one of the men below deck to the galley for more whisky. When the blond man didn’t return, Cramer became annoyed and yelled down to him.

      “What’s taking so long?”

      “I can’t find it.”

      “It’s right there in the lower cabinet.”

      “Where?”

      “Marko, go help the blind man, will you?”

      The other man laughed and headed below. When he failed to return, Cramer yelled again.

      “What the fuck, guys, are you both blind?”

      “We’re drinking down here; it’s cooler,” said the blond man.

      Cramer hefted his muscular bulk up and trod down the stairs. The blond man was seated at the small table, but the second man, Marko, was lying on the floor.

      “What happened?” Cramer asked. When Cody and Romeo stepped out from behind a curtain holding pistols, Cramer got his answer.

      He pointed at the boys. “If you fire those guns everyone in the marina will come running.”

      “We know that,” Cody said. In his other hand he was holding one of Cramer’s dumbbells. Cody flung the ten-pound weight at Cramer and hit him in the head. Cramer grunted, then fell to his knees. When Romeo added a kick to the face, Cramer went down to lie beside Marko.

      The blond man kept swallowing while clenching and unclenching his fists.

      “Are you going to kill us?”

      “What do you think?” Cody said.

      Romeo had picked up the weight. He swung it around and bashed the man in the forehead, but not hard enough to kill him. After pulling up a hood to hide his face, Romeo went up top and got the boat underway.
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        * * *

      

      Cramer awoke last, to find himself bound by fishing line that was attached to his weights. Since he was the heaviest of the three, he was connected to the hundred-pound dumbbells. One of the other men was talking, babbling really. It was the one named Marko, with the crew cut.

      “—was all Cramer man, me and Mikey were just doing what we were paid to do. You let me go and I swear I’ll leave Indonesia and you’ll never see me again.”

      Romeo knelt down beside him, then gripped a railing to steady himself on the deck.

      “Who sent those men with the machetes to kill Bagus and his daughter?”

      “Cramer! Everything that happened was Cramer’s fault.”

      “And where were you when Bagus’s boat was burned?”

      “He was throwing Molotov cocktails right alongside me,” Cramer said, the disgust he felt for Marko evident in his voice. “And listen, kid, you can kill me, yeah, but that would be stupid. I’ve got money. I could set you and your friend up good and even give you a new boat, think about that.”

      When Romeo looked over at Cody and asked, “What do you think?” Cramer smiled, as he believed he was about to buy his way out of trouble and be spared.

      That hope was dashed when Cody surveyed their surroundings and sent Romeo a nod.

      “Yeah, we’re good here. No one will hear or see a thing.”

      “No damn it, no! We can make a deal,” Cramer said, the pitch of his voice climbing high.

      Cramer and his cohorts were pushed off the boat after being bludgeoned to death. The blond man, the one Marko had called Mikey, was the last one to die. He went quietly with a stoic expression on his face. Unlike Cramer and Marko who moaned and begged, he accepted his fate as a natural outcome of the life he had led. Strangely, Cody found that he felt a grudging respect for the man.

      After giving the boat a thorough search and cleaning, the boys returned to the dock. They waited until two a.m. to leave and walked back to their hotel on foot. After moving past the broken security camera they had vandalized before leaving, they entered their respective rooms, which were side by side.

      A quick shower and a shave and they met at the car within seconds of each other, then headed off to Maz’s home for what would be the first round of the contest. Neither of them had slept in nearly a day.

      “If we lose our bouts, I guess we’ll know why,” Cody said, followed by a yawn.

      “I’m gonna win,” Romeo said. “Emma left me because of what I am, but if I’m gonna do this, live this life, I’ll damn well be as good at it as I can.”

      “You’re not a bad guy, Romeo. If you were, you wouldn’t have cared about helping Bagus.”

      “That’s not what Emma thinks.”

      “She’s wrong, and you know she’s wrong.”

      “Have you ever been in love, Cody?”

      “No, and I don’t think I want to be. It screwed up my father’s life when he fell in love with my stepmother, Claire. In a way, that’s what killed my family.”

      “Shit, dude, you can’t think like that. I know I was only with Emma for a short time, but they were the best days of my life.”

      “Was it really that good being in love?”

      “Everything but the ending,” Romeo said.
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      PHOENIX, ARIZONA, AUGUST 2018

      

      Kayla’s gun had cleared her holster, but she knew she was moving too slow to avoid getting shot. Then, Kuper jerked his head to the left and a look of terror washed over him.

      Tanner slammed into Kuper while driving Tonya’s electric car, sending Kuper airborne. He landed twenty-six feet away, and his landing was not a soft one, as his skull impacted a brick wall. If the trauma to his head hadn’t killed Kuper, his broken neck would have.

      The shotgun Kuper had been holding hit the ground and skidded under Kayla’s van to come out the other side. Kayla noticed the weapon as she opened her door to talk to Tanner, but then saw him take off. She was wondering about Tanner’s actions when she realized he was speaking to her from her phone, which was still clutched in her left hand.

      “Why did you leave?”

      “It’s possible that someone passing by in a car witnessed me hitting that guy. That means the cops will show. You also need to report it, or you might get in trouble. This is Tonya’s car I’m driving, once it’s traced, she’ll be blamed for the hit & run.”

      “You saved my life, Xavier.”

      “You had your gun out; I saw it.”

      “I would have been too late. He was already pulling the trigger.”

      “Call the cops and tell them you witnessed a hit & run. I’ll call you later, after I’ve dealt with Tonya.”

      “No. I want a piece of that bitch. You call me once you’re settled and I’ll come to you.”

      “I have to be the one to kill her, Kayla. She’s a contract.”

      “I don’t want to kill her, but I’ll make her talk and tell us where we can find Russell.”

      “All right. I’ll call you.”
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        * * *

      

      Kayla joined Tanner three hours later at a spot out in the desert that was near an old road that rarely saw use. After leaving her van parked near Tonya’s rental, which had a dent in its hood, Kayla walked for over a mile. She came upon Tanner near an abandoned mining shack. Kayla told him what had happened after he left the alley.

      As Tanner suspected, someone else had seen him run down Kuper. It was a janitor in a building who had been looking out the window while talking on his phone. The man filmed Tanner’s exit from the alley and had captured Kayla’s van. Had she left the scene, she would have been in trouble.

      As things stood, Tonya was now wanted for the murder of Kuper, whose first name had been Elroy. Elroy Kuper had been dishonorably discharged from the army at nineteen and drifted around ever since. A Phoenix native with a connection to Russell, he had recently returned home after living in Africa. He would be traveling no more.

      Tanner had Tonya lying on a blanket with her wrists and ankles bound by tape. Tonya had regained consciousness and had vomited on herself twice. When Kayla gazed down at Tonya’s pale and sweaty face, a look of disgust came over her.

      “She looks like hell.”

      “If I didn’t kill her, the infection would. If left alone, she might not make it through tomorrow.”

      Kayla sent a kick into Tonya’s ribs. When Tonya looked up at her, there was recognition in her glazed expression.

      “You almost killed my sister. You’re going to pay for that.”

      Tonya mumbled something unintelligible, but the tone was defiant. When Kayla put on gloves and took out a knife, fear flickered to life in Tonya’s eyes.

      Kayla held the knife in front of Tonya.

      “You’re going to tell us where to find Russell. The only question is, how much will you suffer before you do so.”

      “I won’t tell you shit.”

      Kayla slid the tip of the knife across Tonya’s chin, causing the woman to hiss in pain. Next, she cut her right cheek, then her left. When she gripped Tonya by the hair and held the blade near an eye, Tonya shouted, “Don’t!”

      “Russell,” Kayla said. “Where is that bastard?”

      “I don’t know.”

      The knife gouged a spot an inch below Tonya’s left eye. She writhed about, only making the wound deeper.

      “The trailer park! Russell is at the trailer park.”

      “Which one,” Kayla said.

      Tonya told her, then told her again, and again, as Kayla kept cutting. When Kayla was satisfied that the woman wasn’t lying, she handed the knife to Tanner.

      “Plant that on Russell so the cops think he tortured her.”

      “Can it be traced to you or Zoe?”

      “No,” Kayla said, as she gazed down at Tonya, who was moaning in agony from her wounds. “I believe she told us the truth.”

      “I’d say so,” Tanner said, as he stared at Kayla.

      He had known her for nearly twenty years but had never seen the tough side of her. Apparently, it was not a good idea to mess with her family.

      Kayla planted a kiss on the side of Tanner’s mouth. “I’ll give you a lift when you’re done.”

      “I won’t be long,” Tanner said.

      As Kayla walked away to head back to her van, Tonya stared up at Tanner. She was a wreck and her face was in ruins from the abuse caused by Kayla’s blade. Figuring there was no need to risk a gunshot attracting attention, Tanner covered Tonya’s mouth and nose with his gloved hands.

      Tonya struggled, and for over a minute, but in her weakened state she had no chance. Tanner removed his hands after seeing the light leave her eyes.
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        * * *

      

      As Tanner joined Kayla in the van, she spoke to him.

      “I’m going to the hospital to visit Zoe, or do you want me to come along with you?”

      “I’ll handle Russell. You take care of your sister.”

      “When you’re done with him, call me. I want us to say a proper goodbye over a meal.”

      “I’ll do that, and I’ll have some money for you.”

      Kayla drove back a different way than she’d arrived, since it was faster to reach the motel where Tanner’s car was still parked. Kayla was quieter than usual. As they neared the motel, she spoke again.

      “I wanted to kill Tonya. I wanted to take that knife and plunge it into her neck, the way she put a bullet in Zoe’s throat. I wondered sometimes how you could do what you do… killing people. I thought it must be tough to live with.”

      “It is, for most, but I’m built differently. I don’t have nightmares or regrets. The people I kill need killing, like Tonya and Russell.”

      “I get it now, I do. If I had killed her, I would have slept like a baby tonight.”

      “I know I will,” Tanner said.
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      PADANG, INDONESIA, NOVEMBER 2001

      

      Despite their lack of sleep, Cody and Romeo defeated their first-round opponents handily. They were moving on to the second-round, which would take place the next day.

      They had to defeat two men each in the first and second phases. Although they would be facing only one man in the third and final phase of the contest, the competition would be tougher on that final day. If one of them was still standing, they would be in a battle for the trophy.

      Throne had crushed his first two opponents. He kicked one man so hard that he flew over a dozen feet to land outside the sand ring. When Maz checked on the man’s condition, he said he had broken ribs.

      A field of thirty-two combatants had been whittled down to eight, but only one man would be standing when it was over.

      After the competition ended for the day, Cody and Romeo were so pumped up that they didn’t feel like sleeping. Instead, they headed to the hospital to check on Bagus.
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        * * *

      

      The look of delight on Nadya’s face at seeing him made Romeo smile. He was still angry that she had brought about his breakup with Emma, but he couldn’t stay mad at Nadya. Her affection for him was evident in the girl’s eyes, and Romeo didn’t believe she had acted out of malice.

      Nadya took him by the hand, then moaned when she saw the bruise forming under Romeo’s left eye.

      “You fought in the competition today?”

      “We both did, and we won too.”

      “Come see Ayah. He’s doing better.”

      The boys entered the room just as Bagus’s roommate was being rolled out in a wheelchair by a nurse. Bagus looked much better, but his hand and shoulder were wrapped in bandages and there were stitches on the side of his head from a cut he’d suffered.

      When Bagus saw Cody and Romeo, he beckoned them closer to the bed, then spoke to Nadya.

      “Where is your mother?”

      “She’s talking to the doctor.”

      “Go sit in the hallway and wait for her while I speak to our friends.”

      Nadya smiled, pleased that her father considered Romeo a friend once more. After giving Romeo and Cody a hug, she left the room.

      “I was told that Chase Cramer has run off and that the police are looking for him. I’m worried that he may go after my family. Will you help me?”

      “You don’t have to worry, Bagus,” Romeo said. “Chase Cramer won’t be back.”

      Bagus opened his mouth to disagree, then, he saw something in Romeo’s eyes.

      “You’ve already helped me?”

      “Your family will stay safe,” Cody said.

      Bagus’ huffed, as much in surprise as relief.

      “There is a need for men such as yourselves. I see that now, and I thank you for being such good friends. I’m ashamed at myself for how I treated you the other day.”

      Romeo patted him on the arm. “You did what you thought was best for Nadya, so did we.”
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        * * *

      

      After leaving the hospital, the boys stopped for a meal, then went back to their hotel with plans to crash early. Day two of the competition loomed, and their opponents would only get tougher.

      Cody’s plans changed after he spotted Caroline seated in the lobby. The blonde was wearing a short red dress that exposed her long tanned legs.

      “Isn’t that Throne’s ex-wife?” Romeo asked.

      “That she is,” Cody said.

      “Damn, dude, so that’s why you disappeared the other day? With everything going on with Bagus and the competition, I forgot to ask you about that.”

      “Caroline is a lot of fun, and she knows Throne better than anyone.”

      “She’s your ace?”

      “Maybe,” Cody said.

      Caroline spotted them but remained seated and let them come to her. When Romeo was introduced to her, Caroline grinned.

      “Another luscious Yank. I really need to visit your country.”

      The three of them rode up on the elevators. Romeo entered his room to get some sleep. Cody went to bed as well, but he was not alone. Cody got much less sleep.
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        * * *

      

      AUSTRALIA

      

      Spenser met Willow at her apartment after she was released from custody. She hadn’t been arrested, but she had been questioned and held overnight.

      Charlie’s claim that she and “A Yank named Tanner,” had killed the dead men in his car seemed suspect. It lost more credibility when the cops received a video. On the tape, Charlie and Jock Martin, who was one of the dead men, discussed framing Willow for her husband’s murder. The fact that six bodies were discovered in his car, and the murder weapons found in his office, sealed Charlie’s fate.

      Spenser had agreed to let Charlie live; he never said anything about keeping him out of prison.
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        * * *

      

      Spenser and Willow talked over coffee at her kitchen table. At a lull in the conversation, she reached over and took Spenser’s hand.

      “I’m exhausted, and I need a shower, but will you come back later and see me? I’d like to thank you properly for saving my life.”

      “Improperly would be better,” Spenser said.

      Willow laughed as she left her seat and settled atop his lap, to kiss him. When their lips separated, she was grinning.

      “I’ll be as improper as you’d like, and I’ll even cook dinner.”

      “It sounds like a date,” Spenser said, and again they kissed.
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      FLAGSTAFF, ARIZONA, AUGUST 2018

      

      Russell had to fight the temptation to hurl his phone against a wall of the motor home, as again, Tonya failed to answer her phone. Kuper was also not answering, and Russell began to suspect the worst.

      They’re both dead or in jail, he thought.

      He was at an RV park that had the lowest rating in the state. Normally that would be a bad thing, but it helped to cut back on the number of people he came in contact with. There was little shade, the bathrooms were dirty, and the hook-ups were in odd places, making things inconvenient. Also, the RV he was in was longer than most and had six wheels, which made parking in his slot tough.

      On the plus side, the staff never bothered you and the other people kept to themselves. Russell figured he and Tonya could have stayed there for weeks and let the search for them die down. But then, Harvey made his threat and Tonya went off to kill him.

      Russell tried again with the phone and got the same results. It was time to unhook and get the motor home on the road. If Tonya had been arrested, she might talk to make a deal. Or worse yet, Tanner might have gotten to her.

      Russell opened the door and peeked out. When he saw no one, he moved around to the rear of the RV and began filling the water tanks. When that was done, he unhooked the connection then did the same with the electrical.

      He reentered the motor home while carrying a folding chair, along with a plastic bucket that had beer cans and ice in it. Russell was on his knees and stowing the chair away when he felt the vehicle rock slightly. Russell, fearful that someone was on the steps, jumped up and reached for his gun. He had left it sitting in the center console.

      A look out the window in the door revealed no one. Russell laughed, while thinking he was becoming too edgy.

      It must have been the wind, that’s all, just the wind.

      He finished getting things ready to leave, then went toward the small bathroom to take a leak before heading on the road. When he saw Tanner standing inside the cramped space, Russell cursed and took out his gun.

      Click!

      The gun was empty. Tanner was holding a Taser in one hand. When he opened his other hand, Russell saw the rounds Tanner had removed from his weapon.

      “Shit!” Russell said.

      “Yeah,” Tanner agreed, then he shocked Russell with the Taser.
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        * * *

      

      Tanner found money and jewelry hidden beneath the floor of the RV’s closet. He left all of the jewelry and some of the money then put things back, but in a way that they would be seen by the cops.

      He had killed Russell and made it look like an accidental death. After finding a plastic wedge used to change a rear tire, Tanner drove the motor home up onto the bright yellow wedge. That left the second rear tire, which Tanner had punctured, sitting off the ground and accessible to be removed.

      Tanner arranged the scene to make it look as if Russell had been reaching under the RV for a dropped lug wrench, setting the stage for a tragic mishap. That lethal accident occurred when Tanner backed the RV off the wedge and onto Russell.

      He planted the knife Kayla had used on Tonya and figured her death would be blamed on Russell, when she was finally found.

      A message to an email account informed the client that his money had been well-spent. Within a day or so, the client would see confirmation of that fact on the news. Tanner had stated that the deaths would be blamed on a falling out among thieves and an accident. With the email sent, the client would know better.

      Once it was dark, Tanner slipped out of the motor home and began the walk back to his vehicle. He had taken forty-thousand dollars from Russell’s stash of loot and planned to give it to Kayla and Zoe.

      They were the granddaughters of a Tanner, which in a sense, made them a bit like family. It felt good to know that he could help them.

      As he drove, Tanner called Kayla.

      “I found Russell.”

      “Good, any problems?”

      “No.”

      “I was about to call you and leave a message. Zoe will be released in the morning, so we’re headed back to Tucson.”

      “That’s good news, and I want to take you both out to dinner tomorrow.”

      “I have a better idea, you come to our house.”

      “You two share a house?”

      “We do; it makes things easier and our kids get along well.”

      “I’ll bring wine.”

      After getting the address, Tanner asked a question.

      “How’s Zoe feeling?”

      “She’s good, and will recover her strength, but she’ll have a nasty scar. I wish we had enough money to take care of that. Her doctor said a plastic surgeon could make it unnoticeable.”

      “How much would that cost?”

      “Probably thousands.”

      “You’ll have the money. I’m paying you two a bonus, courtesy of Russell and Tonya.”

      “Stolen money?”

      “It’s found money now, and I left most of it behind anyway. Those two did a lucrative business targeting high-end homeowners.”

      “Thank you, Xavier. My sister isn’t vain, but she shouldn’t have to live with a scar if she doesn’t have to.”

      They talked a little longer, then said goodbye.
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        * * *

      

      As Tanner drove, he recalled the times he traveled the area with Romeo and Spenser when he was a young apprentice. Those were good days, as well as the years that followed.

      Taking out his phone again, Tanner dialed a number he had memorized. He knew that his own number wouldn’t look familiar to the person he was calling but hoped that they took the call anyway. He did.

      “Hello?”

      “It’s me, Romeo.”

      “Hey, Bro, are you nearby?”

      “I’m in Arizona.”

      “Wow, man, I haven’t been there in years.”

      “How are Nadya and Florentina?”

      “Nadya’s great and little Florentina is walking now. You need to come see us soon. Now that we’re in Florida, the travel time is easier.”

      “Sara and I will do that. Do you miss Indonesia?”

      “A little, but it’s good to be home in the states, and Nadya loves Florida.”

      They talked about old times and Romeo laughed as he remembered something from their first visit to Indonesia.

      “I was thinking about Maz’s contest the other day, and Throne.”

      “Throne? I hadn’t thought of him in years,” Tanner said.

      “Remember how the competition ended?”

      Tanner smiled, said, “Yeah,” and thought back to his days of training with the Russian named Maz.
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      PADANG, INDONESIA, OCTOBER 2001

      

      Caroline traveled with Cody and Romeo the next day to view the competition. When Throne saw his ex-wife with her arm around Cody’s waist, he turned red and rushed over to them.

      “What the hell is this, Caroline?”

      “Xavier and I have become friends, Felix, not that it’s any of your business.”

      Throne thrust a finger at Cody’s face.

      “If we have a bout together I’ll break you in half.”

      “Go to hell… Felix,” Cody said.

      Maz walked over and pushed Throne back as the big man made a grab for Cody.

      “Calm down or I’ll disqualify you.”

      “But he’s with my wife, Maz.”

      “I’m your ex-wife,” Caroline said, then she gave Cody a passionate kiss.

      Throne’s face grew redder as he turned and stomped away while making punching motions with his fists. Across the way, the man Throne was slated to fight looked paler than he had only moments earlier. Throne was normally a brutal competitor, enraged, he would only be worse.

      Maz escorted Caroline to a seat beside his own. As he was walking away, Maz shook a finger at Cody, as if to tell him he was playing with fire.
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        * * *

      

      Throne was brutal, and his first opponent of the day suffered a dislocated shoulder.

      Although they both sustained new bruises, Cody and Romeo also won their first matches.

      Throne was looking forward to facing Cody in the semi-finals, but Maz paired him against Romeo instead. Both Cody and Throne protested, however, Romeo was pleased. He was looking forward to chopping the giant down to size.

      During the break between bouts, Caroline sat with Cody.

      “Why haven’t you asked me any questions about Felix?”

      “Because I don’t care about Throne. I care about you.”

      “I’m a blonde, but I’m not a dumb blonde, Xavier. I know part of your interest in me was because you hoped to learn Felix’s weakness.”

      Cody smiled. “That thought had crossed my mind, but after I got to know you, I decided not to risk ruining things between us by asking about your ex.”

      “But you’re concerned about your friend fighting him, I can tell.”

      “Romeo’s tougher than he looks, but yeah, I’m worried he’ll get hurt.”

      Caroline kissed Cody, then whispered in his ear. “Felix injured his left knee eight months ago. It’s healed, but it’s still weak.”

      “Thank you,” Cody said.

      After Caroline left him, Cody went to Romeo and told him about Throne’s knee.

      “Caroline told you that?”

      “Yeah, and without me asking.”

      “I’ll keep it in mind, but I don’t think I’ll need it. Throne has another weakness, he’s overeager. Whenever he sees an opponent in trouble, he forgets all about protecting himself and moves in for the kill. I’m going to fake him out and then clobber him.”

      “Just be careful. If given a chance, Throne will put you in traction.”

      “He’s the one that will need a doctor,” Romeo said.
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        * * *

      

      The bout started, and Throne charged at Romeo like a train that left its tracks. Romeo held his ground until the last instant, then dodged Throne while also elbowing him on the side. Throne grinned at Romeo as he stalked him inside the sand ring while making taunts.

      “I’m going to break you up good, blond boy. I’m going to do to you what I can’t do to your friend.”

      Romeo stayed silent and kept moving. Other than the rare kick or attempt at a hold, he kept his distance from Throne, as if he were afraid of him.

      When Throne charged Romeo and caught him in a bear hug, it looked as if the match would soon be over. Romeo brought his head up fast and smashed Throne’s chin, weakening his grip. The move freed Romeo, but the impact appeared to have left him stunned.

      As Romeo moved away from Throne, he did so on a pair of unsteady legs, then leaned over with his hand pressed against his ribs.

      Throne sensed an opportunity and moved in to finish Romeo. As Throne was reaching for him with both hands, Romeo straightened up and kicked him in the face. That was followed by another kick to the right eye, and a knee to the stomach.

      Throne backed away, but Romeo kept on him, and after positioning himself for the toss, Romeo sent Throne to the sand. Throne was rising up when Romeo wrapped an arm around his throat and began pushing his head forward. Romeo nearly had the behemoth rendered unconscious with a sleeper hold when Throne flipped them both over.

      Spry Romeo avoided getting crushed beneath the big man’s weight and made it to his feet first. Throne attempted to rise when a kick slammed into the side of his head. That dropped him back onto the sand and caused him to release a moan.

      Romeo joined him on the ground and flipped the big man over, then did it again, until Throne was at the edge of the ring. Realizing how vulnerable he was, Throne attempted to get up and away. That was when Romeo locked his arms around Throne’s waist and spun the big man.

      Throne nearly left the ring and assured Romeo’s victory, but he managed to keep his balance. Romeo moved in and began trading blows with the huge man, giving three for every punch Throne landed. There were cuts over both men’s eyes when Romeo changed tactics and sent a kick into Throne’s midsection. That was enough to make Throne tumble backwards out of the sand ring, and a cheer went up from the gathered crowd. The boastful champion was no more.
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        * * *

      

      Cody’s opponent was a thirty-year-old Chinese man named Yang, who had been in three prior tournaments. Yang was fast and adroit at slipping out of holds and the match went on longer than any other. It finally came down to Cody outlasting the man as his stamina was greater. However, when he finally pinned his man, Yang refused to give up.

      In an attempt to free himself from the hold, Yang strained too hard, with the result that he broke his own arm.

      Cody leapt up as he realized what had happened. Maz, acting as referee, called the match in Cody’s favor, then had a man take Yang to the hospital. Cody was smiling, but his grin faded when he realized he would have to meet Romeo in the final.

      Romeo’s smile was a wan one as he too realized what lay ahead.

      Cody shrugged. “The good news is, one of us will definitely get the trophy.”

      “Yeah,” Romeo said.
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        * * *

      

      They spent the evening at Bagus’s home where they had been invited for dinner to celebrate his being released from the hospital. When they told Bagus that they had to fight each other, he made a face of displeasure.

      “I hope your friendship can endure.”

      “We’re cool,” Romeo assured him, and Cody nodded in agreement.

      The boys left soon after dinner, to allow Bagus time to rest. After shutting the door behind them, Bagus turned to Nadya.

      “Do you know who will win?”

      Nadya grinned knowingly.

      “Ah, so Romeo will win the match.”

      “No, Ayah,” Nadya said, while still grinning. “They will both lose.”
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        * * *

      

      The following day, a large crowd had come to see the two American youths fight each other with many a friendly wager made. Having defeated Throne, Romeo was favored.

      The bout started slow. When a good blow was struck, there was no follow through that might result in a victory.

      It was clear to everyone that neither man wanted to hurt the other. After a roundhouse kick stunned Romeo, Cody expressed concern rather than pressing the advantage. When he saw that his kick had reopened the cut over Romeo’s eye, he looked stricken.

      Romeo recovered, blocked a blow, then delivered an elbow to the side of Cody’s head that dropped him to one knee.

      “Bro! Are you all right?”

      When a few in the crowd began howling for Romeo to finish Cody off, Romeo instead offered Cody a hand, to help him stand.

      Cody misunderstood the gesture and leapt up to defend against an attack. When he saw that Romeo had been offering help, and not attempting to harm him, he dropped his hands to his sides.

      “I’m not trying to hurt you again, Bro. Do you want to risk hurting me?” Romeo asked.

      Cody smiled. “Of course not, and we’ve got nothing to prove.”

      The two of them turned to face Maz and spoke at the same time.

      “I forfeit the fight!”

      The crowd came to its feet in protest, but Maz quieted them down.

      “Are you boys sure about this?” Maz asked.

      “I’m not hurting Romeo just to prove how tough I am,” Cody said. Then he spoke to the crowd. “Would any of you risk seriously harming your brother for a trophy?”

      Maz nodded in understanding, while a change came over the crowd. Many in attendance had been angry, some of those same men began to clap at the decision.

      A voice shouted over the sound. It was Throne. He had a black right eye that was puffy and closed tight as a result of the kick Romeo had given him the day before.

      “Hey, Maz,” Throne said. “If they forfeit, does that mean I’m the winner?”

      Maz looked over at Yang, whose right arm was in a cast. There was no way he would allow the man in the ring even if he asked.

      “Yes, Throne. I guess that makes you the winner.”

      Throne grabbed the trophy from the table where it sat and ran to the middle of the sand ring in his street clothes. While leaping up in the air he proclaimed his victory.

      “I’m the champion again!”

      Many of those gathered laughed at him, while most of the rest shook their heads at his behavior. He had clearly not been the best and should be ashamed to claim the trophy.

      During the feast that followed the end of the tournament, Throne was ignored. He left the party early, trophy in hand, and all alone.
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      ARIZONA, AUGUST 2018

      

      Kayla and Zoe’s kids all had activities to attend, leaving Tanner alone to have dinner with Kayla and Zoe. When Zoe learned about the money Tanner had given them, she hugged him and kissed him on the cheek.

      “You’re a good friend, Xavier.”

      They ate outside on a screened-in deck. The conversation turned to Tanner’s upcoming wedding and Kayla asked him if they were planning to have children.

      “We are.”

      “Will you still be a Tanner when the babies start coming?” Zoe asked.

      “I’ll be one for as long as I can. I’ve never really wanted to be anything else.”

      Kayla became wistful as she said, “Granddad tried to make it work, but once our grandmother died he knew he couldn’t do it alone. That’s why our dad was raised by his aunt.”

      “Spenser said the old man regretted that, which is why he did his best to take care of you two when your parents died.”

      “He was great,” Zoe said. “And he taught us so much.”

      “Although I’ll still be a Tanner, I know that I can’t operate with a family the way I do now. I’ve been away from home for days and miss Sara. I’ll want to spend even less time away once we’re married and have a child. That’s why I’m making changes.”

      “What sort of changes?” Kayla asked.

      “You tracked Harvey down. How did you do that? I know you didn’t just happen to find us inside that restaurant.”

      Kayla tossed a thumb at her sister. “Zoe’s quite the computer hacker. She managed to get a copy of Harvey’s credit card activity. Once we had a list of the places he shopped at and visited, we went looking for him. He ate at that restaurant we found you two in several times. It was the third place we checked and there he was.”

      “I could use a good hacker. The guy I’m using now does it for free, because I saved his life, but I’d rather have a business arrangement with someone. I’d like to put you two on retainer and have you help me out from time to time.”

      “You want us to track people down for you?”

      “I do. Times are changing. I don’t think a Tanner can operate as a lone wolf anymore and still be the best. It takes a team effort these days. That’s something I’ve recently learned, and I’m trying to change.”

      “How involved would you want us to be?” Kayla asked.

      “Nothing like you did this outing. I can handle the Russell’s and Tonya’s of the world on my own. I just don’t want to waste days tracking them down anymore, not when a hacker like Zoe might do the work in a matter of hours. We’ll also set things up so that there’s no way anything can be traced back to you.”

      After asking how much their retainer would be, the women stepped away from the picnic table to talk. When they came back, they were smiling.

      “We’ll do it,” Kayla said, “and thank you. Not only will the extra income help, but we’ll also feel like we’re a part of the Tanner legacy, like Granddad.”

      “I’ve already got something I can put you on. It doesn’t involve a target but is more like research. I’m expecting trouble any day now, and I want to know more about the people who will be bringing it.”

      “Who are you talking about?” Zoe asked.

      “I killed a mobster named Moss Murphy who was the leader of the Boston mob. He was what they call a Made Man. The Mafia’s Commission frowns on that sort of thing. Despite my reputation, they’ll make a move on me eventually. When they do, I’ll want to know who I’m dealing with.”

      “You want to know everything there is to know about these men?”

      “Yes, but don’t do anything that would risk yourselves.”

      “That shouldn’t be too difficult,” Kayla said. “We also have connections inside the FBI that might help.”

      “The commission is based out of Chicago. Someday, they’ll send a bunch of windy city hoods after me. I’m tired of killing minions. This time I’ll go straight for the leadership.”

      “Taking on the mob does not sound healthy, Xavier,” Zoe said.

      Tanner smiled. “They started it.”
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        * * *

      

      They each had more wine and began to talk about the old days. When Kayla asked Tanner how he and Spenser met, he grew quiet.

      “Xavier, what is it?” Kayla asked.

      “My real name is not Xavier, it’s Cody Parker.”
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        * * *

      

      Tanner went on to tell them what had happened to his family, and how Spenser had saved his life.

      Zoe wiped at her eyes. “It was hard for us when we lost our parents at about that age. I can only imagine how monstrous it was to lose everyone, and your home too.”

      “I survived because of Spenser, and soon after, Romeo was there for me. They’re my family too.”

      “You kept that hidden all these years?” Kayla said. “Why tell us now?”

      “Sara wants me to reclaim my life and not live solely as Tanner. To do that, I have to become Cody Parker again, as soon as I figure out how. I’m also tired of lying to you two about my real name.”

      Kayla grinned. “I always said you didn’t look like a Xavier. Cody fits you much better.”

      The children returned from their various activities. When Tanner shook the hand of Kayla’s thirteen-year-old son he thought about how much the kid resembled his great-grandfather. The boy was already six-feet tall and was still growing.

      Zoe’s girls were both beautiful. The oldest, Juliet, was blonde, while the younger girl named Tara was a redhead like her mother.

      Kayla smiled at Tanner as she introduced him. “Kids, this is one of our oldest friends. His name is Cody Parker.”
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      PADANG, INDONESIA, NOVEMBER 2001

      

      Nadya hugged Romeo in a tight embrace as she said goodbye to him.

      The boys were headed off to Australia to meet up with Spenser. There were tears in Nadya’s eyes, and Romeo felt his own growing moist. Other than Emma and his family, no one had ever displayed more affection toward him than the child, Nadya.

      Bagus shook the boys’ hands and insisted that they must return someday, while Nadya’s mother, Permata, looked relieved that they were leaving. She believed in her daughter’s gift of second sight but hoped she was wrong about Romeo.

      Permata did not want the American for a son-in-law, not when there were so many respectable Indonesian boys who would be more fitting. With the young man and his friend off to see the world, perhaps Romeo would never return, and Nadya would forget about him.

      “I’ll miss you, little chick,” Romeo told Nadya.

      Nadya wiped at her tears. “I’ll miss you too, but you’ll be back someday. I know it.”

      The boys said their goodbyes and headed for the airport.
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        * * *

      

      SYDNEY, AUSTRALIA, NOVEMBER 2001

      

      Although it had only been two months since he’d last seen them, Spenser thought that Cody and Romeo looked more mature than he remembered them being. He had called Maz to thank him for training them and learned how the competition had ended.

      The boys had only informed him that they had failed to win the trophy. When Spenser learned the reason behind it, he swelled with pride. They might not be his sons, but Spenser felt as much like their father as if they were blood-related.

      Despite competing for the same honor, to be chosen as the next Tanner, his boys valued each other over anything. What parent could ask more of their children?

      The three of them shared hugs amid bright smiles. With their training done, Cody and Romeo were no longer apprentices. They were now equals and planned to travel the world together with Spenser for a year, while taking the occasional contract.

      Spenser had already said goodbye to Willow. After exploring Sydney for a few days, he and the boys would travel about Australia, before heading to the Orient, and beyond.

      “I’ve missed you two,” Spenser said, while tousling their hair.

      Cody grinned at him. “We’ve missed you too.”

      Romeo looked around the airport. “I can’t wait to explore Australia. I hear the surfing is great here.”

      “We’ll do some,” Spenser told him.
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        * * *

      

      Spenser had rented a jeep. The boys piled in with their luggage and were headed off to the hotel where they would be staying. Romeo sat in the rear. He leaned between the seats and asked Spenser about Ryker.

      “Without having seen his body myself, I can’t be certain he’s dead. Still, there was no way Damon was faking the grief he felt. He believed his father was dead, and he wanted to kill me for causing it. I didn’t want to harm the boy, but I didn’t want to spend life looking over my shoulder for him either.”

      “Ryker’s son would have also claimed the title of Tanner as well,” Cody pointed out. “That can’t happen. The legacy of Tanner will either go to Romeo or me. There’s no room for wannabes and pretenders. You did the right thing in killing Damon Ryker, Spenser. If you hadn’t, I would have.”

      “I hope Ryker is rotting in hell,” Spenser said. “He had no business training his son, seeing as how the boy was obviously unsuited to become an assassin. But enough about Ryker, he’s in the past. Let’s talk about our future.”

      “I want to see Japan during the trip,” Romeo said. “That short layover we had in Tokyo made me want to see more of the country.”

      “Then we’ll go there,” Spenser said, “and we’ll have the time of our lives. Training is over, boys, now it’s time to live the life.”

      “It’s all we’ve ever wanted,” Romeo said.

      And although Cody nodded in agreement, he knew he wouldn’t be satisfied being just another hit man, elite or not. He ached to be Tanner Seven, and the greatest assassin of all time. There was nothing he wanted, or needed, more.
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      AUSTRALIA, JANUARY 2002

      

      Weeks after Spenser and the boys had left the country, two figures traveled to the land where Ryker’s training camp had been. One of the figures was whole, healthy, and exuded the confidence of youth. The other one, the youth’s mentor, looked older than his years, after having nearly died. The mentor was also missing the lower portion of his left leg. He had lost it to an infection that nearly claimed his life. His name was Vince Ryker.

      Upon seeing the burnt trailers, it became obvious to Ryker that something horrible had happened to his son.

      A careful search of the surrounding terrain disclosed the shallow grave of Damon Ryker. He was dug up and identified by his wallet and watch. The watch was engraved on the back. From Dad with love.

      Ryker wept over his son’s body, then instructed his apprentice to bury Damon again.
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        * * *

      

      Ryker was staying at a private rehabilitation center and making plans to be fitted with an artificial leg. There was also a puckered scar on his neck, from where Spenser’s blade had come close to ending his life.

      A day after discovering Damon’s body, the apprentice returned to Ryker with news.

      A man matching the description of Spenser Hawke had been in Australia searching for Ryker, as Ryker suspected Spenser would do. Hawke was with two younger men toward the end of his stay. His apprentice wanted to know if they were the protégés he had spoken of previously.

      “Yes,” Ryker said. “I wanted Damon to believe I was dead so that Spenser would buy the story and move on. Never for a moment did I think the man would murder my son out of spite. I blame myself for letting that happen. I let Damon think I was dead, so if questioned, his grief would seem genuine. I should have realized that he would want to seek revenge and travel to the training camp.”

      The apprentice asked to be allowed to track Spenser down and kill him, but Ryker shot down that notion.

      “No. You’re not ready to face a man like Hawke. I don’t even think you’re ready to take on those two students of his.”

      Protests erupted from the apprentice along with assurances that Spenser, Cody, and Romeo would die.

      “I said you’re not ready. Even if you were, I’m not ready. I need time to heal and you need more training. We’ll also need a plan. They are too damn good to risk a blatant attack. We’ll have to be wise and patient.”

      Ryker grabbed his crutches and stood, to hobble over to the window and stare out at the grounds of the rehabilitation center.

      “Spenser Hawke is mine. If it’s my last act on this planet, I will kill him for murdering my son. I will have my revenge. As for you, you can murder his students.”

      Ryker turned his head and smiled at his apprentice.

      “Hawke and his lackeys think we’re both dead, when we finally do strike, they won’t even see us coming.”
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      DECEMBER 2002

      

      Cody and Romeo were driving along the I-5 interstate in California and headed for Oregon. They had been back in the United States for only a few days after returning from their travels around the world.

      The boys had spent more than a year exploring other countries with their mentor, Spenser Hawke, and it had been the best time either of the young men had ever experienced.

      During their travels they had lived in Japan, Russia, India, Saudi Arabia, Algeria, England, South Africa, Brazil and Norway. As it had for many before them, traveling had broadened the boys’ perspectives of the world. And they were hardly boys anymore, as Cody was twenty-two and Romeo twenty-three.

      What they were was a pair of young men at the beginning of their careers, and like most young men, they wanted to make a name for themselves.

      They had a plan to accomplish that, an audacious plan, and one fraught with danger. If they succeeded, they would be legends. If they failed, they would simply be dead.

      Although young and with limited experience, Cody and Romeo considered themselves to be among the elite of their profession.

      They had been trained by the best assassin on the planet and they knew their abilities were far above average. One of them would someday succeed Spenser Hawke and claim the title of Tanner. To be worthy of that honor, they intended to prove themselves exceptional.
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        * * *

      

      In Oregon, there is a legendary refuge named the Citadel. For decades the Citadel had granted asylum to anyone with enough money to seek safety within its confines. That protection not only kept one safe from any enemies that might wish them harm but also offered immunity from the law.

      The Citadel is known to have numerous secret exits by which one could be ferreted away if the police or federal authorities ever came knocking. The Citadel’s amenities also included the services of a doctor for those who needed it. That same doctor was purported to be a talented plastic surgeon.

      Many who entered the Citadel with one face were said to have left with a different one. It was also assumed that they were living lives in peace in exotic locations around the world.

      To date, there had been seventeen failed attempts by assassins, with only a man named Roy Hutchins surviving his assault on the Citadel.

      Cody and Romeo were headed to Oregon to speak with Hutchins, who was an expert on the Citadel. Talking with the man came with a fee of a thousand dollars apiece. It would be money well-spent if Hutchins provided insight into a way to breach the fortress. Hutchins also had connections with black market weapons dealers.

      Although the boys would have no formal contract on anyone taking shelter inside the Citadel, such people inevitably arrived there with a price on their heads. Regardless of any financial incentive, Citadel clients would also be disreputable and prime candidates for assassination.

      Whoever was in the Citadel when they made it inside would die. Cody and Romeo were willing to risk their lives on getting in and out safely, but they needed to kill a target under the Citadel’s protection for their venture to be deemed successful. Once they made their kill, they would be legends among assassins, while assuring Spenser that he had taught them well.
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        * * *

      

      While traveling, Cody had let his hair grow long. Romeo, who often wore his hair shoulder-length, was wearing it shorter, and he had grown a beard too. The beard had come in two shades darker than his hair and gave Romeo a more mature appearance.

      Cody’s Texas accent had faded over the previous year. It was something he had worked on while also learning the rudiments of several new languages. Romeo still sounded like a California beach bum, although he had grown up in Dallas, Texas.

      It was Romeo’s turn to drive, and he was doing so while Cody read. After seeing Cody close his book, Romeo spoke.

      “I miss Spenser, don’t you?”

      “Yeah, but I love not feeling like an apprentice anymore.”

      “Hell yeah. We’ve paid our dues and now it’s time to show the world what we’ve got. I don’t know who will be hiding inside the Citadel once we break in there, but they’ll never make it out alive.”

      “This guy Hutchins we’re going to see might be able to tell us who is in there when the time comes. Spenser said that he’s trustworthy too.”

      Romeo took his eyes from the road and looked over at Cody momentarily.

      “You asked Spenser about Hutchins?”

      “In an email, yeah.”

      “Then Spenser must know what we’re planning to do, right?”

      “He knows.”

      “What did he think about us targeting the Citadel?”

      Cody smiled. “He wrote back to me and said that he knew we would be successful if we decided to do it. He also said that if we didn’t do it then he might try it someday.”

      “Spenser has nothing to prove, we do. We need to build a reputation fast if we want to be offered the challenging contracts. I don’t want to spend my time knocking off cheap hoods for rival mobsters. I want to take the type of contracts like we did with Spenser in Russia.”

      Cody smiled again as he recalled his time in Moscow. While there, the three of them had taken a contract on the leader of a terrorist group. The man had been protected by scores of armed bodyguards and lived inside a home with numerous advanced security measures.

      More armed personnel protected the man inside the house, and he himself had been well-armed. Despite all that, Spenser, aided by Cody and Romeo, breached security and killed the target. That contract paid well enough to fund their entire year of travel.

      “Russia was great, and not just the contract,” Cody said.

      Romeo smiled as he nodded. “Sasha and Dinara, yeah, those girls made Russia memorable all right.”

      “Sasha took your mind off Emma. Which was a good thing. Spenser and I were starting to worry about you.”

      “I missed Emma more than I’ve ever missed anyone. Hell, I still miss Emma, and even though she broke up with me, I know she loved me.”

      “But she couldn’t accept you as you are, Romeo. Whoever you wind up with someday will have to be willing to live with who and what you are, an assassin.”

      “The same goes for you.”

      Cody shook his head. “I’ll never fall in love. I won’t allow it.”

      “I don’t think it’s up to us, Cody. Man, when I met Emma in Indonesia last year, it was like… well hell, it was indescribable. It was like being born again.”

      “And what was it like when she left you?”

      “That was the worst, but I wouldn’t trade a moment of it for anything.”

      “There’s a world full of women, and I intend to have my share of them.”

      Romeo laughed. “You might be over your quota already, dude. You’re like a chick magnet, especially now that you’ve loosened up and let your hair grow long.”

      Cody reached back and felt his hair, which reached to his shoulders. “It’s never been this long before, but I may cut it soon. I prefer my hair to be low-maintenance.”

      “I know what you mean, but I may grow mine out again soon. I like it long.”

      Cody looked out at a passing road sign.

      “We’ll be entering Portland, Oregon soon? Good, I’m sick of being in the car.”

      “I’m hungry, how about you?” Romeo said.

      “Yeah, we’ll pick a hotel with a good restaurant, along with a pool. Maybe we’ll meet some women.”

      Romeo laughed. “You’re always working on that quota, aren’t you?”

      “I don’t ever plan to fall in love, but that’s no reason to ignore women.”

      “I hear you,” Romeo said, as he drove on.
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      NEW YORK CITY, OCTOBER 2018

      

      At a casual restaurant in the city, Sara and Tanner were seated with Sara’s father, Warren Blake. Blake needed a new assistant file clerk at his law firm and Sara was going to introduce him to a friend of theirs.

      “How old is this young man again?” Blake asked.

      “He just turned nineteen, Daddy, and he’s in college. He wants to be a lawyer.”

      “God help him,” Blake said.

      The young man they were discussing showed up right on time, and Tanner saw that he had worn a suit for the occasion. His name was James Washington. He was black, smart, and had grown up in a bad area without letting it drag him down.

      Tanner had met James while on the trail of a serial killer earlier in the year. James had been enlisted to help keep an eye on the man, and he later met Sara. Tanner and Sara had both taken a liking to the teen.

      When Sara learned that her father had an entry-level position open at his law firm, she contacted James and asked if he was interested. James jumped at the chance. The job paid almost double what he was making at his part-time supermarket job. It would also give him an opportunity to work in a law firm, where he could gain experience in a field he planned to make a career in.

      James and Warren shook hands, then James settled across from Blake while seated between Tanner and Sara.

      “Thanks again for thinking of me, Sara. I’d love a chance to work at a law firm, especially one in the city.”

      “What school do you attend, James?” Warren asked, and James gave him the name of a prestigious university in Queens.

      “I’m there on a full scholarship,” James added.

      “That’s impressive,” Warren said. “And I won’t leave you in suspense a moment longer. You’ve got the job. Come in on Monday and we’ll get you started.”

      James’ mouth was hanging open slightly. “I’m hired just like that?”

      “And you’ll keep the job if you work at it.”

      James smiled at Sara. “I have you to thank for this.”

      “I trust my daughter’s judgement about people,” Warren said, then he slid his gaze Tanner’s way as he added, “Usually.”
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        * * *

      

      The lunch was a pleasant one. James, who was personable, caused Warren to laugh more than once. When Sara learned that James had taken a bus to Midtown, she offered to give him a ride home.

      “It’s all the way in the Bronx, Sara,” James said.

      “That’s all right, I have a client to see in Hunts Point, which isn’t very far from there.”

      “Tanner,” Warren said. “Stay a while longer and have a drink with me at the bar.”

      Sara stared at her father. “What’s this about?”

      “Nothing, honey, I just want to get to know my future son-in-law better.”

      “You two are getting married?” James asked, and Sara showed him her ring.

      “Oh man,” James said. “How did I miss seeing that? And too bad about the marriage, I was hoping to be next in line when Sara dumped you, Tanner.”

      “You’ve lost your chance forever,” Tanner told him.
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        * * *

      

      After Sara and James left, Tanner and Warren moved over to the bar, which wasn’t crowded at the early hour. They ordered brandy, and Tanner waited for Warren to get to the reason for their talk. The older man did so once they had their drinks.

      “My daughter tells me that you want to reclaim your true identity.”

      “Sara has told you my real name?”

      “No, but she has told me that you were the survivor of a tragedy when you were still a teenager. If I can help in any way, let me know.”

      “Thank you, I may need to have a lawyer involved. I was declared dead over twenty years ago. You can see where that might need some explaining when I finally show up to reclaim my name.”

      “I’d like to hear your story. I promise to keep it confidential.”

      Tanner nodded. “Yes, I guess you have a right to hear it, as Sara’s father.”

      The sad and violent tale of the fate of the Parker family was relayed to Warren Blake. The lawyer listened attentively, and only spoke when Tanner was finished.

      “That was a horrific thing to have to live through. It gives me a new perspective on you, Tanner.”

      “It’s in the past. Now I have Sara and we’ll start a family of our own.”

      “That Mexican cartel leader that you killed. Did he have any connection to the slaughter of your family?”

      “It was the same man. We each believed the other to be dead for years.”

      “Good Lord, how the hell did you survive going up against such a man? He must have had a small army guarding him.”

      “I had help from friends.”

      “Friends willing and able to face off against an army beside you? I would say that they counted as more than friends.”

      “So would I,” Tanner said. “I’ve also trained my whole life to be able to kill difficult targets.”

      Warren shook his head in disagreement.

      “You didn’t train solely to be able to kill; you also trained to survive. After what happened to you, you could have gone one of two ways. You could have crawled into a hole somewhere and kept your head down as you tip-toed through life, or you could vow to never suffer such losses again and fight back.”

      “I’m a fighter, always have been.”

      “The fact that my daughter is a part of your dangerous world worries me, I admit that, and Sara, my Sara has always had a streak in her that sought excitement.”

      “Sara can protect herself when needed, Mr. Blake, but I swear to you that I would die before I’d allow anyone to hurt her.”

      “I believe you would, and better yet, you’re more than equipped to kill anyone who might try it.”

      Tanner finished his brandy, then set the empty glass on the bar.

      “Is there anything else, Mr. Blake?”

      “Yes, if you have the time, come with me out to the airport and I’ll show you my plane.”

      Tanner smiled. “I would like that. I haven’t had my license very long, but I love flying.”

      Warren raised his glass in a toast.

      “It will be nice to have another pilot in the family.”
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      CAMAS, WASHINGTON, DECEMBER 2002

      

      The Citadel expert, Roy Hutchins, lived in the city of Camas in Washington state, which was about a twenty-five-minute drive from the boys’ hotel in Portland.

      Roy Hutchins was wheelchair-bound and in his early-forties. His temples were graying, and he had vibrant blue eyes. There was a gun strapped to the side of the wheelchair in a holster. It was a .45 automatic.

      They met with Hutchins at his house. It was a two-story home with three bedrooms and two bathrooms. One of the bedrooms had been a dining room, while the downstairs bathroom was a converted pantry. After his injury, Hutchins adapted the house to his needs.

      Hutchins had grown up in the home before leaving at sixteen to travel the world. After the death of his mother, he inherited the place. Hutchins had the place on the market until he lost the use of his legs. Now it looked like he would someday die in the house he was born in.

      Behind the home was a meadow and a narrow band of trees, and beyond that an elevated roadway that was part of an exit ramp. The ramp led to the street that ran perpendicular to Hutchins’ block. Hutchins had played in that large meadow as a kid, but now he would never walk again.

      Hutchins had a live-in girlfriend named Bev. Bev was in her thirties, had blonde hair with streaks of blue, and she dressed like a hippy in a tie-dyed poncho and sandals. There was even a peace symbol hanging from a chain around her neck. Despite that, Cody detected the outline of a holstered gun beneath the poncho.

      Once the boys passed over his fee, Hutchins invited them to sit on a sofa. Roy Hutchins knew them by the names of Xavier and Romeo. He was also acquainted with Spenser, although they hadn’t seen each other in years.

      Roy Hutchins was a former hit man who now made his living acting as a go-between and an arms dealer. The Citadel was a preoccupation with him and he was willing to aid anyone who wanted to ruin its perfect record.

      Hutchins’ home was well-decorated, if a bit feminine. The influence came from Hutchins’ late mother and not Bev. Hutchins had left things the way his mother had them and didn’t care what the home looked like.

      On a coffee table positioned between Hutchins and the boys were photos of the Citadel. It wasn’t much to look at. The Citadel had begun life as a secret military base and refuge built into the side of a cliff in 1956, during the cold war.

      Before it could be completed and stocked with equipment and supplies, the plan was abandoned after a newspaper article mentioned it.

      The Citadel was in a cove where a sheer cliff rose over a hundred feet. At its summit was a flat plain protected on three sides by natural outcroppings that had been enhanced with a fifteen-foot stone wall topped by barbed wire.

      The wire was electrified as well, and the thick wall had been built by the army. No one had ever made it over the wall or up the face of the cliff. Although the wall was seen as suicide, the cliff tempted many. Most of the men who had died over the years did so while trying to scale the cliff.

      After sending her a look along with a double nod of his head, Bev announced that she would be in the kitchen. Cody figured that the double nod was a signal that everything was all right, as Bev relaxed after receiving it.

      “Do either of you boys want a drink or some coffee?” Bev asked them.

      “We’re good, but thanks,” Cody told her, and Bev left the room. After watching her go, Hutchins smiled at the boys.

      “You two got guts to be targeting the Citadel. I’m the only one who ever survived the place, and it cost me my legs.”

      “How did you survive if you were so badly injured?” Cody asked.

      “Oh, I could still walk after I was shot. I even ran. But the slug in my back shifted and damaged my spinal cord. Two days after leaving the Citadel, my legs went numb, and an operation did nothing to help me. It wasn’t the doctor’s fault. He was a mobbed-up guy that I used, but he was also a damn good surgeon. If I had gone to a regular hospital, not only would I have become a cripple, but I would have been in trouble with the cops too.”

      Romeo leaned forward. “What can you tell us about the Citadel?”

      “I can tell you that the place is a bitch-mother. Many men have died trying to breach their security, you should think about that. If you go for it, there’s a good chance that you’ll both die.”

      “What went wrong with your plan?” Cody asked.

      “Me and another guy went after the place back in 1993. We were only the eighth attempt back then. There was a Salvadoran drug lord named Jorge Aquilleran hiding out there. Aquilleran had a one-million-dollar price on his head. My partner and I figured the best way to get inside the Citadel was to attack the guards while they were outside during a supply run.”

      “I thought the guards never left the Citadel,” Cody said.

      “They don’t, not technically, that is, they don’t leave the Citadel’s grounds, but they still need supplies. You see, the Citadel’s supplies are brought in by plane once a month or so, on an old Caribou Airlifter, what they call a DCH-4. The plane drops crates that have parachutes attached. Later, the crates are loaded onto a truck and driven back to the Citadel, while the old supply crates are left for pick-up. When they leave the old crates in the field, you know a supply run is in the works. Normally, this is the only time anyone ever leaves the inside of the Citadel and it takes less than an hour.”

      Romeo looked at Cody.

      “If we got inside one of those crates we could use it like a Trojan horse.”

      Hutchins held up a hand in warning.

      “It’s been tried. Three men did it about six years ago after taking over the supply plane. What they didn’t realize is that the crates are checked before they’re brought inside the Citadel. I don’t know how they died, but the three were never heard from again. When the plane landed back at the airport with their partner on board, he was killed by someone working for the Citadel.”

      “Tell us about the cliff,” Cody said, then he watched as a knowing smile lit Hutchins’ face.

      “The cliff, everyone thinks they can scale the cliff, and that’s the trap.”

      “What do you mean?” Romeo said.

      “That cliff is craggy, steep, and at the top the rock has been purposely loosened. Just a year ago, I sat here with two young guys like yourselves and told them about the cliff. A couple of Canucks they were, and experienced climbers. Like everyone else, they waited for a stormy night to make the climb.”

      “Why during a storm?” Romeo asked.

      “Thunder hides the sound made by the climbing gear, and these guys were also drilling into the rock as they went along.”

      “It sounds like they really knew their stuff,” Romeo said.

      “Oh yeah, they went up the cliff in a professional manner with a plan in mind and were using all that mountain climbing shit that guys like them have.”

      “You’re talking about inserting bolts in the rock face. That’s why they were drilling?” Cody asked.

      “Yeah, they did that so that they could leave the Citadel the same way. They had this idea that they were going to sneak in, make a kill, and sneak out, all under cover of the thunderstorm.”

      “That must have been some storm. Drilling into rock makes a lot of noise.”

      “I guess, but the sounds of the storm gave them cover.”

      “And what happened to them?” Cody asked.

      “They made it almost to the top when they hit the loose rock I had warned them about. Instead of giving up, they took the risk. I paid a guy to watch them from a boat with a telescope. He told me that they both fell and smashed against the side of the cliff, while still attached to ropes. Before they could climb down, two Citadel guards, who were out on patrol, fired on them from the summit, killing them. The bodies hung there all night until someone cut them loose in the morning. After that, they were tossed into the sea.”

      “Are there any photos of the inside of the Citadel?” Cody asked.

      “Oh, how I wish there were,” Hutchins said. “What little I know about the interior came from a retired Army guy who I tracked down before I made my try at the place. He’s the one that told me about the secret exits and the double gates to get in there. From what he described, the Citadel could house as many as a hundred men.”

      Cody shook his head at that. “There won’t be that many guards. There’s no need for them. Whoever is running the Citadel thinks that no one can get inside, so why keep a huge force on hand? My guess is that there are only a handful of guards.”

      “What do you consider a handful?” Hutchins asked.

      “Less than twenty.”

      “Yeah, then you’re probably right, but that is still a lot of guys to make it past.”

      “How does the Citadel get their clients?” Romeo asked.

      “I don’t know, but they sure as shit can’t advertise. If I had to guess, I would say that they contact the client first. I can think of three dictators who might need their services someday, along with a few criminal types who are on Uncle Sam’s radar.”

      “Has the government ever gone after one of the Citadel’s clients?”

      “Not yet, and they would probably fail too. Knowing those assholes, they would show up with a huge force and give whoever was inside plenty of time to escape.”

      “But the government built the place, wouldn’t they know where all the secret exits are?” Cody asked.

      Hutchins grinned. “The first man to ever try breaking into the Citadel was an ex-army sniper named Ellis Coots. In preparation, Coots paid someone to steal the original blueprints of the Citadel. And now remember, this was before computers. Those blueprints were the only copy in existence. Coots died during his attempt and the blueprints were never found.”

      “He might have been carrying them on him when he was killed,” Romeo said.

      “Yup,” Hutchins said. “And even if the Army could reconstruct those plans somehow, whoever is inside the Citadel must have made new hidden exits.”

      Cody thought for a moment, then asked another question.

      “How are the guards recruited?”

      “That’s unknown,” Hutchins said.

      “And who owns the Citadel?”

      “That’s unknown too, but whoever they are, they must have made a fortune from the place over the years. Word is, it cost a million to become a client.”

      “A million dollars?” Romeo said. “Did I hear you right?”

      “You did.”

      “That’s a load of cash.”

      “Oh yeah, but it buys you instant safety and a ticket to a new life.”

      Cody smiled. “Not always. Whoever the client is when we get in there will have wasted their money. Romeo and I will break into the Citadel, kill their client, and get out in one piece.  Count on it.”

      A smile crept over Hutchins’ face again. He had heard similar words numerous times before from men who appeared more formidable than the two young men seated before him. But then, then Hutchins looked into Cody’s intense eyes, and the smile left his face. After shifting his attention over to Romeo and seeing another steely gaze, Hutchins cleared his throat.

      “You know something? I wouldn’t bet against you two.”

      The meeting continued, as Cody and Romeo gathered as much information as they could. The Citadel was do or die, and they had no plans to die.
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      HARLEM, OCTOBER 2018

      

      Children were playing in front of several red brick townhouses. The weather was cool but sunny, and they were jumping rope and tossing a football around.

      Maurice Biggs left his home and started down the stairs, beside him was his bodyguard/chauffeur, Melvin, who was nicknamed Melon Head. The name was given him in childhood because of his large cranium. The size did not correlate with his brain power, which was minimum.

      Maurice Biggs was black and the leader of a street gang. He was also a vicious thug in his own right. He had killed both men and women and would do so again for any perceived injury to his ego or his business. The business was drugs, and it had made Maurice a rich man.

      Melon Head was about to unlock the passenger door on the black Cadillac Escalade owned by Biggs when the squeal of tires caught their attention. Both men jerked their heads around at the sound and saw an old Pontiac Impala rocket away from the curb down the street. It was headed toward Biggs and its driver was thrusting a gun out the window.

      There wasn’t enough time to unlock the door of the bulletproof Escalade and climb inside, so Melon Head pushed his boss to the pavement while taking out his gun. What he lacked in brain power he made up for in loyalty and guts. Melon Head blocked Biggs’s lanky body with his wide form as he fired at the car rushing toward them.

      The children who had been playing, dove to the ground or ran for cover as a series of shots were exchanged. Some of those shots were fired by Maurice Biggs, who had freed his weapon from beneath his jacket. Then, the car was moving away with a shattered windshield.

      “Maurice, you all right?” Melon Head asked.

      Biggs rose from the ground; his face was a mask of fury. “That was Hakeem. Nigger must be crazy trying to kill me.”

      Melon Head checked himself over and grinned like a fool when he realized he hadn’t been shot.

      “Hakeem can’t shoot for shit.”

      A plaintive cry came from inside the home Biggs had just left. It was the townhouse of his girlfriend, Wanda, and of his daughter, Shanita. One of the front windows of the home had been shattered by a round fired by Hakeem.

      Biggs and Melon Head were rushing toward the townhouse when the door opened. Wanda came out carrying Shanita, or rather, she was holding her body.

      A large exit wound was visible on the left side of Shanita’s small body. Biggs knew right away that his daughter was dead. He had fathered eight children during his life, but he had loved none of them the way he had loved Shanita. Rage, not tears, filled Maurice Biggs’s eyes. He vowed to himself that he would make Hakeem pay in kind for his loss.

      “Before I kill that muthafucka Hakeem, I’m going to destroy anything and everything he cares about.”

      Hakeem’s real name was Jerold Washington. He was James Washington’s older brother.
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      OUTSIDE PORTLAND, OREGON, DECEMBER 2002

      

      Richard Abadandi managed the Citadel. Abadandi was sixty-one, tall, and always wore a suit. His manner was abrupt, and he brooked no disrespect from those working under him.

      Abadandi was in the Citadel’s conference room, which was oval-shaped and windowless. All rooms inside the Citadel were windowless, as the facility was underground. The oak conference table was rectangular and Abadandi was seated at the head of it.

      There were several others present, including the Citadel’s doctor, George Calavechi. Calavechi was fifty-eight and looked distinguished with his stark white wavy hair.  The doctor was the only one Abadandi confided in. Unknown to the others, he was Abadandi’s cousin.

      The doctor sat at Abadandi’s right while his nurse, Irina Devoe, sat on Abadandi’s left. The twenty-one-year-old Devoe was an exotic beauty and Abadandi’s lover. The lovemaking was more a form of prostitution than passion and she was compensated for it.

      Irina felt passion, but not for Abadandi, no, her desire was directed toward the Citadel’s Captain of the Guard, Jack Begley.

      Begley was thirty-one, had dark hair, blue eyes and was ambitious. A former prison guard, Begley loved the Citadel, the very idea of the Citadel, and he hoped to run it someday. What Begley didn’t realize is that Abadandi wasn’t an employee like himself. Richard Abadandi actually started the Citadel back in the seventies, although he pretended to have an unnamed superior who owned it. Begley disliked Abadandi and he thought the Citadel could be run much better and serve more clients than it currently did.

      Begley was full of ideas that he felt could make things better, and they had all been shot down by Abadandi. Begley was in charge of the Citadel’s guards, and as Cody suspected, they numbered less than twenty. In fact, the actual number was only seventeen.

      That total included the two supervisory guards who worked directly under Jack Begley. Their names were Mike and Serge. Serge was also Begley’s best friend. The two supervisory guards sat toward the middle of the table with their boss as Abadandi ran the meeting.

      “Begley, has there been any odd activity that I should be made aware of?”

      “One of the guards spotted three men off in the distance wearing backpacks. They could be doing reconnaissance or might have just been hikers. I’m assuming the worst and beefed up patrols along the edge of the cliff face and the perimeter wall.”

      “That sounds prudent. We’re about due for an attack. No one has tried to breach our security in over a year.”

      “We’re a target all right, which is why I’d like to recruit more men.”

      Abadandi released a sigh.

      “You’ve asked me for more guards before and I’ll give you the same answer I always give you, no. We don’t need more men, because no one will ever breach our defenses and make it inside.”

      “I like to think that too, but the reality is that sooner or later someone will make it in here. When that inevitably happens, I’d like to be prepared.”

      Doctor Calavechi laughed. “Isn’t it your job to see that no one ever gets inside here, Jack?”

      “Yes, Doctor.”

      “Then what are you telling us, that you can’t do your job?”

      Begley gritted his teeth before answering from a face that had reddened a shade.

      “I know how to do my job, Doctor. Part of my responsibility is risk assessment. Yes, the Citadel is a fortress, but fortresses can be breached. I just want to be ready if that ever happens.”

      Abadandi stabbed a finger in Begley’s direction.

      “The answer is no. No more guards. And stop asking me for them. Now, is there anything else?”

      “Yes, what about new clients?”

      “No nibbles yet,” Abadandi said. “But of course, that could change at any second.”
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        * * *

      

      “The old man shot you down again,” Serge told Begley as they left the conference room. Serge was thirty-three and had dark hair and eyes. He spoke with a Spanish accent and often daydreamed about taking the Citadel over. He had mentioned it to Begley, although only in a kidding manner.

      “I’ll keep working on him,” Begley said.

      “I guess that means you’ve decided to stay on for another term?”

      “Oh yeah? Did you ever doubt it?”

      “How’s Ann feel about that?”

      Ann was Begley’s wife. She had come to the Citadel with the understanding that they wouldn’t be allowed to leave it for two years. An ex-army brat, Ann understood the concept of taking an assignment and making the best of it. However, after two years inside the Citadel she was going stir crazy with boredom and missed being free to come and go as she pleased.

      “I haven’t told Ann yet.”

      Serge’s face twisted into a pained expression.

      “The woman will not be happy, Jack. She wants out of here and you know it.”

      “I know, but Ann also wants to buy a house with land around it. That takes money, and nothing on the outside would pay me as much as I’m making working here. Once I explain that to her and make her see the advantages of saving more money, she’ll agree to stick it out.”

      “I hope you’re right, brother, otherwise, you’re going to be looking at two very bad years.”

      The men separated when they reached the corridor where Serge had his quarters. Moments later, Irina appeared at Begley’s side, to smile up at him.

      Irina Devoe was a petite woman with a body that made men stare. She filled out her white nurses’ uniform and her breasts strained at the zipper that held them bound. Begley was not immune to her charms, but he was in love with his wife and fought the temptation.

      Irina made that difficult, as she let Begley know that she was his whenever he wanted her.

      “Abadandi is too cheap to hire those extra guards you need, but why not train me to shoot? That way I could act as sort of a backup guard.”

      “You want to learn to use a gun?”

      Irina grabbed Begley’s hand and halted him in mid-stride, then guided him into an alcove that was the small space under a set of concrete stairs. There were few cameras inside the Citadel and none in the hallways, which was another bone of contention between Abadandi and Begley. Begley wanted cameras everywhere, while Abadandi deemed them a waste of money.

      With the two of them hidden from sight of anyone walking along the main corridor, Irina moved in close and tilted her head up, as if she were waiting to be kissed.

      “If you taught me how to use a gun it would give us an excuse to spend time together.”

      “Irina, I’m married to Ann and I don’t fool around. How many times do I have to tell you that?”

      “How many times does Abadandi have to tell you that he won’t hire any more guards? Like you, I don’t take no for an answer.”

      Irina released Begley’s hand, only to slide her palm across his cheek.

      “I can be discreet, Jack. No one will ever know about us.”

      Begley swallowed hard as he felt his heart racing. He could imagine what being with Irina might be like. They were thoughts that a happily-married man shouldn’t entertain.

      “Nothing will happen between us, Irina,” Begley said, while walking swiftly away. Behind him, Irina laughed.

      “You’re weakening. I could see it in your eyes.”
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        * * *

      

      Begley reached his quarters moments later and went inside. Ann was seated in the living room area and reading a book. The apartment wasn’t large but was bigger than the quarters any of Begley’s guards had. It consisted of a living room/dining room, a kitchen, bedroom, and a single bathroom. Heat was provided by a boiler in the bowels of the Citadel but supplemented by electric heaters at times.

      The living quarters and the operation sectors of the Citadel were located eighty feet below the summit of its cliff but twenty feet above sea-level. If needed, the Citadel could give shelter to over a hundred for a month if fully-stocked.

      Ann Begley was a green-eyed blonde with a contagious smile. Like her husband, Ann also worked at the Citadel. She was a talented diesel mechanic who kept the Citadel’s four trucks running well, while also being given the task of helping out the engineer who kept the plumbing and electrical systems humming along.

      The responsibilities took up little of her time as the trucks were used only on supply runs and the engineer was a perfectionist who lived for his work. The wealth of leisure Ann enjoyed came with the downside that it left her bored while confined inside the Citadel. Ann sat her book down while smiling, then walked over to greet her husband with a kiss.

      “How did the security meeting go?”

      “Same as usual, only shorter, since things have been so quiet around here.”

      “And Abadandi? How did he take the news that we’ve decided to leave next month?”

      Begley took Ann’s hand and led her back over to the sofa. He wasn’t a man who liked to hem and haw and so he just spat it out.

      “I’ve decided to stay, Ann. Honey, just two more years and we’ll be able to get any house you want.”

      Ann was shaking her head before Begley had even stopped speaking.

      “You can’t be serious, Jack. We discussed this for weeks and you agreed that we would head back to town and buy a house.”

      “We’ll buy a bigger house after we save up two more years of Citadel pay. I make more here in a year than I would make in two anywhere else, and so do you.”

      “I don’t want a bigger house two years from now. I want to get the hell out of this tomb and start enjoying life again. I hate it here and you know it. How can you consider staying on for two more years?”

      “Yes, you hate it here, but I don’t. Ann, Abadandi is not a young man. When it’s time for him to retire the Citadel’s owners will need a replacement. Honey, I could be that man. I could someday run the Citadel; don’t you see that?”

      Ann backed away from her husband with a look of horror on her face.

      “You’re planning on staying here forever?”

      “I like it here. The outside world is chaotic. In here… well in here, you always know where you stand, and if I could someday run it, it would be like having our own little world.”

      Ann wiped at tears as fast as they fell.

      “I couldn’t live here forever, Jack. I hate each and every day here as it is. I’m going to tell Abadandi that I want out when my contract ends.”

      Begley gasped. “You would leave me?”

      “I can’t stay here, but no, I wouldn’t leave you. I’d wait for you, for another two years… and after that, I’ll assume that you no longer want me.”

      Begley stepped forward and took his wife in his arms.

      “I don’t want to live without you. Baby, please, just two more years. I promise.”

      Ann broke free of his embrace and stared up at Begley with wet eyes.

      “I don’t believe you.”

      As Ann headed into their bedroom, Begley slumped onto the sofa and released a moan. He had a decision to make. Where did his future lie, with the Citadel, or with his wife?

      When he realized that he wanted the Citadel more than Ann, Begley wondered if that meant he was obsessed, or perhaps, even insane.
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            To Protect And Serve Up

          

        

      

    

    
      THE BRONX, OCTOBER 2018

      

      James looked through the peephole in his apartment door and saw a face he hadn’t seen in years. It was a friend of his who had left the neighborhood after being sentenced to a juvenile detention facility. Michael was wearing his hair in cornrows and a tattoo was visible on his neck.

      James opened the door with a smile on his face.

      “Mike, damn man, I haven’t seen you in years.”

      “Yeah, brother, after I did my time for stealing that car my mom sent me off to live with my cousins in Brooklyn.”

      “Well come on in, man and we’ll catch up.”

      “Nah, James, you come outside. I got something you need to hear.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      Michael looked around the hallway. “I guess this is private enough. I came here to tell you that you got a shitload of trouble coming your way. James, Maurice Biggs wants your ass dead.”

      “Biggs? The guy that runs the Boulevard Bloods? I don’t even know him.”

      “Man, your brother Hakeem killed Biggs’s little daughter during a drive-by. Now Biggs wants to pay Hakeem back, and he wants blood for blood.”

      “You’re saying that Jerold killed a little girl?”

      “A bullet meant for Biggs went through a window and hit his daughter. I heard she was only four.”

      James moaned as he hung his head. “Jerold never was any damn good, but to kill a child. Oh man, my mom is going to be sick when she hears about this.”

      Michael grabbed James by the arm and stared at him. “Your mom is going to be dead if you don’t get her and your own ass away from here. Biggs won’t fuck around. He’ll try to kill you.”

      “I, I don’t know where we could go. We don’t have money for a hotel or anything.”

      “Just run, James. Run and hope that someone puts Biggs down soon. Otherwise, you’ll be running for the rest of your life. The man wants you dead.”
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        * * *

      

      James’ mother was named Debra. She worked as an assistant in a podiatrist’s office. Debra looked ill after hearing about the vile act her elder son had performed. When James told her about the threat on their lives, Debra insisted that they go to the police.

      “I don’t think they can protect us,” James said, “and what if Biggs owns some of the cops? We could be walking into a trap by going to them.”

      “What other choice do we have, James?”

      James couldn’t think of an answer, so he agreed to go to the police station.
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        * * *

      

      At the local cop shop, the detectives assigned to investigate gang activities, Detective Rayna Owens and Detective Scott Pearson, saw an opportunity to nail Maurice Biggs by using James and his mother as bait.

      The female detective, Rayna Owens, was white, thirty-three, newly-divorced, and had been a cop for eleven years. She had dark hair, green eyes, and was attractive. Her male partner was not attractive. Detective Scott Pearson was white, fifty-eight, married, and had been a cop longer than his partner had been alive. Pearson’s graying hair was thinning on top and the pack a day smoker had a gut.

      They had placed James and his mother inside a large interview room that had a one-way mirror. The two stood at the glass looking in at James and Debra while discussing their options.

      “Do you really think Maurice Biggs would try to kill them himself?” Owens asked.

      Pearson straightened his wrinkled tie over his round stomach.

      “He might. I just got off the phone with the detectives who investigated the shooting where Biggs’s daughter died. They claimed the man was incensed and made threats against the drive-by shooter who killed his kid.”

      “What? You’re telling me a gangbanger talked to the cops and gave them Jerold Washington’s name?”

      “It was more like he was venting in front of them. No, Biggs and the other witness never named Washington. The last thing Biggs would want is for us to pick up Washington and move him out of his reach.”

      “Then how do we know that Washington is the shooter?”

      “Jerold Washington’s name was gathered from a police informant. Biggs might not kill Jerold Washington’s family himself, but I bet you he’ll murder Washington, and probably take his time doing it.”

      Owens looked through the glass and studied Debra.

      “The mother looks scared to death, but hey, she raised Jerold, who started this whole mess, so I have no sympathy for her. All right, let’s use them as bait. We’ll send them back home with a uniform, then you and I will take the night shift. If Biggs makes a move on them, we’ll have him red-handed.”

      “It’s the right move, Rayna, and even if Biggs sends his gang members around, at least we’ll take them off the street for a while.”
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        * * *

      

      James watched as the detectives entered the room. Despite the seriousness of the situation and the threat hanging over himself and his mother, James still noticed that Rayna Owens was a good-looking woman. She had a great smile as well, and she displayed it before issuing them assurances.

      “We’ll protect you of course, but we don’t feel that we need to uproot you from your home. We’ll be sending you back with an officer to guard you. My partner and I will be along later as well.”

      Debra looked relieved, but James had a question.

      “Wouldn’t it be better to move us somewhere where Biggs can’t find us?”

      Pearson laughed, and it made his jowls quiver.

      “We’re not the Feds, kid. We don’t have safe houses or witness protection. But don’t worry, we’ll keep you and your mom safe.”

      James nodded his understanding, while not liking the fact that they would still be where Biggs or one of his people could find them.
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        * * *

      

      James and his mother were back home twenty minutes later with a patrolman in the corridor. The cop was white and stuck out like a cactus in a field of wheat.

      Although the apartment was small and located in an old building, Debra Washington had done her best to make it look homey and attractive.

      Their hand-me-down living room furniture was a gift from Debra’s employer. Although old, the expensive furniture looked good and was comfortable. The dining room area, which was nothing more than a corner of the living room, was wallpapered and partitioned off by a decorative railing. The tiny kitchen was organized and cleaned daily after the evening meal. On one wall in the living room hung a painting of Jesus.

      James looked through the peephole at the officer, while speaking to his mother.

      “They should have found a black cop and put him in plain clothes.”

      “No, James,” his mother said. “It’s better this way. Maybe his uniform will scare anyone sent here to hurt us.”

      “Mom, gangbangers aren’t scared of cops. If they were, they wouldn’t join gangs in the first place.”

      Debra sighed. “Like your brother did.”

      James took his mother’s hand and gave it a squeeze.

      “I know he killed a child, but it was an accident.”

      Debra’s head shot up and James saw anger in her eyes.

      “It was no accident. You heard that woman cop describe what happened. Your brother drove down a street where children were playing and fired off a gun until it was empty. It’s a miracle he only killed one child.”

      “You’re right, Mom, and I’m tired of making excuses for my big brother. The way things look now, he’ll probably be spending the rest of his life in prison.”

      The anger left Debra’s eyes as tears flowed from them.

      “That will only happen if Maurice Biggs doesn’t kill Jerold first.”

      James had no words to allay that worry, because it was true. Jerold would likely be dead soon, shot to death by Maurice Biggs.
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      OUTSIDE PORTLAND, OREGON, JANUARY 2003

      

      Cody and Romeo were in the Portland area to assault the Citadel, but as a cover they had bought a fixer upper to renovate and flip.

      The old house needed a ton of work. It had been purchased for its secluded location which had twelve acres of land. When they weren’t working on the house, Cody and Romeo were training for their assault on the Citadel.

      The boys had decided to scale the cliff. They had rented a boat and anchored it off the coast where the Citadel was located. With the use of a powerful telescope they could make out the bolts that had been driven into the cliff face by the men who had attempted the assault in the past. Hutchins said the men were Canadians and experienced climbers. They had failed, but it was on their mistakes and earlier work that Cody hoped to succeed.
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        * * *

      

      A large white pickup truck came onto the property. It had the name of a lumber company on the side of it. The young woman driving the truck was named Tara, she was cute and had dark hair and blue eyes. Tara flirted with both boys whenever she brought them supplies, but Cody could tell that Tara liked Romeo best.

      Tara lowered her window and stuck her head out of the cab of the truck. She was wearing a man’s flannel jacket that was a size too big on her along with a pair of jeans that hugged her curves. Her hair was long and tied back in a ponytail; it shone under the winter sun, while the temperature was in the mid-fifties.

      Tara sent the boys a smile as they walked over to her.

      “I got a load of framing lumber for you guys. I guess you decided to replace that deck in the back, huh?”

      “That’s right,” Romeo said. “It’ll be a lot of work, but the home will sell faster with a new deck.”

      Tara stared at Romeo for a few moments while smiling, then placed her truck in gear.

      “I’ll pull around to the back.”

      “Cool,” Romeo said.

      As Tara drove slowly toward the rear of the home, Cody spoke to Romeo.

      “She likes you. Why not ask her out?”

      “I’ll do that, and I’ll see if Tara has a friend for you.”

      They went to work unloading the lumber, then Romeo stayed by the truck and spoke with Tara. Judging by the smiles she was giving Romeo, Cody figured his friend had gotten a yes to his offer. However, Tara had other plans. Romeo filled Cody in as they watched Tara drive away.

      “She wants to go on a double date with a friend of hers, but Tara says she has to talk the friend into dumping her boyfriend first.”

      “I guess Tara doesn’t like the girl’s boyfriend.”

      “The dude hit on her, and her friend knows it, but she was willing to give the guy another chance. Tara says that it’s just a matter of time until her friend kicks the jerk’s ass to the curb. She thinks you two will get along well.”

      “What’s the friend like?”

      “Her name is Mandy. Tara said Mandy is beautiful and athletic.”

      “All right then, maybe we’ll have dates soon.”

      “It can’t be too soon for me,” Romeo said. “I really like Tara.”
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        * * *

      

      Hutchins called later that day with news. The Citadel was rumored to be getting a new client.

      “His name is Kabell,” Hutchins said. “The guy was a cult leader who treated the female members of the cult like sex slaves. Get this, he was said to have over a hundred wives.”

      “What happened?” Cody asked. “Did the Feds go after him?”

      “A female D.A. in Tennessee had a niece join the cult. When she learned that the girl was pregnant with Kabell’s child, she got her friends in D.C. to look into the so-called religion.”

      “So, this Kabell is on the run,” Cody said. “And you think he’ll go to the Citadel?”

      “The Feds say he’s headed this way. Why else would he come here? I’ll bet you the good Reverend Kabell is looking for refuge, and likely a new face.”

      “Thanks for the tip, Hutchins. When will those weapons you’re getting for us be ready?”

      “That’s the second reason I’m calling. You can stop by and get them in two days.”

      “We’ll be there,” Cody said.

      When the call ended, Cody relayed Hutchins end of the conversation to Romeo, who then had a question.

      “Do you think we’re ready to scale that cliff this soon?”

      “I do, but I also want to take another lesson and spend a few more days practicing. We won’t be allowed a mistake at the Citadel.”

      Romeo grinned. “This is some intense shit, brother, but it’s what we trained for, right?”

      “We’re getting inside the Citadel one way or another, then we’ll be able to pick and choose our contracts.”

      “And we’ll make Spenser proud too. That means something to me.”

      “Me too,” Cody said.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, after suspending their work on the home to practice their climbing, the boys impressed another of their instructors. Her name was Amanda. She was born to parents who had met on the summit of a mountain and she had learned to climb at an early age. Although only twenty-three, Amanda was a certified instructor of the highest caliber.

      The boys had done some climbing while in Europe but needed to increase their skill level, and so they hired Amanda.

      Cody liked the blonde a great deal but knew that she was already involved with someone. Despite that, he did notice Amanda giving him appreciative glances at times.

      “You two are quick learners, and it helps that you’re both in such great shape. What do you do for a living?”

      “We flip houses,” Romeo said.

      Amanda looked perplex by the answer.

      “How do you flip a house?”

      “We buy homes, fix them up, then resell them for a profit,” Cody said with a smile.

      Amanda smiled back at him, while appearing to be embarrassed. “I was thinking that you actually flipped them over somehow.”

      “That would be demolition,” Romeo said.

      “Anyway, you guys climb well now. I’m not sure I can teach you much more.”

      “About that,” Cody said. “This will be our last lesson.”

      Disappointment showed on Amanda’s face. Cody hoped it was there for more than the fact that she was losing a client.

      “I’ll miss seeing you guys. You were good students.”

      “Maybe I’ll call you sometime,” Cody said. “You know, just to keep in touch.”

      Amanda smiled, but it faded as quickly as it appeared.

      “I have a boyfriend, Xavier, remember?”

      “Yeah, I remember.”
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        * * *

      

      After the climbing lesson, the boys rode out to the area where the Citadel was, although they were miles away from the property, they could see the cliff in the distance.

      “We’re going to make history, Romeo.”

      “Or die trying,” Romeo said.

      “I’d rather be dead than live my life as average.”

      “Me too, but I do want that someday. You know, a wife, kids.”

      “Really?”

      Romeo pointed at the cliff in the distance.

      “That’s an adventure, Cody, not a life. When I’m sixty, I don’t want to be alone with only a bunch of cool memories. I want people around me.”

      Cody said nothing in return, although while growing up, he had always wanted the same future. However, the people he ached to have around him was the family he had already lost.

      Romeo turned to face him, and it was as if he had read Cody’s mind.

      “You can make another family of your own someday, dude. You can’t get back the people you lost, but you can have another family.”

      “Maybe,” Cody said. “Yeah, maybe someday.”
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      THE BRONX, OCTOBER 2018

      

      With all that had happened in so short a time, James’ mind was in a fog. He didn’t realize until the next day, Saturday, that he would be unable to start his new job on Monday.

      When he called Sara and Tanner to let them know the circumstances, Sara insisted on coming over and talking to James.

      The cop in the hallway was different from the one who had been standing guard the day before. His name was Jude Collins. He was white, blond, and had been in the navy. The detectives gave the okay for the visit, and Tanner and Sara entered James’ apartment.

      Debra greeted Sara with a smile and thanked her profusely for helping James to find such a good job.

      “Of course, with what’s going on, I suppose he’s lost it.”

      “No, Mrs. Washington. James still has the job. I explained things to my father and he said that he’ll hold the position for James for a few more weeks. Daddy also said that he would have one of his staff represent James’ brother if needed.”

      “Why would Mr. Blake help my brother?” James asked. “He doesn’t even know him.”

      “Blake knows you, James,” Tanner said. “And he likes you.”

      Debra’s hand rushed to her mouth as she realized she hadn’t offered her guests anything.

      “I’m sorry for forgetting my manners, would you two like coffee? I’ve already brewed a pot.”

      “I’d love some,” Sara said, “and we’ll talk in the kitchen while you serve it.”

      As she was leaving the room with James’ mother, Sara exchanged glances with Tanner, and he sent her a nod. Tanner stayed behind with James to get the story on Maurice Biggs.

      “How serious is this, James?”

      “It’s no joke, Tanner. Biggs is the leader of the Boulevard Bloods and he’s killed before. My brother must have been crazy to try to murder him. Now, it’s got me and my mother targeted.”

      “Sara thinks the cops should have moved you somewhere, and I agree. They’re using you as bait while hoping that Biggs shows himself and tries to kill you.”

      James’ face contorted in confusion as he took in the idea.

      “Would they really do that?”

      “It looks that way. I’m not saying they won’t try to protect you, but they’ve still left you in the crosshairs.” Tanner lowered his voice. “Do you know how to use a gun?”

      James nodded. “Yeah, growing up around here, I held my first gun when I was only seven, but I never joined a gang like Jerold did.”

      Tanner reached inside the leather jacket he was wearing and brought out a small gun. It was a pocket pistol, a Kimber Solo.

      “Take this, just in case the cops aren’t enough.”

      James took the gun, checked it, and saw that a round had been chambered.

      “My mother would kill me if she knew I had this.”

      “And she might die if you don’t. Keep the gun, James. You’re better off having it than not.”

      “Yeah, and thanks,” James said. The gun was slipped into his pocket only moments before his mother and Sara returned.

      Sara was holding a cup and sipping from it. When their eyes met, Tanner sent her another nod, telling her that James accepted the gun.
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        * * *

      

      Outside, a hooded figure turned down an alleyway adjacent to the building that sat beside the one where James’ apartment was. When he determined no one was looking, he used a knife to open the lock on a basement window.

      After lying on the ground, the male shape slithered in backwards through the window and lowered unto the floor. The man groped around for a few moments, but after a flashlight was turned on, his movements became surer.

      The building he was in was a duplicate of the one where James lived. They were built side-by-side and pressed against each other like rowhouses. In fact, they shared the same basement space, which was only separated by a piece of plaster that had crumbled away over the years.

      The man moved through the gap and into the space that was below James’ apartment. After creeping up the worn basement steps while trying to minimize the creaking they made, the man eased open the basement door, which was at the end of a hallway.

      A damn cop, the man thought, as he looked at Officer Collins. Collins was staring down at his phone as he composed a text message.

      The door was eased shut again, and the man returned to the basement, where he stood on an old metal crate that once held milk deliveries. The crate allowed him to peer out a dusty basement window and gain a view of the street.

      When Tanner and Sara emerged from the building, the man in the hood wondered if they were police detectives. He decided that Sara might be one, but not Tanner. The man didn’t know who or what Tanner was, but he knew law when he saw it, and Tanner was no cop.

      He watched as Tanner’s car pulled away from the curb, then kept an eye on the street.

      They won’t try anything until it’s dark, he thought. And that cop won’t mean shit to them. It will be up to me to stop them.

      The man’s name was Jerold Washington. He was there to protect his family.
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      In 1978, Tommy Merensky was a fourteen-year-old growing up in the suburbs of Cleveland when the Jonestown Massacre occurred in Guyana. Tommy was awed by the fact that a single man, Reverend Jim Jones, could talk so many people into ending their lives.

      The personal power that implied boggled Tommy’s mind and he wanted to someday be the leader of a large group. He read everything he could get his hands on about forming a religion or cult, then, he went to work creating one.

      Tommy’s attempts to create a new religion with himself at the center made him an outcast and a weirdo in his Ohio high school. When he went to college in southern California, that all changed.

      Tommy had nineteen devoted followers by the time his junior year rolled around. Half of what little money they made working part-time went toward the church fund.

      With graduation only months away, Tommy had over a hundred followers; some of the lovelier young ladies served as his personal harem.

      A good chunk of the church funds went to buy Tommy a limousine, the rest he spent on buying an old farm with several outbuildings.

      In June of 1993, inside the church they had constructed, Tommy announced to the then eight-hundred members of the congregation that he’d had an epiphany. That was when he declared himself a god and renamed himself Kabell. When one of the newer members of the church laughed at Kabell and told him he was insane, Kabell pointed at the man and commanded him to die.

      The man waved a dismissive hand at Kabell before clutching his chest and keeling over in the aisle. Another new member of the church was known to be an ex-army medic. He checked the fallen man and found that he had no pulse. Both the “dead” man and the medic were unemployed actors Kabell had hired. They were paid handsomely for their help and the respect and awe for Kabell grew among his people.

      The intervening years saw the church grow and prosper as more land was purchased and buildings built to house them all. Kabell also thrived financially, as a select group of his members ran a lucrative marijuana business for him.

      Recently, after a small private jet crashed onto church property, the authorities became aware of the drug operation. After that, they learned of Kabell’s child brides, the daughters of his followers. Some were as young as eleven.

      Mass suicide never appealed to Kabell, although he admired the display of personal power it evidenced. Instead of ordering his followers to kill themselves, Kabell had left them to their own devices and snuck out of the compound one night.

      He had a fortune of over ten million dollars and had left with a slew of suitcases and his current favorite wife. The “wife” was named Cindy. She was a beautiful redhead with large startling green eyes. Cindy had been trained to serve Kabell and worship him since the day she was born. Cindy was two weeks shy of turning fourteen.
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        * * *

      

      Kabell and Cindy were meeting with Abadandi and Dr. Calavechi inside Abadandi’s office. The doctor, like Kabell, was not one to hold to the restrictions society placed against having sex with underaged girls. Before coming to the Citadel, Calavechi was about to be indicted on six counts of statutory rape. The doctor had been volunteering his services at a clinic, where he molested several pre-teens. In a sense, Dr. Calavechi was the Citadel’s oldest client.
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        * * *

      

      Cindy reached into the oversized cloth purse she carried. Abadandi had watched her walk into the office with it and noticed that it appeared to be heavy. Young Cindy had been tilting sideways as she struggled along with it.

      The girl’s hand emerged from the purse and was holding the invitation that Abadandi had sent to Kabell three years earlier. It was a piece of metal the size of an index card that had a phone number engraved on it, along with the words, Call if you ever need a place to run to—The Citadel.

      Kabell had needed such a place, as Abadandi guessed he someday might. He sent out a hundred such invitations a year to those he deemed prospective clients; about ten percent of them paid-off.

      “Welcome to the Citadel, Kabell. My name is Richard Abadandi and I’m the director here. Let me assure you, sir, that your worries are over.”

      Kabell was a tall and thin man with a receding hairline. He was dressed in a one-piece black bodysuit made of Lycra. The suit had boots built into it and left only his neck, face, and hands exposed. It was also skin-tight. On the television, the media referred to it as his God-suit.

      Kabell’s dark-eyed gaze had been called imposing over the years. As a younger man, he had worked on perfecting that gaze while staring in a mirror for hours.

      “I never thought I’d have need of your services, Mr. Abadandi, but I’m glad I held on to that invitation.”

      “Yes, now why don’t we get our business out of the way.”

      Kabell raised an eyebrow in inquiry, but then he understood what Abadandi was asking for. The man wanted to be paid.

      “Cindy, hand Mr. Abadandi that parcel I gave you.”

      The girl complied, and a large package wrapped in brown paper emerged from the purse. It contained a million dollars in cash and weighed over twenty pounds.

      Abadandi was surprised that Kabell had trusted the child with the invitation and the cash. However, Kabell never carried anything on his person; his one-piece bodysuit had no pockets.

      Abadandi took the envelope from the nervous girl and deposited it in the floor safe behind his desk. Later, he would count the contents while alone.

      “I’m assuming you’ll want to use Dr. Calavechi’s services?” Abadandi asked.

      Kabell looked over at the doctor and caught him staring at Cindy.

      “I’ll have to have my face changed, won’t I? They’re showing my picture on TV every five seconds.”

      “And what about the young lady?” Abadandi asked, referring to Cindy. Cindy was wearing a white dress that hung down to her ankles and buttoned at her neck. It gave her the appearance of being virginal, which she was not. Kabell had taken her virginity on her tenth birthday.

      Despite her upbringing in the cult, Cindy was a true innocent. She thought of Kabell as her God, father, and best friend all rolled into one. As long as she was by his side, all was right in her world.

      Kabell reached over and caressed Cindy’s cheek.

      “I wouldn’t dream of messing with such perfection as my bride’s face, but perhaps I’ll have her dye her hair dark for a while.”

      “Fine, now let me show you to your quarters.”
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        * * *

      

      As they walked along the corridors of the Citadel, Abadandi explained that it would be best for Kabell if he and Cindy stayed inside their suite during their time in the Citadel.

      “We don’t have any other guests at the moment but that can always change, and I’m sure you want your privacy.”

      “What is there to do here?” Kabell asked.

      “Not much I’m afraid, but there is satellite TV and a large library in your quarters. We’ve also stocked the Scotch you requested over the phone.”

      “What about women?”

      “I’m afraid not. It would be a risk, as you can imagine.”

      Kabell frowned. “I’ll have to make do with Cindy.”

      “Um, yes,” Abadandi said. He was repulsed by the thought of Kabell molesting the girl, but a client was a client. Besides, it really didn’t matter to Abadandi what Kabell did or didn’t do. He had the man’s fee locked in his safe, which was all he cared about. When Abadandi looked over at his cousin, Dr. Calavechi, he saw that the man was staring at Cindy’s ass, while licking his lips.

      Pervert, Abadandi thought.

      As they neared the wing of the facility that housed the client quarters, the foursome passed within the vicinity of Jack and Ann Begley, who stood beside one of the supervisory guards, Serge.
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        * * *

      

      “What do you mean she’s his wife?” Ann Begley asked her husband. “That girl is just a child.”

      They were still in the corridor with Serge, after having watched Kabell walk by with Abadandi and the doctor. Ann had believed Cindy to be Kabell’s daughter. Then, Begley told her the truth.

      “Quiet down or they might hear you,” Begley told her. “And yeah, that girl is one of his wives.”

      “How is that possible?” Ann said.

      “When you call yourself a god and start a religion, you get to make the rules,” Serge told her. “I heard on the news that Kabell’s youngest wife was only eight.”

      The disgust she was feeling was written on Ann’s face.

      “Why is a degenerate like that allowed in here?”

      “Honey,” Begley said in a soothing voice. “Protecting scumbags and outlaws is the Citadel’s main function, remember?”

      “I know that, Jack, it’s just… and you want to stay here and keep helping men like that?”

      “I don’t give a damn about the clients. It’s the Citadel I care about, and what it stands for. No one has ever broken in here, although some of the world’s best assassins have tried. Keeping that record intact, having that rock-solid reputation, that’s what I love about this place. The Citadel is a fortress that has never been breached, has never lost a client, and it will stay that way under my watch.”

      Ann shook her head as she stared at her husband.

      “You’ve become obsessed with this place, but I’m not. I’m going back home when my tour ends.” Ann looked at Serge. “And you, I suppose you’re staying on too?”

      Serge sent her a shrug. “There’s nothing outside of the place I care about. Why shouldn’t I keep working here and let the money pile up in my bank account? By the time I’m ready to call it quits, I’ll be set for life.”

      Ann hugged herself and looked around the dimly-lit corridor. “I’ve had more than enough of this place.” She walked off in the direction of her quarters.

      “You have an unhappy woman there, buddy,” Serge told Begley.

      “I know, but I don’t know what to do about it. We just see things in different ways.”

      Serge sighed. “Those were the same words my wife said to me before I came here six years ago. I haven’t seen her since, but I’m sure she’s moved on.”

      “After six years? I’d bet you’re right, Serge.”

      “Yeah, buddy, and Ann might do the same to you.”

      Begley shook his head as if he were trying to dislodge an unpleasant thought.

      “Enough about me. Let’s grab Mike, and then the three of us will sit down in the mess hall and make out a new schedule. We have a guest to guard now.”

      “Two guests; don’t forget the little girl.”

      “I try not to think about her. Ann is right. Kabell is a degenerate.”

      “And we get to make sure he stays safe. Some job we have, huh?”

      Begley let out a huff of breath and started for the mess hall.
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      THE BRONX, OCTOBER 2018

      

      Detective Rayna Owens sighed with pleasure as rookie police officer Jude Collins slipped his hand inside her bra. They were in the vestibule, near the staircase that led to the upper floors.

      Owens had taken the younger Collins into her bed on the night her divorce became final. She’d been intoxicated, as well as saddened by the ending of her marriage, and bedding a man, any man, as long as it wasn’t her ex, had seemed a good idea at the time.

      It hadn’t been, and could have turned out horribly, but it wasn’t the worst move she had ever made either. The morning after, Rayna dreaded going into the station. Rayna had imagined that the younger Collins would have bragged of his conquest to anyone who would listen.

      Instead, when Collins greeted her the next day, he did so by addressing her as Detective Owens, and never let on that they shared more than a working relationship.

      It was Collins ability to be discreet that persuaded Rayna that she should continue the relationship. It also didn’t hurt that the blond and handsome Jude Collins was a stud in the sack.

      Rayna took hold of Jude’s right wrist and moved his hand away from her breasts.

      “Not here and not now,” she said.

      Jude grinned at her. “I guess I got carried away.”

      “I hate this duty. If Biggs is coming, I wish he would hurry up and get here. He’s cramping our love life.”

      “I’m working a double, so I’ll be here all night with you, at least we’ll be together.”

      “Then come home with me in the morning, we can share a bed, even if it’s just to sleep.”

      “Oh, we’ll do more than sleep, you can count on that.”

      Rayna giggled. Then sobered when she heard her partner calling her name. She left the vestibule and walked toward James’ apartment, where Pearson was standing in the doorway and looking in the opposite direction. As she drew closer, she realized that her blouse was gapped open and her bra was exposed. She buttoned it right before Pearson turned his head to look at her.

      “Where were you?”

      “I was looking in on the rookie.”

      “What? Was he asleep?”

      “No, he was checking the stairwell.”

      “Okay, and I’m going outside for a smoke. The kid and his mom went to their bedrooms, so keep the volume on the TV down.”

      “I’ll probably turn it off; I hate late-night television.”

      “So do I, but what else is there to do?”

      “I brought a book with me.”

      “Books take too much effort.”

      Rayna laughed. “Go have your smoke.”
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        * * *

      

      A block away, where there was an all-night convenience store, the security guard on duty was named Reggie. He was bored out of his mind and his feet hurt.

      Things improved when two girls entered the store. Despite the chilled night air, the young women were dressed in short skirts and halter tops.

      Both girls smiled at Reggie while sending him equally admiring glances. He was so captivated by them that he barely registered the tinkling of the bell as another customer entered.

      The newest pair of customers made Reggie forget all about the girls when one of them pressed a shotgun against the back of his head.

      “Hand over your gun, bitch,” a voice said. When Reggie turned his head, he saw two men wearing ski masks.

      “Take, take it, here, here,” Reggie stuttered as he handed over his gun. As that was happening, the other man was telling the cashier to empty the till.

      Once they had the money, the two men stood shoulder to shoulder and began firing the shotguns at the shelves. They weren’t there to rob the store, no, that was just a bonus. They were there to lure Rayna and Pearson away from the apartment house.

      The two girls who had distracted Reggie moved past the shooters and went outside. It was time for them to do part two of their act.
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        * * *

      

      Rayna met Pearson out on the front steps; she had her hand on her gun.

      “Where did those shots come from?” she asked Pearson.

      “Down that way,” he said, while pointing to his left. “It must be that convenience store.”

      The rookie Collins came out and headed toward them. He was shouted back by Pearson.

      “Stay with the Washingtons, kid. Rayna and I got this.”

      A scream pierced the night from the direction of the store. That was followed by a female voice talking loudly.

      “Oh my God, they shot a cop!”

      The police officers outside James’ building exchanged looks, then all three of them were rushing toward the store. Pearson had taken out his phone to call the robbery in, but when he saw Collins pass him, he shouted.

      “Get back, rookie! Someone has to stay here and keep watch.”

      Collins stopped running and looked over at Rayna.

      “Be careful.”

      “We will be,” Rayna assured him. Afterward, she sprinted past the slower Pearson.

      Collins watched them go. He was thinking that if anyone should have stayed behind it should have been the older and out of shape Pearson. Collins watched the detective lumber along while Rayna was already a hundred feet in front of him.

      Doing as he was ordered to do, Collins walked back to the apartment house, went up the stairs, and stepped inside. He was just able to register that something was moving in toward him fast from his left before he was struck, and the world went black.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The gangbanger who had struck Collins with the butt of his shotgun laughed along with his two companions as he watched the rookie fall to the floor. When a door opened from somewhere on the second floor, one of the other gang members shouted up the stairs.

      “If you don’t want to get your ass shot you better close that door up there.”

      Whoever had opened the door had good sense, and the door slammed shut.
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        * * *

      

      Inside his apartment, James had stirred awake after hearing the boom of gunfire in the distance. Sadly, it was not an unusual sound in his neighborhood, and so he had drifted back to sleep.

      The shouted words directed up the staircase changed all that and James was sitting upright as he strained to listen.

      Then came the kick, as someone attempted to break into the apartment. James rose from the bed wearing only a pair of boxer briefs, then he opened the drawer on his night stand. When his hand emerged, he was holding the gun Tanner had given him. James headed for the door while praying that the small gun would be enough to protect his mother.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            40

          

          
            Do Or Die

          

        

      

    

    
      OUTSIDE PORTLAND, OREGON, JANUARY 2003

      

      Unlike the others who had come before them, Cody and Romeo made their ascent up the cliff face on a clear day. While the cacophony of a violent storm would help to cover any sounds their efforts made, it was also likely that the Citadel knew that as well.

      Cody and Romeo assumed that meant that there would be extra patrols of the cliff and its summit during storms. To avoid that, they decided to risk climbing in good weather, although they were doing so at night.

      Hutchins had seemed dubious about their chances of succeeding by an assault on the cliff. That was the very reason Cody thought it the best option. No one had ever come close to making it to the top. Knowing that, the Citadel’s guards might be lax about patrolling it.

      The climb was easier than many the boys had made while training with Amanda. The men who had last attempted the ascent had left behind a series of bolts. Cody and Romeo used the bolts to attach their carabiners, which were D-shaped rings used for fastening ropes.

      As they were warned, the last twenty feet or so were the worst. Cody could see where someone had worked at the rock to loosen it. While climbing up, several stones had rained down on them. Those stones would have a ton of company if the boys attempted to get foot or handholds in the loose rock.

      But that was all right, Cody had a plan for that.

      From their years of training together they knew that Romeo had a slight edge over Cody in the strength department. He was also three pounds heavier. Adding those two factors together, it was decided that Romeo would put their plan into action as Cody assisted.

      They couldn’t climb over loose rock, but it was possible to swing past it if enough momentum had been built up. After signaling each other that they were ready, Cody jumped from his position on Romeo’s far left.

      After falling over twenty feet, the rope his harness was attached to went taut. Romeo had been expecting the sudden jerk Cody’s weight would exert on him, but it was more than he’d anticipated. He nearly had the rope ripped out of his gloved hands. If he hadn’t been in superb condition, he would have risked dislocating a shoulder.

      That leap was the beginning of Cody’s pendulum ride as he swung back and forth while suspended. The goal was to get the arc of his swing so wide that he would be level with the summit of the cliff at its apex. Once that had been accomplished, Romeo could maneuver the rope closer and closer to the face of the cliff until Cody could contact the edge of the summit. If he could grab hold of the scraggly plants that grew there, he should be able to pull himself up, then Romeo.

      Even if the plan was successful it could prove fatal for them. If a guard was nearby and detected their movements, they would be shot and tossed from the cliff.

      It took longer than they had anticipated, but Cody was eventually swinging in a wide arc. The stress on Romeo was intense and he wore a pained expression as he fought to control the rope. At last, Cody was near enough to reach out and grab for solid ground.

      Instead of gripping weeds with a sturdy root base, his hands found grass. It was enough. One clump of grass ripped from the ground, but the turf in his right hand stayed firmly planted. That allowed Cody to get a leg up and crawl atop the cliff’s summit.

      With scant seconds lost, Cody began pulling on the rope to bring Romeo to the top. While doing this, he was vulnerable and knew he could be shot at any moment. Cody pushed such thoughts from his mind and concentrated on the task at hand.

      Part of his training to become a Tanner involved disciplining the mind while building mental toughness. That training was put to use during the time it took to bring Romeo to the top.

      Romeo scrambled up with Cody’s help and the two young men grinned at each other. They had done something no one else had ever accomplished. They had made it onto the grounds of the Citadel. Now came the hard part: getting inside.
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        * * *

      

      A duffel bag full of supplies had been attached to the end of the rope dangling beyond Romeo. It held the weapons and tools they needed; this included bulletproof vests. Cody lugged the heavy bag behind a thick tree as Romeo followed. By taking the burden himself, Cody allowed Romeo time to recover from the strain he’d endured while supporting Cody’s weight.

      “How do you feel?” Cody asked. “You didn’t pull any muscles, did you?”

      “No, dude, I’m good, and I’m stoked to get inside this place and take out Kabell.”

      Cody pointed to his right. There was the faint glow of a light; beneath it was the gleam of metal.

      “That looks like a door to me. Once we get there, I’ll set the first charge.”

      They donned their vests along with gloves and ski masks. When they were halfway to the door, a voice cried out from the darkness on their right. “Hey!” That was followed by a shot and a grunt of pain from Romeo.

      Cody spun toward the voice and opened fire. He was rewarded by a scream which he barely registered. Romeo was down.

      “Where are you hit?”

      “The vest… I’m good, it hit the vest.”

      The door they had been headed to opened and six men came out waving guns. Cody scattered them by sending three rounds in their direction, before helping Romeo up and heading back toward the tree for cover.

      The Citadel’s guards may have outnumbered them, but their skill at firing under pressure was less than impressive. Romeo shot two guards as Cody took down another two.

      “We’ll never have a better chance to get inside,” Cody said. “Are you ready?”

      “Fuckin’ A,” Romeo said.

      The two of them stepped out from cover determined to make it inside when Jack Begley, Serge, and five other guards entered the fight. They had come up on the boys from behind, but not silently, and so their approach was heard. The thought flashed through Cody’s mind that if it had been storming, the guards would have gone undetected.

      The boys flung themselves rearward to lie on their backs as a fusillade of rounds passed over their heads. They answered with shots fired in haste but were rewarded with the sight of a wounded man yelping in pain and stumbling into another man.

      When Cody looked behind him at the door that was their destination, he saw a jeep pull up. It had no top and the man in the passenger seat was holding a rifle with a scope attached. The guard in the jeep was sighting in on them when Cody tossed a grenade his way.

      The guard had the good sense to drop his rifle and dive for cover before the grenade exploded. When the blast came, it lifted the jeep off the ground and flipped it over. The driver went along for the ride and screamed out in pain.

      In the meantime, Romeo had tossed a second grenade toward Begley and his people. The blast made them seek cover and gave the boys the precious time they needed to make it to their feet.

      “We’ll never be able to set the charges while we’re under this much fire,” Romeo said.

      Cody nodded in agreement as he said. “So much for plan A. Let’s get out of here.”
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        * * *

      

      Jack Begley had been in the middle of eating a late dinner when the alarm sounded. He was shocked when Serge told him that two men had made it onto the grounds and had wounded a guard.

      Ann shouted for Begley to be careful as he grabbed his duty vest from a hook by the door and rushed toward the nearest elevator. Once there, he found Serge, Mike, and two of his men. Two more guards made it onto the elevator before the doors closed, as they struggled into their own vests.

      Begley was proud to see that his troops were ready and eager to repel the invaders. His confidence faltered when the first grenade went off, and Begley began to wonder just who the hell they were up against.

      The two men moved with the grace of athletes, had deadly aim, and seemed fearless. That said, not for an instant did Begley believe they would make it inside. The door the men had targeted was only the first of three they had to get through to gain entrance to the facility’s interior. They would have had trouble even if they had brought a tank with them.

      Serge’s voice carried above the sound of gunfire. “They’re headed toward the cliff, Jack.”

      Begley left the cover of the tree he’d been behind and charged toward Cody and Romeo with his gun arm extended.

      “Kill them! Kill those bastards.”
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        * * *

      

      Cody led Romeo to a spot left of the position where they had climbed up. It led them down a steep hill. The land was much lower at this section of the cliff and sat about forty feet above the waters of the cove.

      Below, there was no strip of sand, and the cold water was strewn with rocks. A leap into the surf might bring safety but could just as easily result in injury or death.

      On top of that, Begley and his men would be firing down on them if they tried swimming away. Cody and Romeo were aware of all those factors, along with one more. A leap into the rocky water below was the only chance they had to survive.

      As the boys approached the edge, Begley and Serge crested the hill behind them and fired at their backs. Cody grunted in pain as a round skidded off the side of his vest. Neither he nor Romeo hesitated as they reached the edge but leapt out as far as they could. The information they had gathered from Hutchins noted that the rocks were more concentrated by the base of the cliff.

      The boys sailed out into darkness as the moonlit waters below rushed ever closer.
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      THE BRONX, OCTOBER 2018

      

      James opened his bedroom door and found his mother looking back at him from her own room. He kept the gun he held hidden behind the edge of the door frame. His mother looked terrified and was trembling, then she jumped, as the sound of shots echoed like thunder in the hallway.

      At first, James thought the men outside their door were firing through it in an attempt to kill them. But no, the shots were all contained in the hall. Judging by the cries of pain he was hearing, the cops had joined in a gun battle with the gang members. Relieved, James tossed the gun Tanner had given him back into the room, where it landed atop his bed. However, his last assumption was wrong. It wasn’t the cops protecting them, it was James’ brother.
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        * * *

      

      Jerold Washington, known on the streets as Hakeem, surprised the gangbangers by emerging from the basement and firing at one of them.

      His first target was the man holding the shotgun. Jerold fired his own shotgun at the man’s face and the pellets obliterated the thug’s features.

      The other two men returned fire from the Glocks they were holding, but most of their shots went wide. Jerold was no better a shot than they were, but he didn’t need to be. The wide disbursal of pellets from the shotgun made missing difficult.

      He was reloading when one of the men he’d wounded shot him in the left thigh. The bullet sliced a groove along the outer portion of the leg. Jerold answered with another blast from the shotgun which ended any further opposition.

      “James, Mom?” Jerold called. “Are you all right in there?”

      Several moments passed, then the apartment door opened, and James and his mother peered through a crack.

      “Oh, sweet Jesus,” Debra said as she viewed the bloody carnage in the hallway. Then, her eyes fell on Jerold’s wounded leg, and she pointed at him. “You’re hurt.”

      “It ain’t bad, Mom. But listen, you two have to get out of New York. Maurice Biggs wants you dead and he won’t stop coming.”

      Debra was crying as she spoke to Jerold again. “You killed a child, Jerold, a baby no more than four-years-old.”

      “It was an accident!” Jerold said.

      “That was no accident,” Debra said. “It was murder, murder plain and simple, and good God boy but I know I raised you better than that.”

      Tears formed in Jerold’s eyes. He wiped them away as he spoke to his brother.

      “Get Mom the hell out of here, James. Out of the damn city and out of the fucking state. Run as far as you can and just keep—”

      A shot rang out. It was the rookie, Jude Collins. He had come to and seen Jerold Washington holding a shotgun. Still dazed from the blow to his head, Jude was acting on instinct and thought that Jerold was the man who had attacked him.

      The hurried shot missed Jerold by a foot, and he swiveled around and fired the shotgun at the cop, who was still lying on the floor. The blast caught Collins in the throat and ripped open his carotid artery. Blood spurted from the wound. Debra screamed before rushing out into the hallway in her robe and slippers to see if she could help stop the flow of blood. She slipped in the gore coating the hallway floor and nearly went down. After regaining her balance, Debra lowered herself to the floor and pressed her hands to Collins’ wound.

      There was nothing to be done, and Collins died.

      “He shot at me first,” Jerold said. “That cop tried to kill me. You saw him.”

      The front door of the apartment building opened, but only several inches, as Collins’ legs were pressed against it. A face peered in, the face of Detective Rayna Owens.

      Rayna whispered a curse when she saw the bodies of the three gangbangers, but she’d yet to register Collins’ corpse.

      “Fuck!” Jerold shouted at the sight of another cop, then he was headed through the basement door.

      Rayna pushed her way inside determined to chase after Jerold, but then she saw Collins’ body.

      “No, no, no, no, oh God no,” Rayna said. She dropped to her knees beside Collins and looked over at Debra.

      Debra’s hands were scarlet from her attempt to stanch the flow of blood from Collins’ wounds. Rayna looked at her with such hatred that it made Debra flinch away from her.

      “You bitch! You’re responsible for this. You raised an animal, a fucking animal. Wasn’t killing a child enough for him, did he have to kill a cop too?”

      Those words were followed by tears, as Rayna mourned for the loss of her young lover.

      Detective Scott Pearson, overweight and out of shape, lumbered into the building while still breathing hard. When he saw the scene before him, he closed his eyes tightly, clutched his chest, and collapsed to the floor.

      Pearson died beside Collins, the victim of a massive heart attack.
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      OUTSIDE PORTLAND, OREGON, JANUARY 2003

      

      Jack Begley ordered his men to fire into the waves below the cliff as he hoped to kill the two men who moments earlier had leapt into the water.

      Although there was moonlight, the orb above was only half full and aided little in seeing what was going on below. Begley removed his flashlight from its sheath on his vest as Serge and two other guards did the same. Once the four beams were pointed downward, Begley saw no sign of his quarry.

      “They drowned,” Serge said. “The fools crashed atop the rocks, slid into the water, and drowned.”

      “Maybe,” Begley said, and the doubt in his voice was easy to detect.

      “What else could have happened?” Serge said. “If they swam away we would have seen them, and no one could hold their breath that long.”

      Begley’s posture relaxed as he considered his friend’s words.

      “I guess you’re right, but I want to go down there and look for the bodies. While I’m doing that, you and Mike assess the status of the men.”

      Serge placed a hand on Begley’s arm. “Mike won’t be doing anything, Jack. He caught some shrapnel from that grenade that was thrown at us.”

      “Then get the doctor up here; Mike could still make it.”

      Serge’s grip on his boss’s arm tightened.

      “Jack, the shrapnel ripped his chest open. Mike’s dead.”

      Begley grunted from the emotional distress he was feeling at having lost a friend, then he steeled himself and pointed at two of his men.

      “Simmons, Aquilla, you two are with me. If we come across anything moving down there, we kill it.”

      The men answered in the affirmative and Begley headed toward the door to go inside the Citadel. He would take an elevator down to the level of the water, while Serge tallied up the dead. No matter what the final count might be, Begley knew the Citadel had suffered its worst losses yet, and under his watch, no less. The truth of that made him seethe with anger.
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        * * *

      

      After their leap into the cold water of the Pacific, Cody and Romeo ripped the ski masks from their faces and scrambled over to the base of the cliff while convulsing from shivering. They had planned an escape in case things went bad in a hurry and were now using it. To say the least, the plan was imperfect, but they thought it would be enough. When they heard the voices of the men atop the cliff drift down to them, they knew they had guessed right.

      From the top, no one could see the very base of the cliff because of the angle. It was hoped that the Citadel’s guards would assume that they drowned. The boys edged slowly along the cliff while keeping their backs pressed against it. Their dive into the water was still affecting them and they walked stiffly over the rocks while shivering.

      “They’ll still send men down to check,” Cody whispered to Romeo. That was when he noticed the blood dripping off the fingers of Romeo’s left hand. “You were hit?”

      “My shoulder got cut on one of the rocks. If I had fallen a foot to the left it would have sliced open my throat.”

      Cody held up his left hand, which was beginning to swell and bruise. He had bashed it on a rock while hitting the water. “I got off lucky too, but it still hurts like hell.”

      The boys kept moving, and as they did, their bodies warmed, and their movements became more fluid. By the time they made it back to the point along the shore where they’d left their vehicle, the chills had ceased. Behind them, Jack Begley was following the footprints they had made in the sparse sand along the bank.
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        * * *

      

      One of Begley’s men spotted the footprints and the pursuit began. Although Cody and Romeo had a good head start, they had been slowed because of the toll their leap into the water had taken on them. Begley had reasoned that out and knew he still had a chance to catch and kill the men who dared to invade the Citadel’s grounds. Begley wanted them dead more than he’d ever wanted anything.

      “Faster,” he told his men, as they jogged along the shoreline, while running between the outcropping of rocks. He attempted to reach Serge on the radio and have him join the hunt by sending out two jeeps, but his radio failed to make contact. It was the cliff. The rock blocked the signal. Begley made a mental note to ask Abadandi for cell phones again.

      He had requested such standard equipment before and been denied. Contact with the outside world was extremely limited, and so cell phones were taboo.

      “There!” said one of the men. When Begley looked to where he was pointing, he saw a black pickup truck in the distance. The truck’s engine roared to life as Begley took aim and fired at the vehicle’s rear windows.

      When nothing happened after he and his men had fired a dozen rounds, Begley realized they were out of range.

      “Damn it! Damn it! Damn it!” Begley shouted, as the truck rolled away, taking the men who had breached the Citadel’s security to safety.
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        * * *

      

      Romeo was in the passenger seat of the truck and gazing out the back window, as he peeked around the corner of his seat.

      “They must have crappy weapons. They weren’t that far away but they never hit us once. I can’t be sure, but I think they were using revolvers.”

      “It’s a good thing for us. That was close.”

      Romeo turned and sat up in his seat. “We were close too, and we’ll make it inside next time.”

      “Oh yeah, this was just Plan A, there’s still Plan B.”

      “You mean attack the guards when they go out to gather supplies?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I don’t like that plan. There are too many risks since the guards are always on high alert at that time.”

      “You’re right, the plan is risky, but I’ll be damned if I’ll give up.”

      “Oh, hell no, Cody. We’re not giving up. I just wish we had a better Plan B.”

      “Yeah, and maybe we’ll think of something. In the meantime, we’ll rest a little and let things calm down at the Citadel.”

      “I guess we’ve lost our chance at Kabell. He’ll probably have moved on by the time we’re ready to make another attempt.”

      “Maybe. If so, we’ll go after the Citadel’s next client. The contract isn’t important; it’s the Citadel that will make our reputation, and we’re getting in there one way or another.”

      “Damn right,” Romeo said. “We’re Tanners. We don’t quit, and we don’t fail.”

      Cody smiled as he said, “Fuckin’ A.”
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        * * *

      

      Inside the Citadel, Ann had been passing by the guests’ quarters when she saw Cindy poke her head out the door. The girl was wearing another modest dress, a blue one, and had matching ribbons in her hair. Ann smiled at the girl while thinking how very young she looked.

      “Hi honey, do you need something?”

      “What was that alarm I heard?”

      “Oh, it’s nothing to be concerned about. Can I help you with anything else?”

      Cindy pointed into her quarters.

      “There are dirty dishes inside from the evening meal we were served. The master hates filth of any kind. I don’t want him to see them when he awakes from his meditation.”

      Ann bridled with disgust upon hearing Cindy refer to Kabell as her master. She stepped past the girl and saw the metal cart the mess hall used to deliver the guests’ meals.

      “I can wheel that out. Did you say that Kabell was sleeping?”

      Cindy walked in and went over to the cart. When she lifted a bottle, Ann saw that it was single-malt Scotch, and nearly empty.

      “He’s meditating, this bottle contains the master’s meditation potion. He often meditates for hours after drinking from it.”

      A loud snore came from beyond a nearby doorway. It was the sound of Kabell “meditating” after having imbibed too much Scotch. Ann stifled the laugh she felt, then she spoke to Cindy in a conspiratorial tone.

      “Does Kabell ever hurt you?”

      Cindy looked at Ann as if she had spoken blasphemy.

      “The master loves me.”

      “I just bet he does,” Ann said. She walked over to the cart and began rolling it toward the door. When it was out in the corridor, Ann turned and spoke to Cindy. “My name is Ann. Come find me in the east wing if you ever need anything, okay?”

      “Thank you, Ann, but the master gives me everything I need.”

      Ann sent Cindy a tight smile and wheeled the cart away. When her eyes fell on a steak knife, she imagined jamming it into Kabell’s crotch. The man was an obvious pedophile and was being allowed to molest a child on Citadel grounds.

      Helping criminals flee prosecution was one thing, aiding and abetting the defilement of a child was another. Ann decided right then and there that she was leaving the Citadel as soon as possible. If her husband wouldn’t join her, well then, the hell with him. Enough was enough.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “What do you mean they got away? How the hell did you let them get away?” Abadandi asked Begley.

      They were in Abadandi’s office, standing together by the desk. The doctor was there as well. Calavechi sat slumped on the sofa with a bottle of beer in his hand.

      “They jumped off the cliff and into the water, then they made it back to their vehicle.”

      Abadandi rubbed at his temples. “At least they didn’t get inside. Still, now the word will spread that we’re vulnerable, and others will attempt to make it up the cliff. By the way, how the hell did they do that?”

      “I don’t know yet.”

      “You don’t know much, do you, Jack?” Dr. Calavechi said. “You don’t know who the men were, you don’t know how they got up the cliff, and you don’t know where to find them.”

      Begley walked over and snatched the beer bottle from the doctor’s hand.

      “I know there are three wounded men in the infirmary waiting for you to treat them. You’ll also find the bodies of five guards.”

      Dr. Calavechi had been reddening with anger, but his face paled at the mention of the bodies.

      “Five men were killed?”

      “Yes, damn it, and Mike Hodges was one of them.”

      The doctor stood and headed for the door.

      “I’ll be in the infirmary, Richard,” he told Abadandi, then left.

      When they were alone, Begley took out his service revolver and sat it atop Abadandi’s desk. It was a .32 Smith & Wesson that was almost as old as Begley. The Citadel’s arsenal hadn’t been upgraded since Abadandi opened the place back in the seventies.

      “I might have had a chance at killing those men tonight if we had better weapons. It also would have helped if I’d had more men.”

      “You had a force of seventeen going up against two. I’d say that you had plenty of men, as for weapons, yes, I’ll acquire different ones, but only six for now. Send me a memo with your suggestions.”

      “And what about more men? I’ll need to replace those that were killed tonight.”

      “Yes, I suppose, we’ll address that too. For now, go to your quarters and get some rest.”

      Begley laughed, but there was no humor in it.

      “I doubt I’ll sleep tonight, and I’ve more to do topside. I still have to investigate how those men made it up the cliff. We don’t want a repeat.”

      They left the office together and arranged to meet at noon the next day. As Begley was walking toward his quarters to fill Ann in on what had happened, he saw Irina walking toward him wearing a white terrycloth robe, with pink slippers.

      The concern in her eyes was genuine as she looked Begley over for injuries.

      “I’m so glad to see that you weren’t hurt, Jack. And I was so sorry to hear about Mike.”

      “Thank you, but why aren’t you helping the doctor in the infirmary?”

      Irina sighed. “Abadandi told me he needs a little nursing of his own before I report for duty.”

      “Why do you do that? You’re a nurse not a hooker.”

      “Why are any of us here. It’s the money.”

      “I still don’t like seeing you being treated like a whore.”

      Irina stood on her toes and kissed Begley on the mouth. The Captain of the Guard didn’t resist, and in fact, responded. As Begley was placing his arms around Irina’s waist, she backed away from him.

      “Uh-uh, Jack. Not here, and not now, but you’re welcome to visit me in my quarters anytime.”

      Jack wiped his lips, as if it would erase the kiss along with the lipstick it had left upon his mouth.

      “That shouldn’t have happened.”

      Irina opened her robe. Beneath it she was wearing a red negligee made from sheer material that was designed to reveal what it covered.

      Begley took in the details of her body as his mouth parted slightly. When Irina closed and fastened the robe again, he felt as if he were awakening from a dream.

      “I’m sure I’ll see you soon, Jack, and I can’t wait.”

      Irina moved past Begley, while headed for Abadandi’s quarters. The thought of Irina being with the old man filled Begley with jealousy. And the fact that Abadandi was delaying her from helping the wounded enraged him. After shaking himself and regaining his composure, he headed toward his own quarters to see his wife. He had to deliver the bad news about what happened up on the cliffs.
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      UPPER MANHATTAN, OCTOBER 2018

      

      Sara checked the address she had typed into her phone earlier against the number on the storefront the taxi had stopped in front of. They were the same, although the building looked as if it were under construction.

      “Are you certain this is the right address,” she asked the driver.

      “It’s what you told me.”

      When a middle-age woman stepped out the front door of the building, Sara opened the door and called to her. “Are you Susan Thomas?”

      “That’s me, and you’re Sara Blake?”

      “Yes.” Sara paid her driver and stepped out into what was a crisp autumn day. She was glad she had worn her coat, as the hour was early, and the sun had yet to rise high.

      Susan Thomas had dark hair, wore a pair of stylish glasses, and was dressed in a business suit with slacks. She offered Sara her hand while smiling.

      “I apologize for the appearance of my boutique; it’s in the middle of undergoing a renovation.”

      “I thought it was closed.”

      “It will be for another week or so, but the new look will attract a higher caliber of client. At least, that’s the plan.”

      They weaved their way through the narrow but long space and Sara saw that the shop had been stripped down to the wall studs. When they reached an area with what looked like exposed wiring hanging down from the ceiling, Sara paused.

      Susan Thomas noticed her caution and grinned as she pointed up at the wires.

      “They’re not live, and they’re too high to touch us anyway. My contractor is waiting on a new panel box to arrive, you know, those things that hold the circuit breakers. The city recently changed the codes on what’s allowable and the construction trade is scrambling to become compliant.”

      “I read something about that in the paper,” Sara said. “Along with the fact that the change was made so that the mayor’s cousin could profit by it.”

      “How would changing a building code help the mayor’s cousin?” Thomas asked.

      “He owns the company that manufactures the new style panel boxes.”

      “And the mayor thought that no one would catch on? I thought he was smarter than that.”

      “He’s claiming ignorance and said that he didn’t know what sort of business his cousin owned.”

      “I thought he was brighter than that too, he should have told the city council to rescind the change and then taken the heat. In a week, everyone would have moved on to something else. See, that’s the trouble with men, they don’t take responsibility for their actions. They make a mistake and then they worsen things by trying to hide it by lying.”

      As she spoke, Susan’s eyes became misty. Sara stepped closer to her and placed a hand on her arm.

      “Mrs. Thomas, Susan, are you all right?”

      Susan Thomas wiped away a tear while taking in a deep breath, after exhaling slowly, she smiled sadly at Sara.

      “My husband is cheating on me but denies it. I was hoping to hire you to get proof for me.”

      “Oh, but as I told you on the phone I don’t handle domestic cases or divorce work.”

      “I know you said that, but you also came highly recommended by a friend of mine, Michael Walston.”

      “I did some work for Michael, yes, but that involved a fraud case.”

      Susan’s face grew rigid with anger. “I consider what my husband is doing to be fraud. He’s claiming to be a loving spouse while he’s actually running around with someone behind my back. That’s fraudulent, isn’t it?”

      More tears flowed, and Sara took Susan’s arm again, to lead her toward the small office visible ahead. Once inside the office, Susan sat at her desk and grabbed a tissue to wipe her eyes.

      “I’m sorry for breaking down this way, Miss Blake, but I’m just at my wit’s end. I love my husband and I could forgive him, but he won’t even admit that he’s strayed.”

      “I can recommend another agency that does the sort of thing you want. I believe Caliber Investigations handles domestic work.”

      “Jake Caliber does divorce work?”

      Sara smiled. “I was referring to Caliber Investigations, not the detective agency, but they are located in the same building.”

      “Thank you, Miss Blake. I’ll give them a call, and I apologize for wasting your time.”

      “It’s all right, and please, call me Sara.”
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        * * *

      

      Sara returned home to find Tanner in the office. After sharing a kiss, she told him about her meeting as they sat together on a leather sofa.

      “Too bad it turned out to be nothing. I know that you were looking forward to working.”

      Sara sighed. “I was, and I wasn’t. I know I’ve only been a private investigator for a short time, but it’s lost its appeal already.”

      “You want to do something else?”

      Sara leaned over and kissed him. “How would you feel about starting a family right away?”

      Tanner reached out and began unbuttoning her blouse. “I would like that very much.”

      Sara giggled, then took his hand. “I’m serious. I think I’m ready to have children.”

      Tanner gestured at the room, while indicating the entire penthouse.

      “You once said that you wouldn’t want to raise a child here, has that changed?”

      “No, although I love the city, I would want to raise my children in a small town.”

      “Like Stark, Texas?”

      “Yes, your home town. Now that you own the ranch, we could make it our home.”

      Tanner leaned back against the sofa.

      “Things are changing fast lately, and in more ways than one.”

      “You’re worried about being able to reclaim your identity?”

      “It does present a unique challenge. There will be a thousand questions tossed at me, some will come from the people in the town, but more will come from the authorities. I need to make up a viable story that will be accepted.”

      “Maybe Thomas Lawson can help you with that.”

      “He might be one resource I’ll use, but I’ll not only be taking on the name of Cody Parker again, I also have to hide the fact that I’m Tanner. Going public could make that difficult. If it became common knowledge that Tanner was really a man named Cody Parker who lives in Stark, Texas, we’d have no end to trouble at the ranch.”

      “Well, how did the other Tanners handle it?”

      “Spenser lived and worked under a slew of aliases; he was estranged from his family.”

      “I didn’t know that. You’ll have to tell me that story sometime, but Spenser aside, what did the other Tanners do?”

      “Tanner One had a wife and owned property, so did Tanners Two and Three, but that was back before computers and omni-present security cameras. I’m working on a way around those things, but they’re still a factor.”

      Sara hung her head. “You want us to wait to have children?”

      Tanner placed a finger beneath her chin and used gentle pressure to raise her head again.

      “I don’t want to wait. I want to make a real life with you. Don’t worry, I’ll make it work.”

      Sara smiled and embraced Tanner, then they lay back on the sofa together, with his arms around her.

      “I’m so happy, Tanner. When I look at our future, I see nothing but joy ahead.”

      “We’ll go back to Stark someday soon and I’ll pick up the threads of my old life. I’ll be Cody Parker, rancher.”

      “And also Tanner, the elite assassin.”

      “You understand that, that I need that as well?”

      “I can imagine you as Cody Parker, but you’ll always be Tanner to me.”

      Tanner kissed the top of her head.

      “It’s what makes you perfect for me. You understand me and don’t try to change me.”

      “And I love you more than anything.”

      “And I love you too,” Tanner said.
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      OUTSIDE PORTLAND, OREGON, JANUARY 2003

      

      Romeo’s shoulder laceration needed fourteen stitches, which were applied by Cody. Cody’s hand had swollen and bruised purple, but within a few days it was back to normal.

      They met with Hutchins inside his small home and told him about their attempt on the Citadel over coffee that had been served by Bev. Hutchins was thrilled to hear of their daring success in reaching the top.

      “You two are like me now. We’re the only ones to ever survive the Citadel.”

      “We’re not giving up,” Romeo said. “We’ll try again in a few weeks, or months even. Whenever they get their next client.”

      “You two got guts, I’ll give you that, but what are you thinking, that you’ll attack the supply trucks?”

      “Yeah,” Romeo said. “Unless we come up with something else in the meantime.”

      “The Citadel will be on full alert now that you’ve gotten away. They’ll be expecting you to make another run at them.”

      “We know,” Cody said. “It’s why we don’t like the idea of attacking the supply trucks or the cargo plane they use. They’ll be expecting that. We have to think of something new, but if we can’t come up with anything, we’ll still take another shot at them.”

      Hutchins offered his hand to them. “Keep in touch and I’ll help you any way I can.”
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        * * *

      

      The following days were spent working on the house. Unlike the Citadel, the boys’ plan for the home was coming along well. A week after their failed assault, they received a delivery of supplies and spoke with Tara again.

      Cody got a warm smile from the girl, but Romeo rated a kiss on the cheek. When they asked her if she and her friend were ready to go out on a date, Tara frowned.

      “Mandy is still with her boyfriend, but it won’t last.”

      “Why are you so sure?” Cody asked.

      “I’ve known Mandy since kindergarten. She won’t put up with cheating. She has a good heart and gave her boyfriend a second chance, but he’ll blow it, he’s too much of a dog not to. Once he screws up, you’re in, Xavier.”

      After Tara left, something she said kept echoing through Cody’s mind, but he wasn’t sure why.

      “You’re in, Xavier,” Cody whispered.

      “What was that, dude?” Romeo asked, as they ferried supplies to a storage shed.

      A sudden flash of inspiration flooded Cody’s mind and he dropped the cardboard box he’d been lugging as a huge grin lit his face.

      “’You’re in, Xavier,’ Tara told me, and the words kept floating around in my head.”

      “Yeah, so?” Romeo asked.

      “In, we want to get into the Citadel and we’re willing to do anything to get inside. But Romeo, there are people already getting in—the clients.”

      Romeo sat down the box he’d been holding as he understood what Cody was getting at.

      “You want us to pretend to be clients?”

      “Yes, and then we’ll waltz right in the door.”

      “Holy shit. That might work, but I doubt they’ll let us bring weapons inside.”

      “We can always kill with our hands if we have to.”

      Romeo thought about it and a grin came over him.

      “It’s perfect, Cody, that is, if we can figure out a way to become clients. Remember what Hutchins said, the Citadel sends out the invitations.”

      “Then we’ll get an invitation.”

      Romeo punched Cody on the arm. “It’s a brilliant plan. Now let’s make it work.”
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        * * *

      

      They met with Hutchins that same day and asked him what he thought of their idea. He liked it, and even had a way to help.

      “I can’t be certain who they send invitations to, but there are some guys you just know must have received one. I bet I could name several candidates.”

      “Good, that’s good,” Cody said. “But we’ll also need the money to buy our way in there.”

      “I suppose you two don’t have that kind of scratch, right?”

      “Not unless we sold everything we owned,” Romeo said.

      “We’ll steal it if we have to,” Cody said. “There are a lot of scumbags who might have that kind of cash lying around.”

      Hutchins snapped his fingers. “I know just the guy, but he’s in California.”

      “Who is he?” Cody asked.

      “A major drug dealer named Denny Haydon.”

      “And what about the invitation?”

      “That’s the beauty of the whole thing. It’s the same guy. He’s been lucky with the law so far, but it’s just a matter of time before they nail him, or he gets into hot water with the cartel he deals with. The Citadel must consider him prime client material.”

      The boys looked at each other and smiled.

      “California here we come,” Romeo said.
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        * * *

      

      At the Citadel, Ann stood before the desk inside Abadandi’s office. She was letting him know that she intended to leave the Citadel once her enlistment expired a week later.

      Abadandi sat back in his high-backed leather chair as his eyebrows arched. As Ann was speaking, Abadandi stared at her breasts. Ann knew the older man wanted her. He had once dropped a hint that he could be discreet when needed. Ann let him know that she wasn’t interested, but the old letch still harbored hope.

      “Your husband has changed his mind about staying on?”

      “This isn’t about Jack. He intends to stay here but I don’t. I’m sorry for the short notice but Jack was supposed to tell you over a week ago.”

      “Are you two having problems, Ann? If so, I can see that you get your own quarters. There is a large suite right next to mine.”

      “My only problem with my husband is that he wants to stay here for another two years. I don’t, and I’ll be leaving.”

      “Would an increase in pay change your mind, say another twenty-five percent?”

      Ann was silent for a moment, as the offer surprised her. When she answered, the resolve in her voice told Abadandi that she wasn’t making a play for more money, but truly wanted out.

      “I wouldn’t stay if you tripled my pay. No offense, Richard, but I’m sick of living inside this tomb.”

      “There’s no offense taken, however, I’ll have to deny your request.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “I’m saying that you can’t go. When I hired you and your husband it was with the understanding that you were a team. I will not see that team broken up. We need you, Ann. You’re the best mechanic we’ve ever had here.”

      “You’re saying I can’t leave?”

      “If your husband stays, you stay.”

      Ann placed her hands on her hips.

      “You can’t do that, keep me here like that. I’m not a prisoner.”

      “Maybe not, but you won’t be allowed to leave. My advice is that you forget your plans and resign yourself to staying for at least two more years, after all, you have no say in the matter.”

      “But, but you can’t do this, and Jack won’t let you.”

      “Really? You’re saying that your husband will fight to have you sent away from him?”

      Ann thought that over and saw the point Abadandi was making. Jack might be angry that she was being denied her freedom, but would he fight to see that she was released and sent away? Ann wasn’t sure what Begley might do.

      “There’s something else to consider,” Abadandi said, and there was the hint of a smile on his lips.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Your pay, as you know, it’s deposited in an off-shore account to keep the tax people away. Until that money is released to you, I have total discretion over it. If you attempt to leave on your own or refuse to work, I’ll take that as you defaulting on our agreement and you’ll forfeit the money.”

      “That’s robbery!”

      “Call it what you’d like, but I’m within my rights to do so, as stated in the contract you signed when you agreed to work here.”

      Ann laughed. “No one reads that contract. It’s an inch thick and doesn’t mean a thing since the Citadel is by its very nature an illegal enterprise. No court would ever consider it. But you owe me money, Richard, and I’ll be damned if I’ll let you rob me.”

      Abadandi leaned back in his chair and steepled his fingers over his stomach.

      “Maybe we can come to a new agreement, a compromise of sorts.”

      “Such as?”

      “Sleep with me and I’ll consider letting you go in six months.”

      Ann looked disgusted by the suggestion.

      “I’m not Irina, Richard. I don’t whore myself out for anything.”

      “Get back to work, Ann. I think we’ve said all we needed to say to each other.”

      Ann’s face darkened several shades as her lips parted to reveal her teeth. Abadandi’s desktop held two coffee mugs, several files, and a basket full of paperwork. It all went onto the floor as Ann swiped at it in rage.

      “Fuck you, Richard!”

      “Is that an offer?” Abadandi said with a chuckle. “If so, I accept.”

      Ann flung open the door and stomped away down the corridor. In the office, Dr. Calavechi stepped out from the adjacent powder room. After closing and locking the door, he picked up one of the shattered mugs and frowned at it.

      “This was my favorite cup,” he said, as he sat across from his cousin. “That’s one angry bitch, Richard.”

      “She’ll accept her fate.”

      “You should have offered her double her current pay. That would have quieted her down immediately.”

      “It might have made her suspicious. No, better to have her angry than curious, or she might wise up.”

      “No one has yet.”

      “The money blinds them. All they see is that tax-free bank balance going up every month and dream of what they’ll do when they finally get out of here and can spend it.”

      “They’ll never see a penny of it.”

      “No one ever does,” Abadandi said.
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      NEW JERSEY, OCTOBER 2018

      

      After the slaughter and tragedy that took place in their apartment building, James and his mother were on their own as far as the police were concerned.

      Jerold was being accused of not only killing the young police officer Jude Collins, but he was also being blamed for the death of Det. Pearson. Although Pearson died of a heart attack, the reasoning was that it was brought on by Jerold’s actions.

      The legalities of such a claim could be weighed in a courtroom, that is, if Jerold were ever captured. Thus far, the police had yet to track him down.

      James and his mother gave statements about what they had witnessed in the hallway. Having to admit that she’d seen her son murder a cop was the worst thing Debra had ever done. Jerold could spend the rest of his life behind bars as a result, and she would have to testify against him at his trial as well.

      With no protection in place, James took his brother’s advice. As soon as they returned home from the police station Sunday afternoon, they packed quickly, got into James’ old Ford Mustang, and drove away. Neither of them had a suitcase and had placed their clothing in cloth laundry bags.

      Suitcases were for people who traveled, and James had rarely left the city, nor had Debra. After traveling over the George Washington Bridge into New Jersey, they spent the night sleeping in the car at a truck stop. Between the two of them, they had six-hundred and thirty-one dollars.

      They were out of Manhattan and away from Maurice Biggs, but they had nowhere to go, or so James thought.

      “Your brother Harrison? I thought you hadn’t seen him since before I was born?”

      “I haven’t, but I know a woman who he used to date when we were kids. She and Harrison met again at a racetrack and he told her where he lived and how good he was doing.”

      “Where does he live?”

      “Here in New Jersey, but in the southern end, a few exits past Atlantic City.”

      “Do you think he’ll let us stay with him?”

      “I don’t know, James. I do know that we can’t live in this car for very long.”

      “Why haven’t you talked to your brother in years? You never told me.”

      Debra’s smile was sad. “You’re not the only one who grew up with a wild brother who’s had trouble with the law. Harrison was never part of a gang, but he was arrested for committing an armed robbery when he was eighteen. I was only thirteen at the time.”

      “How many years was he in prison?”

      “Five years, and when he got out Mama and Daddy tried hard to get him to start over. Daddy even got him a job at the place where he was working… but Harrison had other plans.”

      “Like what?”

      “He stole money from our parents by forging my father’s signature. That money was there so that I could go to nursing school.”

      “He stole from his own family? And this is the man you want to go to for help?”

      “Where else can we go, James, tell me?”

      James thought of Sara and Tanner, but he hardly knew them, and now that his brother was a cop killer, they might be less inclined to offer help. James also assumed that the job he’d been offered at Warren Blake’s law firm was off the table. And how the hell was he supposed to attend classes with gangbangers out to kill him? He silently cursed Jerold for ruining his life.

      “I can’t think of anyplace else to go, so let’s go find your brother and see if he’ll help us out.”

      “It’s been a lot of years; maybe Harrison has changed. The woman I told you about, she said that Harrison owns a house and had a business. It sounds like he might have straightened himself out.”

      “Let’s hope so,” James said, and started the car.
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        * * *

      

      Harrison Brook lived in a house that sat on the edge of farmland. The home had been built by the farmer for a son who was getting married.

      The marriage never took place, and afterward, the son became a degenerate drunk and a gambler. Eventually, the son piled up gambling debts and owed more than he could pay. But he did have the house. Harrison, a bookie, took it as payment. Along with the house came six acres of land.

      It had been a sweet deal, as the home was worth three times the debt it settled. Harrison was going to sell the property and pocket the difference, that is, until he saw the house.

      Harrison had never lived in anything but an apartment building, but it was love at first sight when he visited the home. It had two floors and a finished basement, four bedrooms and two and a half baths. The home had been built with loving care by the farmer for his son and the landscaping echoed that sentiment as well. The place was beautiful, absolutely beautiful, and Harrison moved in within three days.

      That had been eight years earlier and Harrison had only grown to love the house more each year. He bragged about it to anyone he met and carried a picture of it in his wallet. He felt no such sentiment for the people he came in contact with, that included long-forgotten sisters looking for a hand-out.
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        * * *

      

      “We haven’t said two words to each other in over twenty years and now you want me to put a roof over your head and feed you? Debra, what have you been smoking?”

      James and his mother had arrived at the house and found Harrison cleaning the gutters. They were standing outside the home with him as his mother asked for help.

      James scowled at his uncle for talking to his mother the way he was. It also irked him that he looked so much like the man. Harrison Brook was six-feet tall and wore a graying beard, but if he were younger, he’d look as much like James as Jerold. He was definitely of their blood, but that didn’t mean he was family.

      “James and I need your help, Harrison. It’s because of something Jerold did.”

      “Who the hell is Jerold? I thought I heard you wound up marrying that asshole Rafe Washington?”

      “Jerold is my other son, and yes, I married Rafe, but he’s gone now. He died in an accident.”

      “Too bad he’s dead, because if he was alive, he could help you, and how the hell did you find me anyway?”

      “I spoke to Celia Cross recently and she told me where you were. She said she ran into you last year.”

      “Celia Cross? Oh, you mean Celia Johnson. Yeah, Cross is her husband’s name. Did she also tell you that she came here and renewed old times with me? That girl always was a whore, married or not, and she had no right telling you where I am.”

      “Are you saying we can’t stay here with you?”

      “First, you tell me why you need to.”

      After fighting back tears, Debra relayed her story. When she finished, she saw Harrison shaking his head.

      “You two stepped in some deep shit, and now you want to track it into my house?”

      Debra spread her arms wide in a pleading gesture.

      “We don’t have anywhere else to go, Harrison. Do you want me to beg, then I’ll beg. I’ll kiss your ass if it will keep James safe.”

      Harrison was about to tell his sister to go to hell and leave his property when an idea came to him.

      “This dude Biggs, how badly does he want you?”

      “He’s insane. He wants to murder us as a sick kind of justice for losing his daughter.”

      Harrison stared at them for a few moments as the wheels turned in his head.

      “Shit, I guess I have to let you stay, now don’t I? After all, we’re family, right?”

      A relieved smile brightened Debra’s pretty face.

      “Thank you, Harrison, and I promise we won’t be any bother.”

      “No, you won’t be, and you’re going to earn your keep too, get it?”

      The smile left Debra’s face.

      “Yes, I get it. And I’ll be happy to clean and cook for you.”

      Harrison handed James the gloves he was wearing.

      “Get to work, boy. Those roof gutters don’t spit the leaves out themselves.”

      James took the gloves from his uncle, as he too understood what earning their keep meant.
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      SAN DIEGO, CALIFORNIA, JANUARY 2003

      

      Cody and Romeo had been in the city for four days as they performed surveillance on the drug operation of a crack cocaine kingpin named Denny Haydon.

      They were looking down on Haydon from the roof of a building. Haydon was across the street and standing in front of the apartment building of a woman he was dating. The redhead was one of six women that Cody and Romeo had seen Haydon with. Standing nearby were Haydon’s four bodyguards. The men accompanied him everywhere he went.

      Haydon was born in San Diego and had been dealing drugs since grade school. After dropping out of high school in his junior year, he made his first million smuggling marijuana. Haydon was twenty-nine, had dark hair, stood six-feet tall, and was covered in tattoos. The fact that his basic description matched Romeo in some ways had given Cody an idea.

      “If you dyed your hair black you could pretend to be Haydon so that we can get inside the Citadel.”

      “I thought we were going to claim that we won the invitation in a poker game.”

      “That was before I saw the resemblance between you and Haydon.”

      “But what if they have a picture of the dude?”

      “Hutchins said the only photo of him he could find was that mugshot of Haydon. It was taken when he was eighteen and had been arrested in a bar fight. His face is all puffy from the beating he’d taken, and anyway, there is a slight resemblance between you two. Along with the tattoos, I think you’ll be able to pass as Haydon. Besides, you already sound like you’re from California.”

      Romeo lifted up his binoculars and stared down at Haydon.

      “You’re right, there is a resemblance. We’re both good looking dudes who get the ladies. All right, we’ll go that route, but we still have to get our hands on the money and find his invitation.”

      “We will, once we figure out where the money is.”

      “I thought we agreed it was in that warehouse by the docks, right?”

      “Yeah, that’s probably it. But I don’t know, there’s hardly any security there.”

      “Think about it, Cody. If Haydon left a dozen men there, it would let people know how important it was. I think he keeps things low-key so that no one catches on.”

      “That makes sense, and we did follow the money trail to that building, but I want to see if he winds up there again. If he does, we’ll make our move on him.”

      “That sounds like a plan,” Romeo said.
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        * * *

      

      The boys had spent days following the proceeds of crack sales as they moved along from one drug dealer to another. They had identified three separate locations where the day’s intake of cash was delivered. From one of those locations, they followed an armored van disguised as a delivery truck to the warehouse on the docks. Later, they followed Denny Haydon to that same location.

      The brick warehouse sat two blocks from the piers near a company that sold and serviced dump trucks and other heavy equipment.

      The sign on the front of the building claimed that it was a storage facility. The sign told the truth. Money was stored there on a daily basis, before being shipped across the border, but only after Denny Haydon had taken his cut.

      Hutchins had estimated that Haydon’s operation was raking in upwards of a million in cash a day. Cody and Romeo hoped he wasn’t too far off the mark because they needed that much to buy their way into the Citadel.

      The next day was uneventful as Haydon spent most of it at the apartment of yet another young lady.

      “And we thought we did all right with the babes,” Romeo said. “This guy has us beat.”

      “That’s good, it means his mind isn’t always on business.”

      “He’s got a Mexican cartel backing him and thinks no one would dare rob him. He’d be right if we didn’t need the money for the Citadel.”

      “Putting the hurt on a Mexican cartel only makes this better in my eyes. I have no love for any of the cartels.”

      “I know, bro, but we need to be careful or we’ll have them on our trail.”

      “The only trail we’ll leave will lead straight to Denny Haydon. We’ll make it look like he robbed his own operation and ran off.”

      “You think the cartel people will buy that?”

      “I don’t care. We only need the Citadel to believe it.”
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        * * *

      

      Haydon left his lover’s apartment and climbed into his limo with his bodyguards. When they headed toward the docks, the boys followed from several blocks behind. Cody had planted a magnetic tracking device on the vehicle days earlier when Romeo, acting like a drunk, distracted the driver. At the time, Haydon and his men had been inside a restaurant.

      “He’s going to the warehouse again,” Cody said.

      “Yeah, so what do you think, do we make our move now?”

      Cody considered the question for several seconds, then jerked his head in a nod.

      “Yeah, let’s do this. We go in hard and fast and don’t give them a chance to breathe.”

      “I’ve been thinking about that. You know that warehouse won’t have normal doors.”

      “That’s why we brought the explosives with us.”

      “Yeah, Cody, but what if they don’t have enough oomph to knock in that reinforced door?”

      “You have a better plan?”

      Romeo grinned. “I say we give the explosives a little help.”
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        * * *

      

      Denny Haydon stood inside the warehouse where he stored the illegal profit from his crack cocaine sales. He had his usual four bodyguards with him along with six other men. Their weapons were out, and they were on high alert as Haydon opened the vault to check on the day’s take.

      “What’s that sound?” asked one of the bodyguards, as a rumbling noise grew louder.

      When the men guarding the front of the building began firing at something, Haydon understood that they were under attack.

      He was leaving the vault with the intention of closing and locking it again when a massive dump truck slammed into the reinforced steel gate in the loading dock area. The gate was no match for the truck’s weight and momentum. It peeled away from its left side as the truck burst in. However, the impact absorbed much of the truck’s forward motion while causing it to tip sideways.

      As a result, the scrap metal the truck was carrying spilled from its rear and piled into a heap on the warehouse’s concrete floor. The sound was deafening, even more so as it reverberated off the brick walls.

      Haydon had been so shocked by the spectacle that he had frozen with his hands on the vault door. Two of his bodyguards had stayed alert. They moved toward the flipped over truck with their machine guns ready to fire.

      “The truck is empty,” one of the guards reported. “Maybe some idiot forgot to set the parking brake and it rolled down the hill.”

      Haydon relaxed at that news and turned to push the vault door shut. An instant later, the cab of the dump truck exploded as the charges set by Cody and Romeo went off. More than a dozen different fires were spawned inside the warehouse as everyone was knocked off their feet by the blast.

      Several men had more than their balance disrupted as debris struck them. Two died instantly while the others were knocked senseless or wounded. The men who had been closest to the blast were all but obliterated by it and their blood and organs painted the walls and ceiling.

      Denny Haydon had been blown inside his vault. He lay near one of the mounds of bills that had caught fire and struggled to stay conscious.

      Before anyone could make it to their feet, Cody and Romeo entered and began killing. Their targets offered feeble resistance in their dazed state and the boys made their way to the vault without having a round come close to them.

      When they looked inside the vault and saw Haydon struggling to make it to his hands and knees, they barely noticed him.

      They had been hoping that the vault would contain enough cash to fund their stay at the Citadel. In truth, the vault housed twenty times that amount. There were stacks of banded cash, cash shrink-wrapped onto small pallets, and the bags of banded bills that had come in just that day. Looking inside the vault, the boys knew that Hutchins’ estimate of Haydon’s income had been woefully short.

      Cody broke from his trance and tapped Romeo on the arm.

      “We need to hurry.”

      “Right.”

      Cody moved in on Denny Haydon as Romeo went about shoving money into a duffel bag. Haydon’s attempt to strike Cody was met with a punch to the face that dazed the already wobbly man and sent Haydon back onto the floor.

      When Cody cuffed Haydon’s wrists behind him, the drug dealer mumbled a question.

      “You’re cops?”

      Cody ignored him, then taped his mouth shut and yanked him to his feet.

      “The bag is stuffed, dude,” Romeo said. “Should I find something else to fill up?”

      “There’s no time for that, and the smoke is getting thick in here. Let’s go.”

      Haydon jerked his head around as he was dragged away. When he saw that the fire inside the vault had spread, he began mumbling about the money burning.

      “Crime doesn’t pay,” Cody told him, and yanked harder on the cuffs at Haydon’s wrists. They had more than enough cash to fund their entry into the Citadel. Cody didn’t give a damn what happened to the money left behind.

      Once outside, he tossed Haydon into the rear of his limo, stepped over the bloody body of his chauffeur, and climbed behind the wheel. As he put the long vehicle in gear, Cody looked at Romeo via the rear-view mirror. Only his eyes and mouth were visible through the gaps in the ski mask, and Cody saw that Romeo’s grin was as huge as the one he was wearing.

      They were one step closer to getting inside the Citadel.
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      OCTOBER 2018

      

      Back in Manhattan, Sara and Tanner had just learned of James’ plight. They visited the apartment building where they spoke with one of James’ friends. He was a teenager named Juan, whom Tanner had met once before.

      “They took off in James’ car yesterday, Tanner. I bet by now they’re in Mexico or somewhere.”

      Sara talked to several of the neighbors, but no one knew any more than Juan. As they settled in their car again, Sara looked worried.

      “We need to find them, Tanner, or that boy and his mother might wind up dead.”

      “I’ll ask for help from Zoe Farnsworth, maybe her hacker skills can help track James down.”

      “Yes, that’s a good idea. They could be anywhere by now and we have no way to know where to start looking. Why do you think James wouldn’t ask us for help?”

      Tanner drove away from the apartment house as he answered.

      “Maybe he thinks we wouldn’t give him any help now that his brother is a cop killer, and Sara, he doesn’t know us that well.”

      “I know, but I liked him right away, and he has a great future ahead. We have to help them.”

      “I could help them another way, my way.”

      “You mean you could kill Maurice Biggs?”

      “It would end the gang’s reasons for hunting James down.”

      “It would also place you in danger.”

      “Nothing I couldn’t handle.”

      “I believe you, but I don’t want you to risk yourself if it’s not necessary. Let’s find James and Debra and then make plans. Making sure they’re safe should be our first priority.”
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        * * *

      

      James was safe, and he was working hard doing chores for his uncle. Harrison had him painting the dining room while Debra was giving the home a thorough cleaning. While they labored, Harrison was in Atlantic City, where he ran his bookie business out of the rear of a barber shop.

      Before leaving the house, he told his sister to make sure she had dinner ready by six-thirty, when he would be returning home, but that they wouldn’t be eating together.

      James and Debra took a break from their work to have lunch. As they sat in the kitchen, Debra released a sigh.

      “Mama and Daddy always talked about having a house like this, and so did your father and me. It doesn’t seem fair that Harrison is the one who wound up with such a great place and that he lives here all alone.”

      “A house would be cool, and I’ll get you one someday, although, I guess I won’t be working as a lawyer.”

      Debra reached across the table and took her son’s hand.

      “We’ll get out of this somehow, James, then you’ll be able to get back to school.”

      “How, Mom? Let’s face it, Jerold has screwed us over royally. We can never go back to the city as long as Maurice Biggs is alive. Hell, we’ll probably have to change our names and move out west or something.”

      Debra shook her head. “I prayed on it last night, and James, I got such a feeling of peace. Somehow… I don’t know how, but somehow I think everything is going to be all right.”

      James didn’t share his mother’s faith, but he was glad to see that she was feeling better about the situation and decided to not be so pessimistic.

      “We’re safe for now, and that’s something.”

      “Yes, Harrison came through for us.”

      James rose from the table as he wiped his mouth.

      “I’d better get back to painting. I still have two walls to finish.”

      “And I’ve got bathrooms to clean.”

      “Good ol’ Uncle Harrison,” James said. “He’d give you the shirt off his back, but only if it needed mending.”
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        * * *

      

      In Atlantic City, Harrison was on the phone and talking to a contact he had at a gambling parlor in the Bronx. When the man answered that, yes, he had a way to contact Maurice Biggs, Harrison grinned wide.

      “Is he paying for information about Jerold Washington?”

      “That’s what I hear. They say Biggs wants to kill him and his mama and brother, the dude is mad as hell about his daughter dying.”

      “How much will he pay?”

      “I don’t know, but I can find out and get back to you. Why, do you know something?”

      Harrison smiled into the phone. “If the price is right I do.”
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      OUTSIDE PORTLAND, OREGON, JANUARY 2003

      

      Abadandi had called it right when he told Ann that her husband wouldn’t lift a finger to help her leave. While it was true that Begley protested the treatment of his wife, he also refused to demand that she be allowed to leave.

      “I can’t say that I don’t want you here, Ann, and honey, it’s only two more years.”

      Ann had gawked at her husband. “Abadandi wants to keep me here as a virtual prisoner and you say you’re on his side?”

      “I’m not on his side, but I also see his point. We were hired as a team of sorts, and you would be hard to replace.”

      Ann took in a deep breath and held it for a moment before releasing it slowly. Screaming at her husband would do her no good. She had to reason with him.

      “I know you want me here with you, Jack, but baby, if I’m forced to stay here things won’t be the way they were. I’m not saying I’ll grow to hate you, but I’ll be damned if I’ll ever let you in my bed again.”

      “If you left I’d lose you for sure. This way I still have a chance to keep you. Am I being selfish? Probably. But Ann, I don’t want to lose you.”

      Ann went to Begley and pressed a hand against his chest.

      “You and Abadandi are the only ones who know the codes to access the escape tunnels. I’m asking you to let me go free, better yet, come with me?”

      “If we did that we would forfeit the money we’ve earned, and I don’t want to leave here. Don’t you realize that in a few short years I could be running the Citadel. When that happens, this place will get better. Unlike Abadandi, I see no reason to keep everyone locked up in here all the time. Leave could work if the proper security measures were taken.”

      “This isn’t a ship and I don’t want shore leave. I want to get the fuck out of here. I don’t even care about the money anymore, I just want out.”

      Begley shook his head. “I won’t help you. I want you to stay, in time… you’ll get used to living here.”
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        * * *

      

      Ann stopped talking to Begley after that, and she made him sleep on the sofa rather than join her in bed. She had been willing to wait for him once she’d went back to the outside world, but no more. And although she pretended to be beaten and accepting of her fate, she was plotting a way to escape.

      She’d also had contact with Cindy again. Dr. Calavechi had performed plastic surgery on Kabell. While the man was in recovery the night of his operation, Cindy sought Ann’s company.

      Cindy was worried about “the master” as she called him, and Ann assured the girl that Kabell would be fine after the anesthesia wore off. The child’s knowledge of the world was scant having grown up in the confines of her cult society. Ann had to explain the concept of plastic surgery to her.

      “The master will look different?”

      “Yes, but not drastically. I was told he had his nose made smaller and the chin enhanced.”

      “Oh, and what about his voice, will he still sound the same?”

      “Yes,” Ann said, as she sat beside Cindy on the sofa. “Honey, where are your parents?”

      “Mother is back at the compound.”

      “Did you get a chance to say goodbye to her?”

      “No, but she’ll understand. I was chosen by the master to accompany him.”

      “And you’re his… wife?”

      Cindy beamed with pride. “I’m his favorite, and I’m one of the special ones too.”

      “Special ones? What does that mean?”

      “I’m one of his. There are others, but the master picked me over all of them.”

      “Are you special because of how young you are?”

      “Some of the master’s wives are younger than me, no, it’s because I’m his.”

      “His what?”

      “His child. The master is my father. That makes me special.”

      Ann rose from the sofa as her hand flew to her mouth.

      “He’s your father? You mean he’s related to you by blood?”

      Cindy nodded, the smile still on her face.

      “It’s what makes me one of the special ones.”

      Ann felt bile rising in her throat as she looked at the innocent girl before her. She excused herself to Cindy and rushed from the guest suite.

      A monster. Kabell was an incestuous monster and that poor girl was like a plaything to him. Ann decided that when she did make her escape from the Citadel that she wouldn’t be going alone. Cindy would be leaving with her.
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        * * *

      

      In San Diego, Denny Haydon was riding the private elevator that led up to his penthouse apartment. The tape had been peeled off his mouth, but he still wore the handcuffs. Unlike the other tenants in the building, Haydon had his own private entrance. That had been fortunate for his captors, Cody and Romeo.

      The boys had shed their ski masks and revealed their faces. It had been necessary since they had to walk Haydon across the building’s underground garage. They saw only one couple in the parking area, and they had been kissing and paying them no attention.

      In place of their masks the boys had donned long-billed caps to thwart any cameras from getting a good view of their faces.

      Haydon looked frightened but not panicked. Cody figured the man thought he might talk his way out of things yet.

      “Hey guys, look at me. See? I’m keeping my head down so I don’t get a good look at you. I’ll give you whatever you want and then you can leave and not have to worry about me fingering you.”

      “We’re not worried,” Romeo said, and Cody, who was holding onto Haydon’s arm, felt the man tremble.

      Once the elevator doors opened, Cody held Haydon up in front of them, in case anyone inside was alerted and thinking of firing a weapon.

      When nothing happened, Cody stayed with Haydon while Romeo searched the penthouse. It was a large space with over five-thousand feet, so it took a while to go through it. When Romeo returned and told Cody that they were alone, the boys got down to business.

      “There’s a place called the Citadel. You’ve heard of it, yes?” Cody asked Haydon.

      “What?”

      “The Citadel.”

      “Yeah, yeah, I know of it. What about it?”

      “We want the invitation they sent you.”

      Haydon raised his head. “How do you know about that? I never told anyone that I had that.”

      The boys hadn’t known for certain that Haydon had an invitation from the Citadel. He did have the required cash, so either way they would have been a step ahead. Now that they were certain he possessed what they needed, their plan was in high gear.

      “Where is it?” Romeo asked. “We want that invitation.”

      “If I give it to you will you let me live?”

      Cody answered Haydon by shoving the man to the floor. Haydon landed hard onto his bound wrists and cried out in pain. When he looked up, Cody had a gun aimed at his face.

      “You can experience a world of pain over the next hour or you can cooperate. What will it be?”

      “My safe! The invitation is in the safe inside my closet.”

      “What’s the combination?” Romeo asked.

      Haydon told him, along with instructions on how to reveal the hidden compartment where the safe was tucked. Romeo headed for the bedroom. He returned minutes later carrying a travel bag. Inside was a large packet of money, a Colt Python revolver with pearl grips, and the engraved metal invitation to the Citadel.

      Cody studied the invitation and saw that beneath the phone number there was a smaller set of digits, consisting of four numbers. He assumed the number was used to identify and record who the invitation had been sent to.

      “Get on your feet, Haydon, we’re leaving,” Cody said.

      Hope sprang to life in Haydon’s eyes as he rose from the floor.

      “All right, yeah, let’s get you guys out of here and back on the road.”
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        * * *

      

      Denny Haydon’s parking spot was private, but it did have a security camera aimed at it. The boys kept their heads lowered and told Haydon to get in the back, where he would ride with Romeo.

      “You’re going with us to the airport,” Cody said, giving Haydon more false hope.

      Once they were back on the street and on the move, Romeo pointed out the rear window of the limo.

      “That car back there, do you recognize it?”

      When Haydon turned his head to look, Romeo struck him hard with a leather sap at the base of his skull. It put Haydon’s lights out. On an impulse, Romeo removed Haydon’s wallet, along with a medallion he wore. The medallion had his initials, D.H. written in a fancy script.

      “Cool, his driver’s license doesn’t have a photo I.D., that means I can use it.”

      Cody spoke over his shoulder while he drove.

      “Would a guy on the run from a cartel take his wallet along?”

      “I’ll say that I kept it out of habit.”

      Twenty minutes later they reached their destination. It was a secluded spot they had picked out and prepared days earlier. After carrying Haydon over to a pre-dug grave, Cody killed him with a blow to the back of the head. He used the same shovel he had dug the hole with.

      Haydon was dumped in the grave, while the limo would be discovered at a motel near the airport. Whether the cartel bought into Haydon robbing them was of secondary importance to the Citadel believing it. Still, once they were inside, Hutchins would spread the rumor that Denny Haydon sought refuge inside the Citadel. That would at least make the cartel wonder and take heat off the boys.

      They were walking away from the motel parking lot, with Cody lugging the heavy duffel and Romeo carrying Haydon’s travel bag. As they headed toward a corner where they could hail a taxi, Romeo let out a laugh.

      “What’s funny?”

      “I was just thinking. Imagine if we killed Kabell inside the Citadel, then had cartel soldiers attacking the Citadel to get at me, you know, thinking I was Haydon.”

      “That would be ironic, but it gives me an idea. I think we’ll take out a little insurance so no one inside the Citadel gets suspicious about us.”

      “What kind of insurance?”

      “The Citadel will be expecting us to make another go at them, right?”

      “Yeah, and?”

      “We’ll hire two guys to attack them after we’re let inside. That way, it will take suspicion off of us.”

      “I like it, but where are we going to find someone who will do it?”

      “I’d bet Hutchins could help us.”

      “Yeah, and Cody, I don’t know how we would have gotten this far without the dude.”

      “You’re right, and we’ll take care of him for helping us. He’s earned that money we paid him and then some.”
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        * * *

      

      They were back in their hotel suite an hour later and looking down at Cody’s bed with amused grins. Not only did they get the million they needed for the Citadel, but eight-hundred-thousand more. To go with that was another hundred grand. It was the money Romeo had grabbed from the safe in Haydon’s penthouse.

      “Dude, we’re rich,” Romeo said.

      “And this was only what we managed to grab on the run. There must have been over ten million that went up in smoke.”

      “Serves them right for selling that poison. It’s too bad they’ll make it back in a week.”

      Cody began returning the money to the duffel bag.

      “We’ll head up to Oregon tomorrow, and I’ll call Hutchins on the way. If we contact the Citadel soon, we’ll still have a chance to kill that cult leader Kabell.”

      “We’re going to do it, Cody. We’re actually going to beat the Citadel and make history.”

      “Spenser would expect nothing less from us, and neither would I.”

      “And this is only the beginning of our careers… shit man, we’re going to be legends.”

      Cody smiled at the money in his hand.

      “It pays well too.”
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            Ventilated

          

        

      

    

    
      NEW JERSEY, OCTOBER 2018

      

      Tanner and Sara were on the rural road that led to Harrison’s home after Zoe Farnsworth had come through with the names of James’ closest relatives. Besides his Uncle Harrison, James had numerous cousins, along with aunts and uncles, who were all on his late father’s side of the family. They were scattered throughout Georgia and Florida.

      With Harrison being the nearest and most likely choice to run to, Tanner decided to check it out. Along with his name and address, Zoe had sent along overhead views of Harrison’s house and the surrounding landscape.

      “If we find James and his mother here, I want to take them back to the city to stay with us,” Sara said.

      “They’ll be safer in the penthouse than they are here. Once we know they’re safe, I’ll see about keeping them that way.”

      “You plan to kill Maurice Biggs?”

      “First, I’ll get a read on his gang. I need to know how loyal the people under him are. I want to make sure that he doesn’t have friends who will keep coming after James to honor Biggs’ memory.”

      “And what if there are people like that?”

      “Then I’ll just have to kill them all.”
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        * * *

      

      After finishing work for the day, James and his mother decided to change clothes before sitting down to dinner. Uncle Harrison had made it clear that they wouldn’t be eating together, so there was no reason to wait for him to arrive back home.

      James and Debra had bathed after finishing their tasks, with James showering last. As he was tying his shoelaces, he paused to listen to noises coming from outside.

      “Do you hear that?” he asked his mother. However, he could tell by the look on her face that she had heard the same thing he had. Voices, someone outside was talking, and there was more than one of them.
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        * * *

      

      There were four people outside the home and they were armed with Heckler & Koch MP5 submachine guns. Three of the group were still children under the age of thirteen, but their leader, if you could call him such, was an eighteen-year-old nicknamed Trigger. Trigger was an up and comer in the Boulevard Bloods and a cousin of Maurice Biggs.

      “Why shouldn’t we surround the house?” one of the boys asked. “That way we’ll be sure to kill them.”

      Trigger sighed with exasperation and wondered if he had been as stupid at the boy’s age, which was eleven.

      “If we surround the house before we begin firing, the damn bullets will pass through the walls and kill our asses too.”

      “Oh… right,” the boy said.

      Trigger pointed to the left side of the house. “Two of you get over there, while the other one stay with me. When I give the signal, we start firing. Every time you reload, move to the right. By the time we empty four mags each those bitches inside will be dead as hell.”

      The boys got into position and Trigger gave the signal, which was a raised fist.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Oh God, that sound, it’s faint, but is that what I think it is?” Sara asked, while lowering her window.

      “Gunfire on full auto, and at least three shooters,” Tanner said.

      Sara looked skyward as the last of the shots was fired. “Please don’t let us be too late.”
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        * * *

      

      James crawled over to where his mother lay on the floor.

      “We need to get out of here.”

      “But they’re still outside.”

      “Yeah, Mom, but they’ll come in to make sure we’re dead, so we need to run.”

      Debra nodded her understanding and rose from the floor with James holding her trembling hand. Good ol’ Uncle Harrison had made them stay in the basement and sleep on his sectional sofa instead of giving them the spare bedrooms. If not for that, they would have died.

      James led the way up the basement steps and could scarcely believe what his eyes revealed as he eased open the door. The house was a mess.

      There were bullet holes in every wall and the kitchen cabinetry was ventilated. Water sprayed from the tap at the sink as a round had damaged its faucet, while wires sparked within walls.

      They moved past the toppled table, which now only had three legs, and toward the rear door in the kitchen. When James heard the sound of footsteps behind him, crunching the broken pieces of wall board, he turned his head to find gun-toting shadows headed toward him and his mother.

      “Oh, dear Jesus, help us,” Debra whispered, as Trigger came into view, with the baby bangers close behind him.
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        * * *

      

      Sara moaned when they neared the house, as beside her Tanner gritted his teeth at the sight. He wasn’t close to James, but he did like and admire the kid. It enraged him to think that someone had murdered him, and for no real reason.

      The home also reminded him of the night his family was slaughtered. Although, the damage done to Harrison’s house was tame in comparison to the thousands of rounds Tanner’s childhood home had sustained.

      The sound of a single shot surprised both of them, while giving Tanner hope.

      “That was a small caliber. It might have come from the gun I gave James.”

      Sara laughed with relief. “Then there’s still hope.”

      Tanner brought his car to a stop behind the vehicle Trigger had driven and noticed James’ old Mustang. He bolted from the car with Sara while grabbing a shotgun from under the seat.

      Hold on, James.
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        * * *

      

      Upon spotting Trigger, James had reached into his pocket and taken out the gun Tanner had given him. He fired without aiming and while panicked, but the round hit Trigger in the midsection and caused him to drop his weapon and stumble backwards.

      Debra’s look of horror matched the one on Trigger’s face as they both realized that James had wounded him.

      “Where’d you get a gun, James?” Debra said in a hushed tone.

      James was still holding his mother’s hand. He pulled her with him through the rear door with its broken panes of glass. The rational thought of heading toward the front of the house and getting to his car never crossed James’ mind. He was in a mad dash to get himself and his mother away from the house, and so he ran straight ahead.

      The field at the rear of the home was a cornfield with the remains of dead stalks. James rushed into them while all but dragging his mother along. They were out of sight within moments.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Trigger was down and unable to do anything more than grind his teeth against the agony in his stomach.

      The baby bangers stood staring down at him. They were fascinated by the blood and the sight of an exposed intestine. As the initial wave of pain dipped, Trigger opened his eyes and stared up at them.

      “Kill those bitches,” he said, then moaned as a fresh wave of agony rose within him.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      James was forced to slow his pace because Debra couldn’t keep up with her shorter stride. They emerged from the cornfield and came to a stream. It was about twenty feet wide, had an unknown depth, and the water was cold.

      “Which way… should we… run… right or left?” Debra said, as she spoke between gulps of air.

      James looked in both directions and saw nothing but flat ground. If they went either way, they would be visible and make for easy targets. Then, he looked across the stream and saw a forest of trees in brilliant fall colors.

      “We need to get across this water and into those trees.”

      “Is it deep?”

      “Maybe, but it’s our best—” James stopped talking as the rustle of the cornstalks reached his ears. When he looked back at the field, he saw movement in several areas. It was all close and headed right at them.

      Debra made a whimpering sound in her throat as James stepped in front of her and brought his gun up to fire.
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            In A Flash

          

        

      

    

    
      CAMAS, WASHINGTON, JANUARY 2003

      

      The boys were back with Hutchins at his small house. Bev was absent, as she was out doing the shopping, but she’d left behind a stack of sandwiches and coffee for the boys. Hutchins was impressed with Cody and Romeo and told them so. Whether or not they made it inside the Citadel, he was willing to refer major contracts to them in the future.

      “You guys might be young but you sure as shit have what it takes.”

      Hutchins had been busy as well. He had set-up a meeting for them.

      “You say these guys are outlaw bikers?” Cody asked.

      “Yeah, and they do contracts now and then. I brought them up here to deal with a guy who had another biker club protecting him. They got the job done.”

      “You brought them up here, up here from where? Are they out of California?” Romeo said.

      “Nope, they’re from New Orleans. I wanted to use a group that had no ties on the west coast. There’s eight of them all together.”

      “Where is the meeting taking place?”

      “I set it up in the park for midnight. That should give you some privacy. You’ll be meeting them in a cleared area behind the children’s playground. The guys names are Flash and Gator. Flash is the club’s leader, and his price was high.”

      “How high?” Cody asked.

      “Twenty-thousand, all up front.”

      “That’s a lot,” Romeo said. “This guy Flash does understand that we only want two guys to attack the Citadel and not his whole group?”

      “Yeah, and he said that he and Gator would do it. They’re about the same height and size as you two, so they should be able to pull it off. That price covers the cost of supplies. They’ll be attacking the Citadel with the same resources you had.”

      “We’ll pay it,” Cody said. “After all, they’ll be taking a huge risk, since the Citadel must be on alert.”

      Hutchins smiled. “All right then, I’ll let Flash know that the meeting is on. Also, boys, I get a thousand-dollar fee for setting things up.”

      Cody removed an envelope from the side pocket of his jacket and passed it over to Hutchins. It was bulging with cash.

      “That will cover your fee and then some.”

      Hutchins took the envelope, then held it up. “Why so much?”

      “For helping us, dude,” Romeo said. “We wouldn’t be anywhere near as close as we are to taking down the Citadel without you.”

      Hutchins cleared his throat and tucked the envelope along the inside of his wheelchair.

      “Thank you. You boys got class. Bev will be happy to have some extra money around here.”

      “You’re welcome, and we expect to do more business with you in the future,” Cody said.
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        * * *

      

      Cody and Romeo arrived for their midnight meeting in the park at nine o’clock and waited for the bikers to show. They had expected to hear the roar of engines as the bikers neared. Those sounds never came, but around eleven p.m. two forms moved stealthily toward them.

      Cody whispered a greeting when they came nearer.

      “Are you here for a meeting?”

      The two figures froze, then swiveled their heads. Cody and Romeo stepped into view with their hands in plain sight, showing that they held no weapons. The other two men relaxed and walked toward them. The older of the pair, Flash, was about their age and in his early twenties. The younger one, Gator, was only eighteen but looked tough and had a muscular build. Not surprisingly, he wore alligator boots.

      “So much for our midnight meeting,” Flash said in a resonant voice with a Cajun accent. “How early did you guys get here?”

      “You understand what we want you to do?” Cody asked.

      Flash smiled. It was a good smile full of straight white teeth.

      “I see you’re the let’s get down to business type. All right then, Hutchins said you’d bring the money, we’ll take it right now.”

      Cody handed over a packet of cash as he said, “You haven’t answered my question.”

      “You want us to attack the Citadel so that they think we’re you. Don’t worry, mon ami, we will give them hell in your name.”

      “When you trade shots with them you’ll be outnumbered, so just hit and git,” Romeo said.

      Gator spoke up and revealed a deep voice. “We’re not big-time assassins like you two, but we know how to do some killing. There will be less guards at the Citadel after we leave; you can count on that.”

      There was movement among the bushes to their left. All four of them turned to see who was approaching while going for their guns.

      Flash and Cody had their weapons clear of their holsters before Romeo and Gator had even touched their guns. Each man registered the other’s incredible reflexes, then returned their eyes to the figure emerging through the hedge.

      It was a dog, a beagle, and then there came the sound of a female voice as the hound’s owner called to him.

      “Arnold? Arnold, get back here and stop playing games.”

      The dog looked over at the armed men, sniffed the air for a moment, then turned and went back to his owner. The woman could be heard leaving the area once her feet left the grass to walk upon the paved path.

      Gator pointed at Cody and whispered, “Flash, this guy is almost as fast as you are.”

      “I noticed that,” Flash said.

      “He’s faster, dude,” Romeo said. “Xavier had his gun out first.”

      “Bullshit,” Gator said.

      Cody returned his gun to the holster on his belt, and the others followed suit.

      “It doesn’t matter who’s faster. All I want to know is when you’ll be ready to attack the Citadel.”

      “You tell us when and we’ll do it,” Flash said.

      “Okay, we’ll have Hutchins call you. Once he does, you can make your move.”

      “I guess we’re done here,” Flash said.

      “Yes.”

      Flash smiled at Cody. “Have you ever dueled?”

      “Pistols at thirty paces, that kind of duel?”

      “Yeah.”

      “No.”

      “Gator was right, you’re nearly as fast as me, maybe even faster. It would be damn interesting to find out for sure.”

      Cody cocked his head as he readied himself to draw his weapon.

      “Are you serious?”

      Flash laughed. “No, just curious. And if we ever wind up on opposites sides we’ll find out who’s faster.”

      “That would be me,” Cody said, and watched as the humor left Flash’s expression.

      “Don’t be so sure, mon ami,” Flash said. Afterward, he turned, and Gator followed him out of the park.
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            Poetic Justice

          

        

      

    

    
      NEW JERSEY, OCTOBER 2018

      

      “They’re just kids!” Sara shouted, as she caught her first sight of the baby bangers. They had been inside the house, found the wounded Trigger, and left through the rear door to head into the cornstalks, which they saw were quivering from movement.

      Tanner, who was about to unload rounds from a shotgun, released the weapon and drew a small gun from his pocket. The gun was similar to the one he had given James and was a .25 semi-auto. The young bangers had all turned around at the sound of Sara’s voice. As they raised their guns toward her, Tanner shot each boy in the outer portion of their right shoulder region. Two of them dropped their weapons, but the third kid, a baby-face boy who was muscular, weathered the wound well and spun to fire at Tanner. He never got the chance; Sara shot him in the knee and took him down.

      “James! It’s Tanner and Sara.”

      “We’re over here, Tanner, by the water,” James called.

      “Are you or your mother wounded?”

      “We’re good, just freaked out.”

      “Stay there; we’ll come to you.”

      Tanner gathered the guns of the gang members as Sara tended to the boy she had shot in the knee. He was bleeding badly. Sara had torn off the bottom of the boy’s shirt to use as a tourniquet, which she tied around his thigh. The kid cursed a blue streak and kept telling her that he would kill her.

      Boy or not, Tanner had heard enough. After reclaiming the shotgun he’d dropped, he slammed the stock against the boy’s forehead. It knocked the kid out cold.

      “That’s one way to anesthetize someone,” Sara said. When she looked for the other two wounded boys, she saw that they were gone.

      “They headed back toward the house, what’s left of the house,” Tanner said. “But they won’t get far. I took the car keys from the wounded man in the kitchen.”

      Sara and Tanner continued through the stalks and found James holding his mother. Debra was crying as a result of the stress she was feeling. Sara walked over and held her hand.

      “We’ll take you both somewhere safe.”

      “But they’ll just keep coming, won’t they?” Debra said.

      “No,” Tanner said. “They won’t.”
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        * * *

      

      James and his mother wondered at the grand view of Manhattan from the balcony of Tanner and Sara’s penthouse. It was night, and the lights of the city looked fantastic in the clear fall air.

      They had left the scene together with James following Tanner’s car without waiting around for the police. The gangbangers would keep their mouths shut and the local police would no doubt blame the carnage on a war between two gangs.

      “Are you hungry?” Sara asked James and Debra. Debra declined food, but James was hungry having missed dinner. Sara told him that there was leftover lasagna in the refrigerator and that he could help himself to it. James thanked her and headed for the kitchen.

      Debra looked over at Tanner. “You gave my son a gun?”

      “Yes.”

      “He’s just a boy.”

      “No, he’s a man of nineteen who’s in college. If he had been a boy I might have still given it to him, because he’s level-headed.”

      Debra sat up straighter as she was about to respond in anger, but then she seemed to deflate as she realized something.

      “If James hadn’t had that gun we would both be dead.”

      “That’s what he told me.”

      “Does he still have it?” Sara asked.

      “No,” Tanner said. “Now that it’s been used in a shooting I told James to give it back to me. If he asks for another one, I’ll give it to him, but he won’t need a weapon while he’s here.”

      “This is so kind of you to let us stay with you, but we can’t hide here forever.”

      “You won’t have to, I’ll see to that,” Tanner said.

      “How?” Debra asked.

      “You’re better off not knowing.”

      “Who are you? Are you some sort of soldier?”

      Sara laughed. She was seated beside Tanner on a loveseat.

      “He’s not a soldier, but he has been to war a time or two, and he knows how to handle men like Maurice Biggs.”

      Debra stared at the two of them with a confused look on her face.

      “I don’t know what you are, but you’ve been a Godsend for James and me. Thank you for everything you’re doing.”

      “You’re welcome,” Sara said.

      Debra stood. “I’m going to sit with James… and maybe I’ll have some milk to calm my nerves.”

      After Debra left, Tanner took out his phone.

      “I’m calling Joe Pullo.”

      “You want his help with Biggs?”

      “I need information. Joe has connections that will be able to tell me who’s who in Biggs’s gang. I also want to know who told Biggs where James was hiding. I don’t want that same person tracing them here.”

      “Maybe Biggs has a hacker like Zoe.”

      “It’s more probable that James was ratted out by someone he knows.”
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        * * *

      

      An hour earlier, back in New Jersey, Harrison had arrived home to find police and emergency vehicles blocking the driveway. When he explained to the young cop standing by the cars that he was the homeowner, the officer led him up the driveway on foot.

      Night was coming. As dusk gave way to darkness, the gloom triggered the sensors on the home’s exterior lights.

      “What the hell?” Harrison shouted as he got his first good look at the damage done to his home.

      As his eyes took in the shredded remains of his house, a gurney was pushed by him. It was the kid with the shoulder wound whose knee Sara had shot. The boy looked at Harrison with eyes full of hate. Trigger had already been taken to a nearby hospital for the wound to his abdomen, which had required immediate surgery. The other two wounded kids were arrested when they walked into the local hospital while dripping blood. The lame story they told of being attacked by a mugger made the cop called to investigate laugh.

      Harrison reached his house and walked around it before going in, when he neared the kitchen door and saw what appeared to be a small pond beside it, he wondered where all the water had come from.

      His phone rang. After answering it, Harrison received more bad news. It was the man he had contacted to reach Maurice Biggs, so that he could sell-out his own family. His price had been ten-thousand-dollars, minus a ten-percent fee for the man on the phone.

      “You’re not getting any money.”

      “What?” Harrison said dully. He had just peeked through a window and seen that his living room furniture and television were in tatters from the rounds they had absorbed.

      “The money, Biggs won’t pay. They say that Hakeem’s family got away and that the guys Biggs sent were all shot.”

      “The tip was still good.”

      “I agree, so go tell Maurice Biggs that. Maybe he’ll be reasonable and reconsider.”

      “Shit.”

      “And Harrison, that don’t change our deal. I still want my finder’s fee.”

      “Say what?”

      “You heard me. And don’t fuck around getting that money to me or I’ll send some guys out to collect it.”

      “Who says they’ll find me?”

      “You hide, and I’ll have them burn your house down.”

      Harrison looked at what had become of his beloved home, and felt his eyes grow moist with tears.

      “Burn my damn house to the ground; you’d be doing me a favor.”
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            Bodyguard, Shmodyguard

          

        

      

    

    
      PORTLAND, OREGON, JANUARY 2003

      

      Romeo called the number engraved on the Citadel’s metal invitation. He was disappointed when he was only able to leave a phone number and a short message.

      “My name is Denny Haydon and I need help. Call me back at 555-1974.”

      Romeo made his call using Haydon’s cell phone, while in Portland. The phone had been off until they used it. When activated, it was found to have a number of threatening messages from cartel members on it. There were also separate messages from women named Veronica, Barbara, Jenny, Karen, and Esmeralda. The ladies each asked Haydon why he hadn’t called or been by to see them. The man would be missed, for various reasons.

      When the phone rang twenty-six minutes after Romeo had made his call, they wondered if it would be the Citadel calling or some cartel hood looking for answers. It was Abadandi. He sounded pleased to have received Romeo’s message.

      “I’m calling from the Citadel, Mr. Haydon,” Abadandi said. “Before we go any further, would you please recite the four-digit number engraved on your invitation.”

      Romeo did so, and Abadandi asked him if he were in imminent danger of being harmed or captured.

      “It might be both if I don’t get off the streets soon. I made some powerful people living south of the border mad at me.”

      “Ah, I see. In that case, you’ll want to get here as soon as possible. How far away are you?”

      “I’m in Portland.”

      “Excellent, you’re only a short distance away. Do you have a pen? I need to recite directions to you, along with instructions.”

      “I’m ready. How do we get to you?”

      “We?”

      “Yeah, man. I got my bodyguard Max with me. He needs to get away too.”

      “That is unusual. Most of our guests arrive alone, or with a significant other, but never a friend.”

      “The dude saved my life and I trust him. He comes along.”

      “That can be arranged but there will be an additional fee of two-hundred and fifty thousand. That price will double if your bodyguard wishes to have plastic surgery.”

      “I’ll pay it, whatever, we just need to get somewhere safe as soon as we can.”

      “Fantastic, and now I’ll give you the directions on how to reach us.”
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        * * *

      

      Two hours later, Cody and Romeo were standing in a field that was three miles east of the cliff they had scaled on their first attempt to breach the Citadel. If things went the way they hoped they would, they would soon be escorted inside the Citadel by the same guards they previously battled.

      The boys had been in the field for nearly an hour. From time to time they had detected movement around them, coming from the edge of the trees.

      Romeo had decided to leave his hair blond rather than dying it black to match Denny Haydon’s. If asked about it, he would say that he dyed his hair blond as a way to look different than normal. He had also shaved off the beard.

      Cody still wore his hair long and was dressed in a leather jacket and jeans, while Romeo wore a designer suit.

      When the three jeeps converged on them from different directions they knew that the Citadel’s guards had finished patrolling the area and were satisfied that they had come there alone. It was Begley’s jeep that reached them first. He was sitting in the passenger seat while Serge drove. Begley looked the boys over with dispassionate eyes. In his right hand he was holding a revolver, which he kept from view.

      “Denny Haydon, my name is Begley and I’m the Captain of the Guard for the Citadel. Sir, I’ll need you and your bodyguard to discard any weapons you may have on you. That includes knives, brass knuckles, or anything else that could be deemed dangerous.”

      “Why can’t I bring my gun with me?” Cody asked. “How am I supposed to protect Denny if I don’t have a gun?”

      “From this point forward, Mr. Haydon’s safety is my responsibility. Frankly, I don’t know why he wasted the money it takes to get you inside the Citadel. If he were attacked, one man wouldn’t be enough to help him.”

      “That depends on the man,” Cody said.

      Begley sent Cody a sour look, then spoke to Romeo. “If you refuse to discard your weapons I can’t let you inside the facility. That is not up for debate. What will it be?”

      Romeo sighed as he slowly removed his gun from the holster on his belt.

      “Leave your guns behind, Max. We wouldn’t last another day out on the streets.”

      Cody’s mouth became a tight grim line as he pretended to bristle over the order to disarm. In truth, he’d been expecting it. After a hesitation, he removed two guns from his person, along with a knife.

      “A wise decision,” Begley said. “Now I’ll have to ask you to consent to a pat-down. We have to make certain that you have no more weapons. Your belongings will also be searched.”

      Romeo was found to be clean, but a hidden blade was discovered inside Cody’s right boot.

      “Hmm,” Cody said. “I guess I forgot I had that one.”

      Begley’s stare was icy as he spoke again.

      “You can climb in the rear of the jeep now.”

      The boys did so as one of the guards gathered their weapons. When they saw that the camera and lock picks had gone undetected, they knew that they had done a good job of hiding them. They’d hidden the equipment inside a compartment at the bottom of one of the bags. During the pat-down, the razor blades hidden on the inside of their belts had also been missed. It was nice to know that the Citadel’s guards weren’t the elite force many thought them to be.

      After settling together into the rear of a jeep they were off toward the trees. There, they met up with a dirt path so narrow that the vehicles had to slow considerably or else risk scraping the trees that lined the narrow road.

      In time, they emerged out onto a broader surface that was paved, and only seconds later the walls of the Citadel came into view.

      Even from a short distance away the walls looked like a natural rock formation. As you came closer, you saw that mortar and stones had been added to fill in gaps.

      As they approached a massive iron gate, Cody and Romeo shared a look, as they anticipated their entry inside the Citadel. Whatever came after that, they would still have achieved something that no other assassin had ever done.

      The gate opened to let them inside a parking area paved with concrete, while revealing a second gate as formidable as the first. Incredibly, a third gate materialized, it too appeared impregnable. The fact that there were three gates was a surprise, as Hutchins had information that there were only two gates.

      If anyone had ever attacked the gates while prepared to breach only two, they would have received a nasty surprise and met death. Realizing that, Cody remembered something Spenser had often told them.

      “Information can be worth more than ammo, and be just as deadly.”

      It was true. Cody made a mental note to do more preparation and make less assumptions in the future.

      At last the gates were behind them and the jeep was moving down a spiraling concrete ramp. They were headed into the belly of the Citadel and on the threshold of stepping into legend.
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        * * *

      

      Begley and Serge had escorted the boys to Abadandi’s office. As he was leaving, Begley gave Cody a look that spoke of his dislike for him. Cody answered it in kind and wasn’t faking. Something about Begley rubbed him the wrong way. If it became necessary, he would have no problem putting the Captain of the Guard down.

      After receiving his payment, Abadandi got right to business, and displayed surprise at Romeo’s modest request for assistance.

      “You only wish to get into Canada?”

      “Yeah, see, I couldn’t risk driving or flying there on my own. The cartel would be looking for me at the border crossings and airports. Plus, we need new I.D.’s and passports. I’ve got family in Canada that no one knows about; they go by a different name than I do. Once we make it there, Max and I will be safe.”

      “Why didn’t you arrange for the new identification on your own?”

      Romeo grinned. “I didn’t plan any of this, I just got greedy and decided to grab as much cash as I could. Most of the money I stole has already been shipped to my relatives. I hid it inside a pair of giant teddy bears I said were for my niece. The kid is only six-months-old. Now I’ve got to get there to make sure I keep getting older.”

      “And you don’t require plastic surgery either?”

      Romeo smiled. “And mess up my pretty face, hell no. And hey, are there any women here?”

      “Several, but they’re spoken for.”

      “Damn, I hope it doesn’t take you long to get my new I.D. and a way out of the country. I’ll climb the walls if I have to go without a woman for weeks.”

      “There is a large supply of pornographic tapes and magazines available.”

      Romeo sent Abadandi a frown. “I’m not a do-it-yourself kind of guy.”

      “I’ll attempt to make your arrangements swiftly, and of course, I already have the contacts in place.”
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        * * *

      

      Romeo requested a tour of the facility and Begley was called back to do the honors. He arrived with four of his men, as they had been together and making plans. Supplies were running low and it was time to take an inventory and ready the empty crates for pick-up. Days later, the crates would be returned via an airdrop.

      They would also be leaving a jeep at the pick-up site. In one of the few conversations they’d had lately, Ann had informed her husband that their oldest jeep was no longer worth fixing because it would be cheaper to purchase a used one.

      In a rare show of good sense and wise spending, Abadandi agreed with her and said he would authorize the purchase, while using the old jeep as a trade-in. Begley thought it was Abadandi’s way of trying to appease Ann so that she would be less resentful toward him.

      He knew the older man had a thing for his wife, and even though Abadandi knew that Ann must hate him, he still harbored that secret hope that all men have about the beautiful women they know.

      Maybe someday we’ll get together.

      Fat chance of that, Begley knew, if Ann thought she could get away with it, she might murder Abadandi in his sleep.
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        * * *

      

      Begley could have left his men behind and given the tour alone, but he wanted a show of force to make the newest client realize that he didn’t need his bodyguard. Begley shared the natural dislike and antagonism Cody felt toward him. He had also been in a foul mood for days because of the way things were between him and Ann.

      Guilt was eating away at Begley as well. He regretted the kiss he’d shared with Irina, while at the same time he fought the urge to visit her in her quarters. Ann withholding her affection from him had made Begley want Irina more than ever. For her part, Irina was growing weary of Begley’s indecision. In their last conversation, she told Begley that she wouldn’t keep chasing after him forever, and that she knew he and Ann were on the outs.

      “Leave her, Jack. If you do, I’ll stop seeing Abadandi and we can be together like a real couple.”

      The offer was tempting, but Jack still loved his wife and was not ready to let go.
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        * * *

      

      Irina appeared as Begley and the others entered a wide intersection in the corridor. Begley had been headed toward one of the tunnel exits with the boys, as part of their tour. When Irina spotted Cody, desire lit her eyes and she sent him a smile.

      “Who do we have here, new guests?”

      Begley made the introductions brief as Irina moved closer to Cody and stared up at him.

      “You have unusual eyes, Max, and they’re very sexy.”

      “Everything about you is sexy, Irina,” Cody said.

      “Shouldn’t you be in the infirmary, Irina?” Begley asked, in a tone that conveyed the anger he was feeling.

      Irina smiled at him. “I know I’m wanted somewhere.” Before leaving, she ran a hand over Cody’s right bicep. “You could guard me anytime, Max.”

      Begley watched her go, while thinking that the sway in her hips seemed more pronounced than normal. He wondered if it was for his enjoyment or for Denny Haydon’s bodyguard. As he felt his anger growing, Begley asked Cody a question.

      “I suppose you feel rather useless right now, hmm?”

      “Why would you think that?” Cody asked him.

      “You’re a bodyguard, right? But you have no weapons. If anyone wanted to harm your boss you’d be about as useful as tits on a nun.”

      Cody smiled. “I don’t need a weapon to be dangerous.”

      Begley gestured toward the four guards who had been tagging along.

      “You might hold your own against one man, but if these men were to attack you together, you wouldn’t stand a chance.”

      Cody narrowed his eyes. “What’s your problem, Begley? Is Irina your girl and you’re angry that she was flirting, is that it?”

      “I’m a married man, no, my problem is you. I don’t like you, and I think your boss wasted his money bringing you along.”

      “It was my money to waste,” Romeo said. “But you’re wrong if you think Max can’t protect me. Even unarmed he could fight off several men.”

      Begley smiled. “I’ll let him prove that.” He turned toward his men and gave them the order to attack Cody. “But don’t hurt him, just take him down to the floor and cuff his hands behind him.”

      “What the hell, dude,” Romeo said. “Is this how you treat your guests?”

      Begley ignored him, then gestured at Cody. The first guard to reach Cody yelped in pain as a kick smashed into his right knee. That was followed by a strike to the face using an elbow. It broke the man’s nose and sent blood running down the front of his gray uniform shirt.

      The remaining three guards came at Cody together. He used a turning side kick to send one of the men stumbling back against another, then struck the remaining man in the throat. The man he’d kicked went down while the other two backed away.

      Cody pointed at them as he issued a warning. “The next man who comes at me will regret it.”

      The guard who had been knocked off balance had six inches and thirty pounds of muscle on Cody. His name was O’Keefe. He smirked as he strode forward while leading with his left fist extended. Cody reached out and gripped O’Keefe’s wrist in both hands faster than the eye could follow. He then sent a series of three hard kicks into the man’s exposed ribs.

      There was an audible snapping sound as one of the ribs broke, followed by a cry of pain. When Cody released O’Keefe’s wrist and moved in to cause more damage, Begley shouted for him to stop.

      Cody did so, while issuing a challenge.

      “Hey, Captain of the Guard, why don’t you take a shot at me?”

      Begley reddened with anger, as he would like nothing better than to beat Cody bloody. Good sense kept him from accepting the offer. Instead, he turned to his men and told them to go see the doctor. Along with O’Keefe’s broken rib, another man had a busted nose, while the third man was breathing with raspy exhales from the blow he’d taken to the throat.

      As his men lumbered away, Romeo made an observation.

      “I think the Citadel needs better security. If two men like Max ever got in here, you’d be in trouble.”

      Begley pretended to ignore the comment. As for Cody, he had to fight to keep from smiling.

      Romeo was telling him that they had this contract in the bag, and Cody had to agree. Still, they both knew enough not to get overconfident, as the unexpected was always around the next corner.
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            Accidentally On Purpose

          

        

      

    

    
      THE BRONX, OCTOBER 2018

      

      After getting wounded in the thigh the night he killed Officer Jude Collins, Jerold Washington stole an ambulance, then used its supplies to treat his wound.

      Jerold kept the ambulance and used it to get around in. With his money running low and with nowhere to hide, he robbed a liquor store.

      He thought he had gotten away clean until he saw the flashing lights in his side-view mirrors. Two police cars were coming up fast behind him.

      Jerold put his own siren on and pressed down the gas pedal on the ambulance, then had to slow as he made a left onto Webster Avenue. He was so intent on checking his mirrors that he didn’t see the blind man crossing the street in front of him.

      Another driver blew her horn at Jerold as she hoped to prevent a tragedy. When Jerold took his eyes from the mirrors and saw the old man only yards in front of him, he jerked the wheel to the left. He succeeded in missing the blind man but plowed into a delivery van.

      His skull’s impact with the windshield stunned him, but he managed to stay conscious long enough to leap from the ambulance, which had stopped running. Jerold made it six steps before his vision blurred and he fell onto the street, unconscious.
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        * * *

      

      Detective Rayna Owens arrived on scene after it was determined that the ambulance thief was also the man accused of killing Officer Collins and Detective Pearson. Jerold was awake and strapped to a gurney inside a different ambulance, while paramedics checked his vital signs.

      “Please tell me he’s going to die,” Rayna said to the lone detective on the scene.

      “No such luck. He just banged his head during the crash.”

      Rayna stared into the ambulance as she fought the urge to draw her weapon and empty it into Jerold.

      “Can you keep him here for a while?”

      “Um, I guess, why?”

      “I have an idea.”

      The cop looked at Jerold, then at Rayna. “I want him dead too, but I’m not losing my badge over it.”

      “Let me tell you what I’m thinking, and you see if you can live with it.”

      Rayna explained her plan, and the cop grinned.

      “That would work. There will be a little heat, but not enough to matter. But what if we don’t find the other guy?”

      “We’ll find him, but it might take a while.”

      “I can give you two hours; after that I’ll have to take him in.”
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        * * *

      

      Ninety-three minutes later, a crackhead by the name of Jared Washington was booked on a vagrancy charge at the same time as Jerold Washington and in the same Bronx police station. Jared, who was a foot shorter than Jerold and three shades lighter, was placed in a cell by himself, while Jerold was shoved in a large cell with the general population.

      The word was put out, and within an hour two members of the Boulevard Bloods were arrested for the minor crime of graffiti and charged with vandalism. They were then escorted to the cell where Jerold was lying on a cot.

      Jerold died on that cot.

      Although there were nine other men inside the cell when Jerold had his throat cut, every one of them denied having witnessed a thing. No weapon had been recovered and no one had yet been charged. The two gangbangers were released that evening on their own recognizance after appearing before a judge. The dried blood on their black clothing either went unnoticed or was believed to be food stains. Their identities were later found to be phony.

      A police department spokesman, who had also gone through the academy with Det. Scott Pearson, told reporters that a clerical error was responsible for the mix-up. Jerold Washington was supposed to have been given a cell alone, not Jared Washington.

      When asked if an investigation would be pursued, the police spokesman answered in a snide manner.

      “Yeah, we’ll get to that right after we bury the two dead cops that Washington killed.”

      Standing at the back of the room where the media conference was being held, Rayna Owens smiled.
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      OUTSIDE PORTLAND, OREGON, JANUARY 2003

      

      Kabell was snoring away after having indulged in more of his meditation potion.

      Ann had taken over the task of clearing away the dishes from the suite so that she could spend time with Cindy, to gain the girl’s trust.

      Unfortunately, it also meant she had to come into contact with Kabell. The man’s eyes had startled Ann. She had only seen him from several feet away upon his arrival. Ann had taken from that encounter the impression that he was an average, if tall man. Up close and with his attention riveted on you, the man gave off a sense of great personal power. It was his eyes. Kabell had a way of looking at you that made you feel his presence intently. That gaze was imposing, imperial even, and Ann understood how those with weak or immature minds could have bought into Kabell’s God act.

      Ann was not weak or immature and she was aware that the man was in reality a depraved predator. It was all she could do to hide her disgust from Kabell.

      He had deepened her distaste for him during that first meeting when he asked her to bed, then after being told no, offered her money. All the other times, Kabell had been passed out from drinking too much.

      Ann was ready to place her plan for escape in motion, and she had decided that Cindy was going with her. Ann used her husband’s spare keys to get an oral sedative from the infirmary during the previous night. She would drug Kabell into unconsciousness, and if necessary, do the same thing to Cindy. However, Ann would prefer it if Cindy accompanied her willingly.

      “Go with you where?” Cindy asked.

      “Oh, just for a walk along the halls. You must be tired of staying inside this suite and watching TV.”

      “I’m not allowed to watch television. The master says it is sinful.”

      “He would know all about sinful,” Ann said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Nothing, so how about that walk?”

      “No, thank you. I need to stay by the master’s side.”

      “We’ll only be gone for a few minutes and I can hear him… meditating loudly. He won’t even know you’re gone.”

      Cindy crossed her arms over her chest. “I’d rather stay here.”

      Ann smiled at her as she grabbed the cart to wheel out the dirty dishes.

      “All right, and I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      As she was pushing the cart down the hallway, Ann revised her plan. If Cindy wouldn’t leave willingly, then the girl would have to be drugged.

      It will be for her own good, Ann thought, and formed a plan to smuggle Cindy out of the suite.
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        * * *

      

      Begley watched with interest as Cody and Romeo walked past him down an intersecting corridor. Unlike most guests of the Citadel, the boys liked to wander around. Begley thought their random strolls were an attempt to memorize and map the Citadel’s layout.

      Denny Haydon looked to be in exceptional condition for a slimy drug dealer and appeared to be as fit as his bodyguard. While he had developed a strong dislike for Cody, Begley didn’t care for Romeo either. Still, they were guests and should be treated as such.

      After having his guards attack Cody, Begley thought he would be called into Abadandi’s office for a reprimand. That never happened because neither Haydon nor his bodyguard had complained.

      Serge had learned of the incident, and he’d seemed dismayed by Begley’s lack of judgement.

      “What the hell were you thinking, Jack? Assholes or not, those men are guests of the Citadel and under our protection. Why would you have the guys attempt to harm one of them?”

      “There’s something off about them, Serge. They don’t feel right.”

      “What do you mean?”

      At the time, Begley had just shaken his head at that question, but an answer had begun to form in his mind that was frightening.
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        * * *

      

      After telling one of his guards to keep a loose tail on Cody and Romeo, Begley went in search of Serge. He found him in the loading dock area, which was adjacent to the motor pool where Ann worked. In happier times, Begley would have stopped in to see Ann before speaking with Serge, but he walked past the door of the motor pool while releasing a soft sigh. Ann was still barely speaking to him and he didn’t feel like getting into an argument.

      Serge was making certain that the old jeep they were getting rid of was securely attached to the towing hitch on one of the trucks. Begley walked over and stood beside him.

      “I know those two guys that attacked us by scaling the cliff wore ski masks, but what was your general take on them?”

      Serge pondered the question for a moment then gave a little shrug.

      “Around six-feet tall, likely young, athletic,”

      “And what about our two new guests?”

      Serge jumped as if he had received a jolt from a live wire.

      “Shit, Jack, what are you thinking, that Haydon and his bodyguard are the men that attacked us?”

      “He says he’s Denny Haydon, but how do we know that? He could be anyone.”

      “Not just anyone, the guy had to hand over more than a million dollars to walk in here. What kind of assassin has that kind of cash?”

      “Maybe they got the money from Haydon. They could have killed him, taken the money, and then come here and act like they’re Haydon and a bodyguard.”

      Serge laughed. “You’ve got some imagination. But let’s say you’re right, why haven’t they killed Kabell yet? If they were assassins, they would have come here to kill that sleazy cult leader.”

      Begley was nodding. “I think that’s why they’re here, but they also want to make sure that they can get out after they kill him. It’s why they wanted that tour I gave them, and their walking the halls right now while memorizing the layout. I’m telling you, those two aren’t right.”

      Worry creased Serge’s brow as he considered his boss’s words.

      “How do we handle this? We can’t just accuse them, and we have no proof.”

      “I plan to have them watched 24/7. If they make a move to break into Kabell’s suite we shoot them down like dogs.”

      Serge placed his hands on his hips and gave a sad shake of his head.

      “I sure hope you’re wrong about this, otherwise, the Citadel has finally been breached.”

      “It makes me sick to think about it too,” Begley said.
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        * * *

      

      Cody and Romeo were aware that Begley had become suspicious of them. When a guard began following them everywhere they went, they were glad they had taken pains to throw suspicion off of themselves. The only problem was that Flash and Gator had yet to make a move.

      In the meantime, the boys had learned the location of Kabell’s suite. It was at the opposite end of a corridor where their own suite was housed. They had also learned about Cindy from a talkative member of the kitchen staff named Klaus. Klaus was German and pleased that Cody and Romeo spoke his language. Cody was fluent in German, Romeo less so, but he spoke enough to hold a conversation with Klaus.

      Klaus told them that Cindy was Kabell’s child bride. The boys knew that meant that the girl was being molested by Kabell. If they hadn’t already had a reason to kill him before, learning about Cindy gave them incentive enough to put down Kabell.

      They had overheard a guard say that the man never left his suite, which meant they had to go to him. While no one was looking, Cody studied the keypad on Kabell’s suite and found that it was identical to the one used on their own.

      The much-vaunted Citadel’s defenses were less so on the inside of the fortress. The boys discovered that the same combination that opened their suite opened the door on an empty suite of rooms beside theirs.

      Was it possible that the same combination opened all the suites? It just might, making it a thing of ease to reach Kabell. If not, they would break into the cult leader’s quarters. Either way, Kabell would die.
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        * * *

      

      When the alarm bells rang at 2:37 a.m., Cody turned on his bedside lamp as Romeo did the same thing in the next room. They met in the hallway, both dressed in only boxer shorts, and grinned at each other.

      “That must be Flash and Gator,” Romeo said.

      “I bet we lose our shadow tomorrow,” Cody said, referring to the various guards Begley had charged with following them.

      They went to the doorway of their suite and looked out. The guard that was there when they went to bed was gone.

      “I hope those bikers give the guards hell,” Romeo said.

      “Yeah, the less guards the better our odds of escape.”

      “If this works like we think, and we’re no longer being watched, when do you want to kill Kabell?”

      “We’ll need to let things calm down again, then we’ll make our move. I also want to have a look at that escape tunnel. We never did get a look at it during the tour.”

      “Good idea. I don’t plan to die here.”

      “Only to kill,” Cody said.
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        * * *

      

      When the alarm sounded, Begley had been enjoying the pleasures of Irina’s bed. After being unable to get her off his mind while sleep eluded him, he left the sofa his wife had banished him to and went to see her.

      Irina had been asleep. Her eyes were puffy, and she had no makeup on. Begley thought she had never looked more desirable.

      When she saw that it was Begley who had come to call at such a late hour, she’d taken his hand and pulled him into her quarters.

      The sex had been even better than Begley had fantasized. They had been in the middle of making love for the second time when the alarm began blaring.

      “Shit!” Begley said as he left Irina’s arms to get dressed. He had arrived at her quarters wearing his uniform pants along with a T-shirt and a pair of slippers. He had to return to his quarters to retrieve his gear.

      “Be careful, Jack,” Irina called from the bed as he went rushing for the door.

      He shouted that he would be, and was relieved when he found the corridor empty, so that his exit from Irina’s would go unwitnessed. That was not to be the case of his return to his own quarters. Begley found Ann standing in the threshold.

      “Where were you?”

      “I took a walk. I couldn’t sleep,” Begley said as he rushed past her. After grabbing up his radio, he called Serge while putting on his boots. “What’s the situation?”

      “Two guys are outside attacking the first gate. They’ve got grenades. It must be the same assholes that were on the cliffs.”

      “Damn,” Begley said, both at the current situation and for the fact that it destroyed his theory about Cody and Romeo. “Meet me at the elevator.”

      “I’m here now with three guys.”

      “I’m on my way,” Begley said.

      As he was rushing past her while struggling into his duty vest, Ann gripped his hand and pulled him in for a kiss.

      “Be careful, Jack.”

      They were the same words Irina had said to him. Begley caressed his wife’s cheek, kissed her back, then saw the change in her demeanor.

      Ann sniffed him, and although she hadn’t been wearing perfume, Begley understood that Irina had left her scent upon him as they made love. It was an unmistakable mixture of perspiration and hormones, and Ann knew it for what it was.

      Ann pushed him away from her, as a look of betrayal moistened her eyes.

      “You’re a bastard,” she told Begley.

      Before he could feign innocence or conjure a lie, Ann was rushing back toward the bedroom in tears. The door slammed shut, then came the sound of the lock. The metal cylinder of the deadbolt falling into place sounded like the crack of doom to Begley, one denoting the end of his marriage.

      Begley ran down the corridor toward the elevator, as he went off to face possible death. It was preferable to facing Ann’s broken heart.
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        * * *

      

      By the time Begley made it up top the action was over. Grenades had been used on the outer gate with little effect other than a nasty mark where it was scorched. The Citadel’s exterior cameras showed that the two attackers had run off into the nearby trees. They had doubtlessly made it back to whatever form of transportation brought them there and left the area. Still, they had to be searched for, so Begley sent eight men out in teams of two while he and Serge stayed outside the gate.

      “I thought I heard a pair of motorcycles,” said the first guard to make it topside. He had been on duty at the last inner gate and near the speaker attached to the cameras.

      “Motorcycles? That would make sense,” Begley said. “Even if we gave pursuit in the jeeps they could lose us by weaving among the trees. That’s something else we could use around here, greater mobility.”

      Serge laughed. “It’s a miracle Abadandi agreed to get a new jeep, there’s no way he’d shell out money for motorcycles.”

      “He’s a tightwad all right, but he needs to realize that this place can’t continue to be run on a shoestring bud—” The blast was loud and unexpected. It was accompanied by screams.

      Begley was shouting into his radio. “Report! Report!”

      There was nothing for nearly a minute, then a voice answered. Begley could hear the tension in it.

      “This is Brown, sir. Timmons and Alvera are dead. They set off a trip wire on a grenade… it’s a real mess over here.”

      “Everyone stay where you are, don’t take a step unless you can see where you’re going and are certain there are no wires.”

      The remaining men made it back without incident. Later, in the full light of day, it was discovered that two of them had come close to setting off another hand grenade.

      Begley had lost seven men. He had only ten left to guard four guests, while the men attacking them had escaped unharmed again. If things kept going the way they were those men would win by means of attrition.

      “We need new men,” Begley told Serge, who agreed with him. Now came the hard part, convincing Abadandi.
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            A Chance To Live

          

        

      

    

    
      THE BRONX, OCTOBER 2018, 3:27 a.m.

      

      Maurice Biggs’ second-in-command was Tyrese Vann, nicknamed long-sleeves, because no matter the weather he always wore long sleeves. It was assumed that he kept this habit because of the scars he carried. As a child, Tyrese had been trapped in a burning building and had burnt both forearms while escaping the blaze. The damaged skin itched often, and Tyrese scratched at it frequently.

      Tanner had observed the burn scars as he studied the sleeping man, after breaking into his apartment. Tanner had also noticed, and moved out of reach, the gun and strap-on knife that Tyrese kept on his night stand.

      Tanner spoke aloud in the quiet apartment to wake Tyrese. The gang member was a tall man whom Joe Pullo said had the reputation of being smart and was the one who ran the drug business for Biggs. Tanner hoped Tyrese was smart. If he was intelligent he would realize that the deal Tanner was there to offer made sense.

      “Open your eyes, Tyrese.”

      Tyrese stirred, then Tanner poked his blanket-covered mid-section with the tip of his gun. That startled Tyrese awake, and he reached toward the night stand.

      “Your weapons aren’t there. I hid them where you’ll eventually find them. You won’t need them anyway. I’ve only come here to talk.”

      The bedside lamp came on to a low-wattage setting after Tyrese touched it once. He studied Tanner, pausing to take-in the intense eyes, and then the gun.

      “I don’t know you. What’s this about?”

      “My name is Tanner, maybe you’ve heard of me.”

      “Tanner, Tanner, the hit man?”

      “I prefer trained assassin, but yeah, I’m that Tanner.”

      “You here to kill me?”

      “If that were the case you would already be dead. I’m here to discuss Jerold Washington.”

      “Okay if I sit up?”

      “It is, but if you try anything I’ll make you wish you hadn’t.”

      Tyrese sat up on the side of the bed, then rubbed the sleep from his eyes.

      “Jerold Washington is dead, Tanner.”

      “Exactly, which means that your boss got his revenge. There’s no need for him to go after Jerold’s family anymore.”

      Tyrese frowned. “Maurice don’t see it that way. He still wants them dead and put a price on their heads. There’s something else now too. James shot Maurice’s cousin in the stomach. Trigger is lucky to still be alive.”

      “I want you to give Biggs a message from me. Tell him to leave the Washingtons alone, or else I’ll rip apart his gang and kill him.”

      Tyrese was shaking his head.

      “See, now I would take that deal, but I ain’t Maurice. Maurice is crazy, and he wants James and Debra Washington dead. He don’t care what else happens, but he wants them dead.”

      “He’ll care when I start killing his dealers and burning his drugs.”

      “He’ll just get angrier, that’s what will happen.”

      “Take the deal to him and sell it. If not, all hell will break loose.”

      Tanner dropped a cell phone on the bed. “There’s one number in there, call it when you have an answer.”

      “I’m telling you he won’t take the deal, and I want you to remember that I would, so don’t kill me for any shit Maurice might do.”

      “The Washingtons are out of his reach, and they’ll stay out of his reach.”

      “Not forever.”

      “Then I’ll have to kill Biggs, but I’m hoping to avoid that.”

      “Why you care about Maurice?”

      “I don’t, but I’m not in the business of killing people for free, and it won’t just be him, I’ll kill every Boulevard Blood I see.”

      Tyrese hung his head. “I know your rep; this shit is going to be bad.”

      “Probably, but I am giving Biggs a chance to end it before it starts, also, there is another option.”

      “What’s that?”

      “You could kill Biggs and take over the gang.”

      “No, I couldn’t. That ain’t my way. Maurice gave me a chance to prove myself and I owe him for that. The truth is, I don’t even like him, but I do owe him, so I’ll never knife him in the back like that.”

      “Too bad, you’d be easier to deal with.”

      Tanner put away the gun he’d been holding and headed out the door.

      Tyrese called to him. “Remember that I warned you Maurice is crazy.”

      “I’ll remember,” Tanner said.
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, in upper Manhattan, Maurice Biggs was looking at Tyrese as if he were the one who was crazy. Like Tyrese, Biggs had been sleeping. After Melon Head woke him, Biggs had appeared wearing sweat pants and a sleeveless T-shirt. His arms were large, and the muscles defined.

      “Why the hell would a man like Tanner give a shit about Jerold’s family? You sure it was Tanner?”

      “He had them evil eyes everyone says he has, and he was serious, Maurice. The man will give us hell if you don’t forget about killing Jerold’s mother and brother.”

      “Or maybe one of us kills his ass.”

      “Maybe, but this is the man who went down to Mexico and capped a cartel leader in his own crib. He also took down the Brotherhood and the Conglomerate. If he was easy to kill he’d have been buried a long time ago.”

      “Bullshit, he’ll die like anybody else.”

      They were in Biggs’s home, in the living room. The space was sparsely furnished. It was a townhouse that had recently belonged to a Wall Street tycoon. Biggs had yet to furnish it fully and their voices echoed off the walls. Tyrese was seated in a chair, while Biggs paced before him in front of a dormant fireplace.

      When Tyrese spoke again, there was a pleading quality to his words.

      “Why not leave the Washingtons alone? Jerold is dead, killing them won’t hurt him because he won’t know about it. Take the deal, and we’ll avoid a world of grief.”

      The punch was unexpected and knocked Tyrese onto the floor. He was dazed, having been struck on the side of the head, but he remained conscious. Biggs stood over him, eyes vicious with the rage emanating from them.

      “Grief? You think I don’t know about grief? My baby daughter is dead because of Jerold Washington and I swore that I would kill him and anything he ever loved. No, I won’t take any fucking deals. Let Tanner come after me. I’ll put that muthafucka in the ground.”
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        * * *

      

      Biggs sent Tanner his answer at dawn.

      Someone hurled an object through the front window of Debra Washington’s apartment. It was a fire bomb. By the time firefighters doused the blaze, the apartment was gutted by flames, and the one beside it had become uninhabitable.

      The war was on.
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      OUTSIDE PORTLAND, OREGON, JANUARY 2003

      

      Kabell was snoring away. The sound was like music to Ann’s ears. She had also been expecting it, for she had managed to slip a drug into the orange juice and coffee delivered to Kabell’s suite. He was leaning back in a recliner, his bandaged face looking odd under the glow of the recessed ceiling lights.

      Cindy drank the orange juice, and the girl was lying on her side atop the sofa.

      Relief swept through Ann after she felt the Cindy’s wrist and detected a strong heartbeat. Ann had no medical training and had to guess about how much of the drug to give her victims.

      If Kabell died it would be no great loss, but the goal was to protect Cindy and not to kill her, accidentally or otherwise.

      Ann’s planned escape was delayed. Because of the attack on the gate, the supply run was pushed back and wouldn’t take place for another two days. However, the first stage of that was to occur in the morning, when the empty crates would be dropped off for pickup by the supply team connected with the plane.

      Ann was going to be taken outside the Citadel in one of those empty crates, along with Cindy. There were procedures in place to make certain that no one broke into the Citadel, but none to prevent escape. Ann was confident that her plan would go off without a hitch.

      To sneak Cindy out of the suite, Ann had disguised a laundry basket to resemble one of the carts used to bring food to the guests.

      If anyone looked closely they would see the ruse, but with a tablecloth and dirty dishes piled on top of it, it passed a casual glance.

      Cindy wasn’t heavy, but neither was Ann very strong. It took a bit of exertion for her to lift the girl up and place her in the cart. Once that was done, Ann put a thin board over the top of the cart, then covered it with a tablecloth that hung down on all sides. After the dishes were on the cart, Ann was ready to go.

      Pangs of guilt and regret had nettled at her mind ever since the second attack on the complex. She kept thinking how horrible she would have felt had Jack been killed by one of the grenades. Despite her love for him, Ann knew the marriage was over.

      She became aware of that as she’d kissed him the night of the attack and detected the scent of another woman upon him. He hadn’t been out for a walk. He’d been taking a romp in Irina Devoe’s bed.

      Despite the sense of betrayal she’d felt, Jack’s infidelity hardly mattered to Ann. Siding with Abadandi had ensured that Ann would never trust Begley again, and she doubted Jack would leave the Citadel to come after her and try to save the marriage.

      The Citadel, or rather, the idea behind the Citadel held a strange fascination for Jack. The former prison guard took odd satisfaction keeping scumbags safe, while making certain that no one broke in. His current position was the exact opposite of what he’d previously been doing at the prison. Instead of keeping criminals locked up and society safe, he was keeping criminals safe, so that they could be released among society.

      Ambition was the main desire that drove Jack. With Abadandi nearing retirement age, Jack saw himself as a natural successor to the man. Ann had always believed the assumption was without merit, since no one other than Abadandi had contact with the Citadel’s mysterious owner, or owners.

      The two men weren’t fond of each other, so why would Abadandi recommend Jack for anything? No, Ann thought it much more likely that an unknown third party would be chosen to replace Abadandi someday.

      Then again, Abadandi might hold on for another twenty years. The man seemed as devoted to the Citadel as anyone. The way he was so tight with a dollar, you would have thought that he owned the Citadel.

      That last thought stopped Ann in her tracks as she pushed the cart down the corridor toward the motor pool. What if Abadandi did own the Citadel? It would explain why he had such a free reign in running the facility.

      Ann shrugged. It no longer mattered to her. She was getting out, and once she did, she would consider the Citadel a part of her past, along with her husband.
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        * * *

      

      Cody gave Romeo the okay sign after watching Ann wheel the cart past the guards’ locker room. The two had picked the lock on the door and entered only moments before hearing Ann’s approach. While Cody kept an eye on the corridor through a small glass insert in the door, Romeo went through the lockers. They were after uniforms.

      They would wear the uniforms when they went to kill Kabell, to put the man at ease. The uniforms would aid in their escape as well, as once they made it topside, they would look like the guards who might be hunting them. Ideally, both the murder and their absence would go unnoticed until they were long gone.

      Having learned about the impending supply run scheduled, they decided to make their move then. Thanks to their own efforts and that of Flash and Gator, the number of Citadel guards had been reduced considerably. With all but three guards topside to make the supply run, there would never be a better chance to make the hit.

      Even if Begley and his men learned that there was trouble, they would have to open the gates to get back inside to deal with it.

      There again the uniforms would prove invaluable, as they could be used as role camouflage to put the remaining guards at ease.

      That would be a worst-case scenario as far as Cody was concerned. He hoped to kill and disappear before anyone was the wiser.

      “Pay dirt,” Romeo whispered to him. “One of the guys killed by Flash and Gator was about our size. I broke into his locker then closed it again. No one will miss the uniforms.”

      Romeo undressed, then put on a uniform, before placing his own clothes back over it. Cody did the same while Romeo kept watch, then discovered a problem.

      “We need to take the hats they wear too, but we can’t carry them.”

      Romeo stuffed a hat inside his shirt, along his left side. The bulge was visible, but it was the best he could do. Cody did likewise, while placing his hat on the right. They left the locker room, then secured the door behind them.

      They looked a bit odd while walking closely together with one arm tucked against their sides. However, the three people they passed in the corridor didn’t pay them any undue notice. Within minutes, they were back in their suite and hiding the uniforms beneath slits they’d made in the underside of their mattresses. When it came time for the guards to go on their supply run, Cody and Romeo would make the hit.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The following morning, Begley was pleased that the detail sent out to drop off the empty crates encountered no trouble, but he was perplexed by his wife’s absence.

      In normal times, Ann would have risen early to open the motor pool and assist the men as they left to take out the crates. Begley had to open up the motor pool himself, and assumed Ann was doing as little as possible, since she was working against her will.

      When she failed to come out of the bedroom by nine o’clock, it struck Begley that she might be ill. Ann had always been an early riser and rarely slept past seven a.m.

      After knocking and receiving no answer, Begley opened the bedroom door and found the room empty and the bed undisturbed.

      That gave birth to the idea that Ann might have found a lover among the kitchen staff or maintenance crew, and worse yet, his own guards.

      Had Ann spent the night with someone?

      Begley had passed the previous night with Irina, perhaps Ann had found her own lover.

      Jealousy blossomed in Begley’s breast at the thought of his wife in another man’s arms, although he knew he didn’t deserve her anymore. Over the next hour he looked for Ann and asked everyone he met if they’d seen her. No one had.

      It was when he was wondering what to do next that he received the call from Serge.

      “Meet me at Kabell’s suite.”

      “Is something wrong?”

      “Not over the radio, and hurry.”
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        * * *

      

      The kitchen staff reported to a guard that Kabell had failed to place an order for breakfast and that he wasn’t answering calls. Serge checked things out himself and found the bandaged cult leader still snoring in the recliner where he had passed out.

      Begley arrived to find a guard stationed outside the suite, then joined Serge inside, and looked down on Kabell.

      “Someone drugged him, Jack. I got him to wake but he fell right back to sleep, and Jack, the girl is missing.”

      “Shit! Shit! Shit!” Begley said, as in a flash he put the whole thing together. “Topside, we have to get topside. I think Ann escaped and took the girl with her.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Begley and Serge found one of the empty crates sitting open, while the jeep, which Ann had declared beyond repair, was gone.

      There was a note taped to the inside of the crate. It was in Ann’s handwriting and addressed to Begley.

      Its brevity shocked him, although in truth, the eight words relayed all that needed to be said.

      Enjoy your mistresses, Jack, the Citadel, and Irina.

      Their radios went off with a blast of static, then they heard Abadandi’s voice come over them.

      “BEGLEY, GET YOUR ASS BACK HERE NOW!”

      “I think the boss man knows what’s happened,” Serge said.

      Begley fought back tears as he nodded, then went to find out what the repercussions would be. His wife had left him, and now it looked as if he might be relieved of his responsibilities. If he were kicked out of the Citadel, Begley felt he’d have nothing left to live for.
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      THE BRONX, OCTOBER 2018

      

      At James’ apartment building, his friend Juan was staring at the charred door of James’ home. The door had been boarded over and a notice applied to it from the fire department declaring that an arson investigation was under way.

      Juan was a dark-skinned Hispanic kid of eighteen who had a muscular build. He lived on the third floor of the same building as James and knew he was lucky to still have a place to live. Had the fire spread, he too might have been burned-out.

      “You’re Juan, right?”

      Juan turned to see two of the Boulevard Bloods looking at him. The one who had spoken, the bigger of the two, was named Randy. Juan had been a classmate of his until Randy dropped out of school in the seventh grade.

      “Hey, Randy.”

      “You remember me?”

      “Yeah, man, we used to shoot hoops together down at the park.”

      “That shit seems like a long time ago,” Randy said, although it had only been seven years.

      The other Blood spoke to Juan in a voice that was just above a whisper. Juan wondered if the scar tissue across the left side of his throat had anything to do with that.

      “We hear you and James Washington is tight. Do you know where he is?”

      Juan swallowed hard as he shook his head. “I don’t know where James and his mom went to, and he’s not answering his phone.”

      “Somebody said that some white people was here the other day,” Randy said. “White people who weren’t cops. Do you know about them?”

      Juan did. He had met Tanner the same time that James did, and James had told him that Sara had set him up with a good job at a law firm. He had also just spoken to them both days earlier, but the gang members didn’t know any of that.

      “I… no, I don’t know who they were.”

      The two gangbangers looked at each other, then back at Juan. Randy gave Juan a back-handed slap across the face that made his lip bleed.

      “Why’d you lie to us like that, Juan? Do you want us to go upstairs and spend some time with your little sisters?”

      Juan’s sisters were fifteen and twelve. He looked into Randy’s eyes and saw nothing of the boy he used to play basketball with. This Randy would rape his little sisters, or even kill them.

      “Tanner, the guy’s name is Tanner and his girlfriend is named Sara Blake. She got James a job with her father.”

      The bangers shared a look again, then the other one spoke in that whispery voice.

      “You said the man’s name was Tanner? What’s he look like?”

      “He’s a white guy, a little taller than me, in shape, and oh yeah, he’s got some serious-looking eyes. You know, like he’s staring right through you.”

      “And the bitch’s name is Sara Blake?” Randy said.

      “Yeah, but that’s all I know. I don’t know where to find them.”

      Randy gave Juan a playful slap on the cheek. It still made Juan cry out in shock.

      “You did good, Juan. Too bad. Your little sisters are cute.”

      The other thug laughed in a whisper. After they’d left, Juan wondered if he had just gotten James killed.
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        * * *

      

      Inside a take-out joint called Finger-lickin’ Ribs, the head of every customer turned to take in the white man wearing the ski mask. When the sawed-off shotgun he was carrying registered with them as well, they all hurried from the store.

      Behind the counter, the employees cursed and crouched out of sight. However, two members of the Boulevard Bloods were behind the counter with them. They had been talking while drinking coffee. The cups fell to the floor as the hoods reached for weapons.

      Tanner blasted the hoods with two rounds from the shotgun, sending the men to the floor as well. Like the cups they had dropped, fluid was leaking from them.

      A rear door in the shop exploded open and a man with a shotgun emerged. Tanner shot him in the knees, exposing the bone. Past the door where the man had emerged was a staircase. Down those steps were twelve more men with guns.

      The basement of Finger-Lickin’ Ribs was the Boulevard Bloods main money drop and a small fortune was counted and banded down there every day.

      Tanner tossed two stun grenades past the body of the screaming man on the floor then reloaded as he waited for the grenades to do their work. The concussive blasts shook the floor and caused a stack of paper plates to slide off a counter.

      After shooting the man with the wounded knees in the head, Tanner started down the stairs and heard moans and shouts from the disoriented guards. One of the men, who had been the farthest from the blasts still had the presence of mind to reach for a fallen gun. He was on his knees and wore the gang colors of purple and black. Tanner kicked him in the face as he passed him, and the man went down.

      A gray duffel bag hung from its strap across Tanner’s back. He filled it with some of the cash that was stacked high on a table. There was so much money that he could have filled four bags.

      Some of the bangers were getting their bearings but Tanner shot them before they could be a threat. On his way back up the metal stairs he tossed an object behind him. There was a timer attached.

      Across the street, on the second floor of an apartment building, two men lay dead from knife wounds. Leaning beside the window was a sniper rifle with a scope attached. They were to be the last line of defense in case the money drop was ever robbed. That “last line” had been erased first by Tanner.

      Tanner was getting on the motorcycle he’d arrived on when the timer counted down. The sound of a muffled explosion reached his ears beneath the helmet he’d put on.

      It was a pipe bomb he had tossed, much like the one Maurice Biggs had ordered his people to use on James’ apartment. It killed the nine men still alive and incinerated the remaining money. The war continued.
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      OUTSIDE PORTLAND, OREGON, JANUARY 2003

      

      To say that Kabell was incensed over Ann’s abduction of Cindy was an understatement. Only the skin around his eyes and mouth were visible because of the bandages he wore. They were a crimson hue, while spittle punctuated many of the invectives and insults he hurled concerning the Citadel staff’s incompetence.

      It had taken more than an hour of issuing assurances to the man by Abadandi to calm him down. Abadandi had promised Kabell that Cindy would be found and returned. He’d given Begley the task of locating her.
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        * * *

      

      Abadandi spoke with Begley in the presence of Dr. Calavechi, inside Abadandi’s office.

      “Ann is your wife. You must know where she would run to,” Abadandi told Begley.

      “I have several ideas about where to find Ann, but I’m afraid that she would drop Cindy off at the authorities, some child care agency.”

      Abadandi released a groan. “I think you’re right, which means we’ll never get the girl back, and she’ll be talking about the Citadel with countless people. This is a disaster, Begley, an absolute disaster, and I blame you for it.”

      Begley placed his palms on the desk and leaned forward.

      “I might still have a chance to make things right if I leave now. Ann only has a few hours head start and maybe she’s kept the girl by her side for some reason.”

      “Grab one of the jeeps and go find them. Take Serge with you. He can drive back the jeep your wife stole.”

      Begley straightened up again as he made a request.

      “While I’m in the city, why don’t you see about hiring more guards? We’re down to a dangerously low level of security right now.”

      Abadandi sighed. “I’d almost forgotten that we’re still under the threat of those two assholes who keep attacking us. Damn it, but the problems keep piling up. All right, I’ll hire ten more guards, and I should find a new mechanic as well.”

      Begley opened the door to leave while speaking over his shoulder.

      “I’ll call when I find them.”

      “Just find them, or don’t bother coming back.”

      Begley shut the door behind him as he left, and Abadandi and the doctor could hear his footfalls move briskly down the corridor.

      Dr. Calavechi looked over from his seat on the sofa and caught his cousin’s eye.

      “He’s not coming back in either event, is he?”

      “Of course not, George. Begley and his wife have both outlived their usefulness. I should have had Ann handled when she asked to leave, but I liked having her around.”

      “You’ve called Clark?”

      “Yes, and he’ll follow Begley and Serge to Ann, then kill them all.”

      “Why send Serge along to be killed?”

      “He’s loyal to Begley. When I bring in a replacement for Begley, Serge might make trouble or asked too many questions.”

      “Richard, why don’t we cash in now? We’ve more than enough money, and we’re not getting any younger.”

      “You’ve said that before, but it’s so hard to leave considering how much we’re raking in every year.”

      “But what good will the money do us if we can’t enjoy it? I don’t know about you, but I’m sick of living here. I want to lie on a white sand beach surrounded by some very lovely and very young ladies.”

      Abadandi leaned back and considered things for a moment.

      “Maybe you’re right. With the attacks, Ann’s betrayal, and having to need so many new guards, it might be the right time to cash it all in.”

      The doctor stood. “Give me fifteen minutes and I’ll be ready to go.”

      Abadandi laughed and held up a hand.

      “Not that soon. There are preparations to make. I also want to see if Begley locates the girl. If he doesn’t, we’ll have even more reason to leave. Ann or the girl might lead the authorities back here. If that happened, we could be trapped in here with dwindling supplies.”

      “What if Begley does find the girl, what then?”

      “I gave Clark orders to kill them all.”

      “Is he really bloodthirsty enough to murder a child?”

      “Clark Hawthorne isn’t bloodthirsty, he’s a psychopath. Murdering that girl will mean no more to him than the killing of a fly would concern us. He did want more money for her though.”

      “I hope he does kill her. Then we’ll be free to leave and put this tomb behind us.”

      Abadandi looked around. “This place was a great scam, but yes, it’s time to retire.”

      “And what happens to the people we leave behind?”

      Abadandi gave his cousin a perplexed look, as if the answer to his question was obvious.

      “They’ll all have to die. You know that, otherwise they would be loose ends.”

      “Even Irina?”

      “The hell with her. Where we’re going, and with the money we’ll have, women like her will be fighting each other to sleep with us.”

      “And money can buy many young girls there too.”

      “You’re a pervert, George, you know that?”

      “I know.”

      Abadandi laughed, then took a bottle of bourbon from his bottom drawer.

      “Let’s toast to our impending freedom.”
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        * * *

      

      In Portland, Ann was enjoying her own freedom as she rode along in the jeep she’d stolen.

      Cindy still slept beside her, however, the girl had displayed signs that the drug was wearing off. Ann left the highway and drove into the parking lot of a large multiplex theater. The lot was empty in the early morning hours, except for a street sweeper that was gathering up the previous night’s debris.

      Another few minutes passed before Cindy awoke. Ann spoke soothingly to her as the girl gazed about with a look of confusion lighting her innocent face.

      “How did I get here?”

      “I smuggled you out of the Citadel, honey. I had to get you away from Kabell.”

      Cindy jerked about in her seat as she looked for Kabell.

      “The master isn’t here?”

      “No, he’s back at the Citadel. I know you must be frightened and that you don’t understand why I took you, but honey, it will all be for the best.”

      Cindy spotted a mountain range in the distance and pointed at it.

      “Is that where we came from? Is the master back there?”

      “In that general direction, but—” Ann stopped talking when Cindy began clawing at her seat belt. When she’d managed to remove it, Cindy opened her door to leave.

      Ann reached out and grabbed her wrist. “No. I’m taking you to get help. Kabell is not your master, he’s a monster who has been molesting you.”

      Cindy whimpered as she struggled to get free, but Ann was too strong for her. In desperation, Cindy leaned over and bit Ann’s hand. The pain it caused was enough to weaken Ann’s grip and Cindy bolted from the car and toward the highway. As the girl ran, her eyes were focused on the mountain in the distance.

      “No, Cindy, stop! Stop!”

      Cindy didn’t stop, and neither did the truck that she ran in front of. The driver stood on the brake, but the weight and momentum of his vehicle was too great to bring to a sudden halt. Cindy was slammed onto the roadway with enough force to shatter her skull before her body was mangled by the truck’s massive tires.

      Ann, who had leapt from the jeep to go in pursuit, gaped at the scene in shocked horror, then fell to her knees and vomited.

      Traffic came to a standstill in the aftermath of the tragedy. Then, someone pointed Ann’s way. When she became aware of the eyes on her, Ann gathered herself and went back to the jeep. The emotional toll she’d suffered left her weak, and she weaved as if intoxicated.

      The shout of voices faded as she drove toward the rear of the parking lot, where she found an entrance used by delivery trucks.

      Ann slowed the jeep two minutes later on a street lined with single-family homes and pulled to the curb with tears blinding her. She had only wanted to save Cindy and give her a chance at a normal life. Now the girl was dead.

      Ann cried until she could weep no more, then drove off to reconnect with old friends.
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      THE BRONX, OCTOBER 2018

      

      Maurice Biggs was enraged by Tanner’s attack on his cash drop and intended to kill the hit man. Randy and his whispery friend had reported what Juan had told them. It made Biggs feel like he had an ace up his sleeve, one he intended to play to win the game.

      Tyrese joined him at his townhouse again. Melon Head was present as well. Tyrese was surprised when his boss asked him to phone Tanner.

      “You still got that throwaway he gave you?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Then phone his white ass and tell him I want a meeting. He can pick the time and place.”

      “Are you going to try and kill him?”

      “Only if he tries something first.”

      “So why meet with him?”

      “Why you think? Do you know how much money we lost? And the bitch killed a bunch of Bloods too. You were right, Tyrese, Tanner is no one to mess with. Talk to his ass and set up the meeting. I’ll tell him that Jerold’s family don’t have to worry anymore.”

      Tyrese was nodding and smiling in appreciation of the good sense his boss was displaying.

      “I’ll call him and see what he says.”

      “Do that, and how’s the new cash drop coming along?”

      “Good, but I need to get back there and supervise things, since so many of the people doing it are new.”

      “Just let them know that if they try to steal any of the money they’ll wind up dead.”

      “Oh, they know that. We already caught a man slipping money into his sock. I slit his throat in front of the others.”

      “Good, that should stop that shit, and make that call and get back to me.”

      After Tyrese left the room, Melon Head had a question for Biggs.

      “Tanner won’t be leaving the meeting alive, will he?”

      Biggs looked at his chauffeur. “You know something, Melon Head, you’re not as dumb as people think. Hell no, I ain’t giving in to Tanner, and I’m going to kill his ass too.”

      Melon Head was frowning.

      “Who says I’m dumb?”

      “Tyrese for one, but there are others.”

      “I don’t like Tyrese, and I don’t trust him either. Why did Tanner go to him anyway?”

      Biggs looked thoughtful as he said, “Now that’s a good question.”

      His phone rang. When he answered it, the voice on the other line belonged to a gang member named Nicholas. He gave Biggs some good news.

      “We know where Sara Blake lives, but the building has a doorman and the bitch owns the penthouse. We’d be better off killing her when she’s out on the street.”

      “Not yet, just follow her for now. I’m setting up a meeting with Tanner, when I know where he’ll be and when, then it will be safe to kill his woman.”

      “Tanner will really be out for blood then.”

      “Shit, his ass will be dead. We’ll kill him and his bitch at the same time.”

      “Bloods rule!” Nicholas said.

      “Damn right,” Biggs told him. “Hey, how many brothers you got with you?”

      “There’s three of us, more than enough to handle a woman.”

      “I was told by one of the cops I pay off that she’s an ex-FBI agent and carries a gun, so watch your ass.”

      Nicholas laughed. “I’ll put the bitch down before she knows what happened.”

      “And I’ll do the same to Tanner,” Biggs said.
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        * * *

      

      Inside the penthouse, Tanner was introducing James and his mother to his neighbor, Eric Tang. He had already explained to Debra and James that the people in the building knew him as Thomas Myers.

      “If Sara and I need to go out at the same time, Tang will stay with you, just in case.”

      Tang smiled at Debra, then asked James a question.

      “Do you play chess, young man?”

      “No, but I would like to learn.”

      “If we spend time together I’ll teach you the game.”

      “That would be cool,” James said.

      Sara walked into the living room, when she saw Tang she greeted him with a kiss on the cheek and asked about his wife and daughters.

      “Beth is doing great, as are the girls.”

      When Tanner explained why Tang was there, Sara said it was a good idea.

      “I actually just made plans to go out soon. I received a call from the same client I turned down the other day. She wanted me to spy on her husband, but I don’t do divorce work. Now she says she has another job for me. I’ll be meeting with her tomorrow evening. Can you drop by then, Eric?”

      Tang said he could, then asked Tanner if he would be out at the same time.

      “Yeah, I’ll be having a meeting too,” Tanner said, referring to the sit-down he had planned with Maurice Biggs. Tanner had received the message that Tyrese left on his phone, but he had yet to reply.

      The doorbell rang, and when Sara answered it, Tang’s oldest daughter was there. Her name was Cinda. Cinda had her mother’s blonde hair but there was an Asian cast to her features which gave her an exotic look. After greeting Sara, Cinda spotted James, and the two smiled at each other.

      “Why are you here, honey?” Tang asked her.

      Cinda held up Tang’s phone. “You left this on the kitchen table, and Mom said you were expecting a call.”

      “Thank you, yes, and I guess I’ll go back downstairs with you, but first come over here and meet Mr. Myers’ guests.”

      Cinda did as her father said, and she and James could barely keep their eyes off each other. When Tang and his daughter left to return to their apartment, Sara and Debra headed into the kitchen, where Debra was teaching Sara how to make buttermilk cornbread.

      Debra had made some the night before and Sara loved it. Debra had been cooking since learning that Jerold had been killed. She said cooking and baking always made her feel better.

      Although he was saddened by his brother’s death, James wasn’t shattered by the loss. He and Jerold had never been close and didn’t have much in common. Because of Jerold, he and his mother were on the run and had no home to return to even if it was safe to do so.

      James followed Tanner into the home office and settled on a leather sofa.

      “How often does Cinda drop by?”

      “I think this is the first time she’s been here,” Tanner said.

      “The girl is hot.”

      Tanner smiled. “Tang owns a gun, James. It’s why I asked him to guard you.”

      James sat up straight. “Mr. Tang wouldn’t have a problem with me asking her out, would he?”

      “When he knows that there’s a street gang out to kill you? Yeah, he might.”

      James slumped in his seat.

      “Damn, I had almost forgotten about Biggs after seeing Cinda, and I’m sick of hiding from the man.”

      “You won’t have to do it much longer.”

      “Why not?”

      “I think Biggs will be dead soon.”

      James was silent as Tanner made a list to give to Duke, the man whom he often bought unusual supplies and equipment from. Tanner would be ready for his meeting with Maurice Biggs.

      “Tanner.”

      “Yeah, James?”

      “I saw on the news where a bunch of Boulevard Bloods were killed and profits from their drugs sales were burned up.”

      “Yeah, I saw that too.”

      “And now you say Biggs will be dead soon.”

      Tanner looked up from his list. “Do you have a question you want to ask me?”

      “No, I was just making conversation.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      Debra’s voice carried from the kitchen, as she called for James.

      “I’d better go see what Mom wants.”

      “That’s a good idea,” Tanner said. As James left the room, Tanner knew that he would have to have a talk with the smart kid soon.
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            …But They Don’t Check Out

          

        

      

    

    
      PORTLAND, OREGON, JANUARY 2003

      

      Ann stood transfixed as she stared at the burnt remains that had been the home of her friends, Gary and Sylvia.

      The damage didn’t appear to be very recent. Ann wondered why Gary and Sylvia wouldn’t have rebuilt, since they always loved the area. That’s when it occurred to Ann that they might not have survived the blaze.
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        * * *

      

      It was Sylvia who had clued them in about the Citadel, after Jack couldn’t find a decent job and the unemployment payments ended. At the time, the dealership where Ann had been working as a mechanic had shut down, and she was also out of a job.

      The story was that Gary, who had been a Marine, had reenlisted and was overseas. The truth was more interesting.

      “What’s the Citadel?” Ann asked, but Jack had known, although he had thought the place a tale of myth.

      “It’s real all right,” Sylvia told them, while brushing back her auburn curls. “Gary signed on for a two-year tour, and it’s tough not being able to see him or talk to him, but the pay is fantastic.”

      “How fantastic?” Begley asked.

      “More than double what Gary had been making, and tax-free, since the Citadel doesn’t exist on paper. The downside is that he won’t get paid until his tour is up.”

      “No money for two years? How are you making ends meet?” Ann asked.

      “We took out a home equity loan to hold me over until Gary returns.”

      “But why aren’t you two allowed to talk on the phone or have visits?”

      “Those are the rules, Ann, and yes, it’s a sacrifice, but when he finally gets out, we’ll have enough to build that extension onto the house we’ve been wanting. Gary still writes me though.”

      “Who hired Gary?” Jack had asked, and Sylvia referred them to an employment agency. “They hired several of the guards from the prison, Jack. With your experience, they might snap you up.”

      Ann hadn’t liked the idea of living without her husband for two years, so she applied at the agency too. When the man who interviewed them said he didn’t know what they were talking about, Ann and Begley left the office thinking Sylvia had been playing a weird prank on them.

      However, when they returned home, they received a call that evening. The voice on the phone belonged to Richard Abadandi.

      “Several people here had good things to say about you, Begley. I want to meet with you.”

      “I’d love to. The Citadel sounds fascinating, but sir, my wife will be coming along too. We want to be hired as a team, so we’re not separated.”

      “That would be unusual. Does she have any experience in the security sector?”

      “No, but she’s a top-notch mechanic.”

      “Really, hmm, we’ll be needing one soon. All right, grab a pen and I’ll tell you two where to meet me.”

      Abadandi interviewed them at a coffee shop in the city. It was during one of his rare trips outside the Citadel. On such occasions, Abadandi looked over the books of the employment agency he owned. He also held a meeting with the company that handled the Citadel supply runs.

      Ann was aware of Abadandi’s interest in her right away, since the older man had trouble keeping his eyes off her. They left the coffee shop with an information packet and a contract that never mentioned the Citadel by name. In the paperwork, it was referred to as the facility or simply, the business.

      The financial remuneration mentioned was almost unbelievable and a big part of why Ann, against her better judgement, agreed to go to the Citadel. She was far from the first or the last who would be seduced by the lure of easy money.
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        * * *

      

      Needing answers and worried about her friends, Ann rushed across the street and rapped on the door of a Tudor-style home. The house belonged to Bill and June Humphreys. Ann had met June only twice, but like Gary and Sylvia, Bill had been working at the Citadel during Ann’s time there. It was Sylvia who had recommended the job to him as well.

      When an older black man opened the door and sent her an inquisitive smile, Ann wondered if she’d somehow knocked on the wrong door, but no, she was at the right address.

      “Hi, can I help you?”

      “Yes, I was looking for the Humphreys. I thought this was their house.”

      “It was,” the man said, as his smile faded. “I’m sorry to tell you this, but they both passed away.”

      “On no, what happened?”

      “I was told by our realtor that the couple who owned the house before us were killed in a car accident. Sadly, it seemed the husband had been drinking at the time.”

      “Drinking? But Bill didn’t drink.”

      The guy made a slight shrugging motion. “That’s what I was told.”

      Ann pointed across the street. “Do you know anything about that fire?”

      The man looked stricken by the question. “Did you know Gary and Sylvia too?”

      “They’re dead?”

      He nodded with a grim expression. “They both died in the fire. I hear they suspected arson.”

      Ann looked dazed as she tried to process all she had just learned. She thanked the man and walked slowly back to the jeep.

      She and Jack had moved out of their rented home and placed their things in a storage facility when they moved to the Citadel. The monthly bill was being paid automatically from a checking account. The account had been funded by selling their cars. No one needed their car at the Citadel. Ann drove there, opened the unit, and rummaged around until she found her old address book.

      When she and Jack were hired, they had come recommended by several people who had once worked at the same defunct prison Jack had been at. Three of those men had left during their time at the Citadel, while two others departed the Citadel as they were preparing to enter as their replacements.
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, Ann was sitting inside the storage unit while using a large box for a chair.

      Next to the box was an open bin full of toiletries. Upon seeing them, Ann wondered what she had been thinking when she placed them in storage. The hairspray, toothpaste, and deodorant had all expired.

      She had called Jack’s former fellow prison guards and found that their phones had all been disconnected. Near the storage facility was an internet café. Ann had traveled there on foot and done research.

      Her friends were all dead, either through car accidents, robbery, or what was in one case being called misadventure, a fall down a flight of stone steps.

      A sound outside in the corridor made Ann raise her head, and she saw Begley and Serge staring in at her.

      “Thank God I found you,” Begley said.

      “Where’s the girl, Ann?” Serge asked.

      And as Ann thought of Cindy, she wept once more.
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        * * *

      

      Clark Hawthorne had followed Begley and Serge after they left the Citadel. He was wearing an oversized hooded sweatshirt that not only helped to hide his face from the cameras, but also hid the bulge of the holster he wore.

      Hawthorne was a timid-looking man who grew up in the same neighborhood as Abadandi but was three years younger. Hawthorne was a sociopath who made his living as an actuary for an insurance company. Killing people was just a lucrative sideline.

      Before founding the Citadel, Abadandi ran his employment agency himself, which was how he was able to find the first employees hired for the Citadel. When Clark Hawthorne’s résumé had come across his desk, Abadandi recognized the name and was curious to see how Clark had turned out.

      Although Hawthorne was already employed by an insurance company, it was during a period when the actuary had been looking for greener pastures. Abadandi interviewed him.

      “You’ve been with your company for years, why leave now?”

      “I’m bored out of my mind.”

      “I’m actually surprised to find you living a normal life, Clark. I thought they had locked you away forever after what happened between you and that girl… what was her name again?”

      “Janice, and she survived the strangling. My father hired a fantastic lawyer who had the charges reduced. That incident is buried along with the rest of my juvenile record.”

      “Janice, yeah, Bobby Parson’s kid sister. Were you really trying to kill her?”

      “I didn’t strangle her long enough. I know better now.”

      Realizing he may have said too much, Clark had risen to leave Abadandi’s office.

      “It’s been nice seeing you again, Rich.”

      “Hold on,” Abadandi told him. “I think I’ll soon have some work for you after all.”

      Once the Citadel was up and running, Clark Hawthorne was put to work as an assassin and was no longer bored. Abadandi paid him five-thousand dollars for every murder, many of which were deemed accidents by the authorities.

      None of the Citadel’s clients had left the place to begin new lives under assumed identities. They had all been killed by Clark Hawthorne and buried in unmarked graves. Likewise, the employees of the Citadel were murdered when they decided to end their association with the fortress.

      The large salaries the Citadel paid never left the accounts they were deposited in, and Clark Hawthorne had a regular supply of victims to kill. To date, no one in law-enforcement had linked the deaths, although there were numerous open case files for arson homicides and murders related to robbery.
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        * * *

      

      Hawthorne watched from the ground floor of the storage building as Begley and Serge stood outside a third-floor unit. The men were speaking to someone inside the small space. A woman’s voice answered them, although Hawthorne was too far away to make out the conversation.

      He had not heard a child’s voice and wondered if it meant that the woman had already dropped the girl off somewhere. If so, it was too bad. Hawthorne had been looking forward to killing Cindy. He had killed several boys, two while he was also still a boy himself, but never a girl.

      Ever since Janice Parson survived her strangling, Clark had felt cheated out of the experience. He shrugged mentally. It was of little matter, the opportunity would present itself again someday, and when it did, he would take advantage of it.

      Hawthorne’s attention was brought back to the present when he heard Begley raise his voice.
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        * * *

      

      “What do you mean she’s dead? What happened to Cindy?”

      Ann explained Cindy’s sad fate between sobs. When Begley opened his arms for her to join him for a comforting embrace, she scowled at him through her tears.

      “You’ll never touch me again and I’m not going back to the Citadel. I’m getting as far away from that place as I can, and so should you.”

      Ann filled her husband and Serge in on what she had discovered about the people who’d left the Citadel before them. Serge shook his head in denial of her words.

      “I’ve been at the Citadel long enough to see over a dozen people come and go, not counting all the recent deaths we’ve suffered. Those people can’t be dead.”

      “I can prove to you that at least seven of them are, Serge. Some died in accidents and some were murdered, but they’re all dead.”

      “We saw Gary and Sylvia’s house when we went back to our neighborhood to look for you,” Begley said. “We also learned about what happened to the Humphreys.”

      “And others died too,” Ann said.

      “Why would someone do that, and who?” Serge asked.

      The question hung in the air until Begley answered from a face gone pale with shock.

      “The why is money,” Begley said, “and the who would be Abadandi. That son of a bitch is killing people, so he can hold onto their money.”

      “But he could do that anyway and hide out in the Citadel,” Ann said.

      “Hide out from former guards who know where all the exits and entrances are? And remember, I replaced Danny Greer. Danny also had the codes to the tunnels and could name all the guests who had stayed at the Citadel. Rather than risk someone talking or coming back to harm him… Abadandi had them… eliminated.”

      “Fuck me,” Serge said.

      “We have to find out who owns the Citadel and let them know what’s really going on,” Begley said.

      “I can’t prove it,” Ann said, “but Jack, I think Abadandi owns the Citadel. He just pretends to be hired help like the rest of us.”

      Begley took Ann by the arm and pulled her to her feet.

      “We need to get out of here. Abadandi might have sent someone after us.”

      “Oh, that he did,” Hawthorne said from the doorway, “and this seems as good a place as any to kill you.”
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            Two-Prong Attack

          

        

      

    

    
      BROOKLYN, OCTOBER 2018

      

      Tanner returned Tyrese’s call and set up a meeting for the following evening at eight p.m.

      He told Tyrese that he would send a text with the location thirty minutes beforehand. That way, Biggs couldn’t lay a trap for him.

      “I think he really wants peace, Tanner,” Tyrese said.

      “No, he wants to kill me, but that’s okay, because it will give me a chance to kill him.”

      “Damn, man, you’re not going to start shooting the second we show up, are you?”

      “I won’t make the first move, but I’ll make the last one if anything happens.”

      “Good, then you’ll see that there’s no reason for any more shit to go down.”

      “We’ll see, Tyrese.”
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        * * *

      

      Tanner had chosen to meet on a dead-end street in Brooklyn where the factories closed at five o’clock. By eight, the area was a ghost town with the only traffic coming from someone making the occasional wrong turn.

      Tanner was seated in the driver’s seat of a black car. When the motion detectors he’d set up near the entrance to the street sounded off, he knew he had visitors. The night-vision monocular he wore revealed four shapes dressed in black moving in a crouch toward his position. Each carried a shotgun. The four figures stopped when they were thirty yards away and found places of concealment. Two hid at the rear of a dumpster, while the other two settled behind a huge air compressor unit.

      The motion detectors beeped again as Maurice Biggs’ bullet-proof Cadillac Escalade turned onto the street. As it drew close to Tanner with its windows rolled down, the second set of motion detectors beeped. Tanner had taken off the night-vision monocular so that Biggs would think he was ignorant of the ambush in the works.

      Tanner admired the ambush. The way the Escalade was parked, the vehicle would block his view of anyone approaching on foot. If not for the motion detectors he had in place, the plan would have worked perfectly.

      Biggs’ driver had one of the largest heads Tanner had ever seen. He idly wondered if the man had trouble buying a hat that fit. Seated in the rear of the vehicle was Maurice Biggs, and beside him was Tyrese.

      Biggs stared at Tanner with a dead-eyed gaze that all bangers eventually perfected. It was a soulless look that spoke of the hatred in their hearts. Tanner returned the gaze without blinking and watched Biggs smile.

      “I heard you had some sort of weird eyes, Tanner, but they ain’t weird, they just… serious.”

      “Do you agree to leave James and Debra Washington alone?”

      “James shot my cousin Trigger over in Jersey.”

      “I was there, and your cousin and three kids were trying to kill James.”

      “You were the dude that shot the little brothers, and I guess the woman was your ho, hmm?”

      “Call her that again, Maurice, and the truce is over, along with your life.”

      “I could call her Sara Blake, that’s her name, ain’t it.”

      Tanner felt something slithering along his spine. It wasn’t fear, but it was apprehension. Biggs knowing Sara’s name was not good.

      “If you’re thinking of using her against me, think again. For one thing, Sara can take care of herself.”

      “Against three men? Because that’s what she’ll be facing.”

      “What are you talking about, Maurice?” Tyrese said. “You sent Bloods to kill Tanner’s woman?”

      Biggs ignored Tyrese and spoke to his driver. “Do it now, Melon Head.”

      Melon Head gave the horn two short beeps. That was followed by softer-sounding beeps going off inside Tanner’s car. The men with the shotguns had activated the second set of motion detectors as they drew nearer. Tanner brought up his gun to fire at Biggs, but the man had the bullet-resistant glass of the Escalade rising up to protect him.

      An instant later and the Cadillac was on the move, allowing the men with the shotguns a clean line of fire. With four armed men closing in on him, Tanner ducked down inside the car. Despite the seriousness of his situation, his mind was on Sara, and the danger she faced.
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        * * *

      

      Sara spotted the SUV with the tinted windows following her because the driver tailed too closely. The traffic was thick enough that he could have stayed back six car lengths and kept her in sight, instead, he maneuvered routinely to stay two lengths back. When she saw the faint silhouettes of three figures in the car, she decided that her best bet would be to lose them.

      She sped up at the last moment as a light was turning red and made it through before the intersection filled with traffic again. After making a series of rights and lefts, she was certain that she had lost them. She assumed that they were Boulevard Bloods and wondered how they knew to follow her. Four minutes later, as she pulled up in front of her client’s business, Sara called and spoke to Tang.

      Tang assured her that things were quiet but that he would stay on alert. Sara hung up just as Susan Thomas came to the door, unlocked it, and greeted Sara.

      “I’m sorry to bring you out here again but I practically live at the store these days.”

      Sara looked around the shop and saw that there was only the glow of back-up lighting illuminating it. At the rear where the office was, exposed wiring still hung down. There had been some progress. The new wallboard was up, and all but the ceiling had a fresh coat of paint.

      “You’re still without power?” Sara asked.

      “Sort of, the new panel box is installed, and the circuit breakers are in it, but something keeps shorting out the heating system. I’ve been wearing my jacket indoors for days now. The electrician promised he’d have it all sorted out tomorrow.”

      Susan pointed at the new gray box attached to the left wall. There was a strip of yellow caution tape sealing its door.

      The sharp squeal of brakes came from out on the street. When Sara turned to look at what had caused it, she saw the SUV that had been following her. She’d been certain that she had left them far behind and wondered if they had attached a tracking device to her car.

      The gangbangers left the SUV with Nicholas becoming visible first. He was a large black man with a beard and the physique of a bodybuilder. Despite the chill in the air he was wearing a tank top and his biceps flexed with each movement he made.

      “That man has a shotgun,” Susan said. “They all do.”

      Sara took out her own gun and Susan gasped.

      “I need you to do what I say, Susan. Those men want to hurt me, and they would harm you too, but I’ll handle them.”

      “Oh Lord, there are three of them.”

      Sara took Susan by the arm and led her back toward the office, on the way there, she rolled into position the metal scaffolding that the painters were using. After shoving Susan into the office, she closed the door behind her.

      Someone kicked the locked shop door and it rattled. A second kick was followed by the sound of wood splintering.

      Sara yanked on the extension cord running from the generator behind the shop and the portable lighting went out.

      A third kick made the door fly inward and the three bangers entered. Sara held her gun in both hands, peered into the darkness, and said a prayer that the plan she had in mind worked out.
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            Something’s Amiss

          

        

      

    

    
      OUTSIDE PORTLAND, OREGON, JANUARY 2003

      

      Cody and Romeo learned about Ann’s escape from the talkative German kitchen staff member that brought them their meals.

      It was also being said that Ann had spirited away Kabell’s child bride. Cody and Romeo were glad of that. They hadn’t been looking forward to having to deal with the girl when they killed Kabell. If she had resisted them, she might have gotten injured, and would have had to be restrained and gagged no matter what.

      With Cindy out of the picture, Kabell was all alone in his suite, and ripe for extermination.

      Ann’s escape did have a downside in that it once again postponed the supply drop. That meant the guards would be staying in for a few more days. Those might be days that the boys couldn’t afford. Kabell had undergone plastic surgery. When the bandages came off, he would be ready to leave. Cody and Romeo couldn’t risk Kabell exiting the Citadel before the next supply run. They were considering hitting him before that could happen.

      “I don’t like the idea of making the hit while all the guards are still inside,” Romeo said.

      “Me neither, but Klaus said that Begley and that other guard Serge went off to find Begley’s wife and the girl. That leaves only eight guards left. We can handle eight guards.”

      “True, but I was hoping to avoid a bloodbath. I wanted to make the hit and get away without anyone being the wiser.”

      “That’s still the plan,” Cody said. “Let’s go out and see what things look like. With Begley away, maybe the guards are slacking off and staying in their quarters.”
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        * * *

      

      The boys came across no one in the corridors at first, but as they neared the conference room, they saw three guards entering.

      “It looks like they’re having a meeting,” Romeo said. “I wonder if Begley came back already.”

      Cody and Romeo walked past the room while looking through the door’s small glass insert. There was wire mesh running through the glass to strengthen it, but it was still easy enough to see through. After walking by the conference room, Cody asked Romeo a question.

      “How many guards did you spot in there?”

      “Eight, dude, I counted eight. That’s all of them.”

      “I don’t know why they’re all having a meeting, but there will never be a better time for us to kill Kabell.”

      “Damn right. Let’s head back to our suite and get into those uniforms we stole. If Kabell thinks we’re guards he might let us in without a struggle.”

      “It will be the last thing he ever does,” Cody said.
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        * * *

      

      Inside his suite, Kabell was in the master bathroom and peeling away the layers of bandages Dr. Calavechi had wrapped around his head. He had been warned to keep the bandages on for another few days, but curiosity had gotten the better of him. He wanted to see what his new face looked like.

      Kabell had unwrapped the gauze from the top down. As he removed the last segment from his chin, he stared into the mirror above the sink with a look of astonishment in his eyes.

      “No, no!”
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        * * *

      

      In Portland, Clark Hawthorne was set to pull the trigger on his gun, which was aimed at Begley’s chest. Ann, who was partially hidden from view by her husband and Serge, grabbed a bottle of hairspray from the open bin, then used it to spritz Hawthorne in the eyes.

      Hawthorne let out a yelp of surprise that was mixed with discomfort, and fired a shot at Ann. Her scream was loud as the bullet pierced her flesh and she stumbled backward over the large carton she had been using as a chair.

      Begley charged Hawthorne and tried to wrench the gun from his hand. Hawthorne kept possession of the weapon, but he was having trouble seeing clearly because of the hairspray in his eyes. The two men struggled, then banged against the waist-high wooden safety railing. They hit it with enough force and momentum to break the top slat away from the post.

      When Begley realized that Hawthorne was going to win the battle for possession of the gun, he changed tactics. After releasing his grip on Hawthorne’s wrist, Begley shoved the man backwards toward the railing again. The wood splintered, causing the remaining two slats to break free, and Hawthorne slipped through the gap. As he was tumbling backwards, Hawthorne used his free hand to grab the tie of Begley’s uniform and bring him over the side with him.

      Begley grabbed onto a post as his legs went out into empty space. He felt himself being choked by the tie as it tightened around his throat. Hawthorne managed to hold on to the piece of cloth for only a moment, then his hand slipped free and he rushed toward the concrete floor below. Hawthorne’s left foot struck the railing on the second tier on his way down, the contact caused him to flip and he landed on his head. The cracking of his skull made an audible sound that echoed off the walls.

      Begley never registered it. He had been too busy trying to climb to safety, as his hands gripped one of the wooden posts of the broken safety railing. He was losing his grasp on the post when Serge lay on the floor and reached out to take hold under his arms. It was a struggle, however, Serge managed to get Begley onto solid ground again.

      That solved the immediate problem, while Begley’s tie was another. Hawthorne’s weight had pulled the piece of cloth so tight that it was still choking Begley. After fumbling at the knot for a moment, he took out a gravity knife, flicked it open, then slipped the tip beneath his collar, which cut the tie loose. That allowed him to take a deep breath from a face tinged with blue, then speak in a raspy voice.

      “Ann?”

      Ann was on the floor of the storage unit. She was sitting up and blood ran down her left arm, where the bullet had struck her. Begley kicked aside cartons to reach her.

      “Are you all right?”

      “What happened to that man?”

      “I pushed him over the side. He must be dead.”

      “Oh, Lord.”

      Serge laid a hand on Begley’s shoulder. “People are headed this way to investigate the sounds. We can’t be here when the cops show.”

      Begley nodded his understanding, then gestured at Ann.

      “I can’t leave her.”

      “Go,” Ann told him. “My arm hurts like hell but it’s not life-threatening. I’ll be okay, and I’ll say that man tried to rob me.”

      Begley stood and gazed down at his wife.

      “We’re over… the two of us? There’s no hope?”

      “No, Jack, and I’ll be leaving the state as soon as I can, or Abadandi might send someone else after me.”

      “That won’t happen,” Begley said. “I’m going back to the Citadel to take over. I’m going to kill Abadandi for all the shit he’s done.”

      “We need to go, Jack,” Serge said, as outside the cubicle, furtive footfalls could be heard.

      Begley leaned over and kissed Ann on the mouth.

      “I’ll always love you.”

      After turning, Begley rushed from the storage unit with Serge, while startling an inquisitive couple who’d come to see what all the noise was about. As Begley and Serge rushed away, the male member of the couple noticed the broken railing. After looking over the side, he issued a cry of shock.

      “Hey, there’s a guy down there. Ooh, and look at the blood around him.”

      Ann, on a day she had already wept so much, cried once more, while knowing she would never again see her husband.
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            Shocking Developments

          

        

      

    

    
      MANHATTAN, OCTOBER 2018

      

      Tang put away his phone after talking with Sara and returned to Tanner’s home office where the chess board was set up. The sound of laughter greeted him as he walked through the door, and he saw that his daughter Cinda was hanging on every word James said.

      Tang had tried more than once over the years to get his daughter interested in chess, a game he loved. Cinda hadn’t shown the slightest interest. When she overheard her father tell her mother that he was going to teach James how to play, Cinda said she wanted to come along.

      “Why?” Tang had asked her.

      “I want to learn how to play chess too.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes, Daddy.”

      Tang had been pleased, but he soon realized that Cinda’s main interest was James, and not chess. James had also lost his desire to learn the game and had trouble concentrating.

      Tanner had told Tang that James was smart and had a good future ahead of him. He was certainly levels above the last boy Cinda had been interested in. That young man had dressed like a biker and been a high school dropout who smoked and swore too much.

      After Cinda asked for the third time what the horsey pieces on the board were called, Tang told them that he wasn’t really in the mood for chess.

      “Why don’t you two go in the living room and watch TV?”

      The two teens jumped up from their seats and rushed out of the room. A short time later, Debra appeared and leaned in the office doorway.

      “I see our children are getting along.”

      “I noticed that as well.”

      Debra sat across from Tang. “You know, I always wanted to learn how to play this game. Will you teach me?”

      Tang smiled as he set up the board. He was pleased that someone wanted to learn the game. “It will be my pleasure.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Inside a clothing shop being renovated in upper Manhattan, Sara stayed silent as she watched three of Maurice Biggs’ gang members stalk toward her position. Each man had a shotgun, and they were swiveling them from right to left as they searched for a target.

      Nicholas spoke; his voice was a booming baritone. “You’re gonna die, ho. And that man of yours, Tanner, his ass is dead too.”

      A muffled scream came from the office, as inside, Susan clamped a hand over her mouth. She was terrified and had fumbled her phone while trying to dial the police. After Sara disconnected the lights from the generator outside, the office had gone dark, and Susan couldn’t find her phone again. She sat huddled beneath her desk, as tears ran down her cheeks.

      Nicholas had heard Susan’s whimper, interpreted it as coming from Sara, and responded by laughing.

      “You scared, ho? You should be, we’re going to shoot you so many times that your mama won’t recognize you.”

      The three gangbangers reached the scaffolding that Sara had moved. It blocked the path toward the office. Nicholas waved a hand, indicating to his men that he wanted them to push it out of the way. The two began the task as Sara, who was by the new panel box, activated the main circuit breaker.

      The lights of the shop blazed on, causing Nicholas to blink rapidly as his eyes adjusted. When he looked over at his companions, he saw that they appeared frozen in place and wore odd expressions. When the clothing on the man closest to him began to give off smoke, he understood what had happened. A look up confirmed it, as Nicholas saw that the top of the metal scaffolding was in contact with exposed wiring. His two friends were being electrocuted.

      The undiagnosed problem with the electrical system shorted out the lights and the shop went dark again. The two men at the scaffolding collapsed to the floor with a thump. That sound was followed by the rustle of fabric coming from Nicholas’s left. When he looked up from the bodies, he saw Sara advancing toward him with her gun extended and held in both hands.

      “Who’s the ho now?” Sara said. She shot Nicholas in the face and followed it with two rounds to his chest.
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        * * *

      

      In Brooklyn, the first of the shotgun blasts shattered the back window of Tanner’s car and damaged the driver’s side headrest.

      A fusillade of shots followed as the four gangbangers with the shotguns took turns firing. While two of them emptied their weapons, the other two reloaded.

      In seconds, Tanner’s vehicle was resting on four flattened tires and had no glass remaining intact.

      Melon Head had parked the Escalade about fifty feet away. As Biggs turned in his seat to stare out the back window, he was laughing.

      “Dead! That muthafucka Tanner is dead. So much for all those stories about how he’s unbeatable.”

      The four shooters finally ran out of ammo for the shotguns. They had fired so many rounds that the empty shell casings at their feet numbered in the dozens.

      One of the men moved toward the car after taking out his gun. If the impossible had happened and Tanner was still alive, he wouldn’t be around for long.

      The banger stared through the space where the side window had been and couldn’t believe his eyes. The car was destroyed with every seat having taken damage from the shotgun blasts. There was not a cubic foot of space left undamaged by the barrage of pellets, and no one could have avoided being hit multiple times. And yet, Tanner had done so, more amazingly, he had somehow escaped.

      “The car is empty!” the banger said, as he yelled the words to Biggs.

      Inside the Escalade, Biggs’s face screwed up in confusion.

      “Empty?” he lowered the side window and shouted to the man. “Check the trunk. Maybe Tanner crawled in there through the back seat.”

      The man did so, although the trunk had taken as many strikes as the rest of the car. As a last resort he popped the hood and peered down inside. There was nothing in the engine compartment, as the car was just a shell.

      The gangbanger was about to report that fact to Biggs when someone whistled from behind him. When he spun to look at the whistler, who was Tanner, he took a trio of rounds to his side from an AR-15. The other three men who had fired at the car dropped their empty shotguns and scrambled to pull out their handguns. Only one of them managed to free his weapon before being stitched across the midsection by rounds. He never got off a shot.

      Nine rounds remained in the AR’s magazine and Tanner sent them toward the open side window of the Escalade. Eight of the rounds embedded themselves in the vehicle’s interior surfaces, but one round ricocheted off the windshield and careened backwards, where it traced a red line across the left side of Biggs’ head.

      “Son of a bitch!” Biggs cried. As he checked his wound he shouted to Melon Head. “Get us the fuck out of here.”

      Tanner had reloaded and was targeting the rear tires on Biggs’ ride. It had no effect as they were self-sealing and made from bullet-resistant materials.

      After checking to make certain that the other gangbangers were dead and no longer a threat, Tanner looked back at the ruined car and wondered what the cops would make of it.

      The floor on the passenger side of the vehicle was made from thick cardboard separated into four sections and covered by carpet. Before the shooting began, Tanner had slid through it and into the open manhole that led to the sewer beneath the street. Once he’d gone through, springs pushed the cardboard back into place. Tanner then moved beneath the street to climb up a second open manhole that was a hundred feet away.

      Duke had someone put the car together and deliver it within twenty-four hours. Tanner decided he would send him a bonus for the work. Duke often got bonuses, and he always came through.

      Tanner began walking while taking out his phone to call Sara. If anything had happened to her, Tanner knew he would give the word vengeance a whole new meaning.
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            Trapped

          

        

      

    

    
      OUTSIDE PORTLAND, OREGON, JANUARY 2003

      

      Abadandi and Dr. Calavechi smiled amused grins at the looks of consternation and confusion on the guards’ faces. They had trapped the men inside the conference room by disabling the power source that controlled the keypads.

      Abadandi had told them that he was holding a special meeting and that they were all to be in the conference room by the time he arrived there. The same story had been given to the kitchen staff and the maintenance workers, who were locked away in their respective work spaces.

      The few other employees, such as Irina or the Citadel’s engineer, were trapped in their quarters or areas of responsibility. That was also true of the guests.

      “They’ll be able to break out in time, won’t they?” Dr. Calavechi asked.

      “By then we’ll be long gone.”

      “I guess they’ll all starve eventually.”

      “If they don’t kill each other first, and they’ll never make it outside. Once we leave, I’ll destroy the controls for the gates.”

      Calavechi made a face. “I pity them, but no one forced them to work here.”

      “That’s the way I look at it,” Abadandi said.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Something’s not right,” Romeo said as he pulled on the door to his suite. “Why would they lock us in? Do you think they figured out that I’m not really Denny Haydon?”

      “Maybe, if so, we’ll have visitors soon. We need to prepare.”

      “I’d like to try getting past this lock first. If I take the face plate off, I might be able to trip the mechanism.”

      “Do it. I’d rather be free to fight out there in the corridors than have my back up against these walls.”

      Romeo went to work on the lock. The boys were both dressed as guards. They had been preparing to head to Kabell’s suite to kill him.

      “Got it,” Romeo said, as the door opened a sliver. A quick look into the hallway revealed that it was empty.

      They moved out of the room and headed toward Kabell’s suite. They were still without weapons but deadly nonetheless. Because of their training, Cody and Romeo were confident that they could overpower the guards if they attempted to apprehend them, which was likely. Although they might just be shot on sight, Begley would be after answers. No one had ever breached the Citadel before, and the Captain of the Guard would be looking to interrogate them.

      They reached Kabell’s suite and received another surprise when they found that his keypad was dark as well. There should have been a red light visible, but no, the cult leader was locked in too.

      “Wait here for a moment,” Cody said. “I want to check something out.” He moved out of the corridor only to return a short time later. “It looks like power has been cut to all of the living quarters, not just the guests’ suites.”

      “What the hell is going on?” Romeo said.

      “Who knows, but I do know that we’re about to make a hit inside the Citadel. Let’s get to work on this lock and get inside.”
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        * * *

      

      Kabell had just reentered the living room area after grabbing a fresh bottle of Scotch from the kitchen. He had tried to leave the suite earlier and found that he was locked in and that no one was answering the phone.

      When the door to his suite opened and he saw two men dressed as guards entering, he rushed toward them. When he took in Cody’s extraordinary eyes, Kabell faltered in his step. He had worked hard to achieve such a gaze himself, but it was nothing compared to the intense eyes looking him over. There was a presence about the young man as well. It told you that he was not someone to be treated with disrespect.

      Kabell had been set to shout at them in anger. He suppressed the rage he was feeling, while still expressing his displeasure.

      “Why was I locked in my suite? It’s unacceptable,” Kabell declared.

      Cody and Romeo were staring at him, at his face, and Kabell raised a hand to point at himself.

      “Do you see this? Do you see what that so-called doctor did to me? I demand to speak to Mr. Abadandi.”

      Romeo looked at Cody. “His face is the same. All they did was leave cuts on his chin and nose.”

      It was true. While he was a doctor, a general practitioner, George Calavechi was not a trained plastic surgeon. When a client paid extra to have their appearance altered, Calavechi placed them under anesthesia and administered a few cuts so that they would feel something beneath the bandages they wore.

      The doctor was also not qualified to act as an anesthesiologist, and two guests had died on the table over the years. It didn’t matter. They would have died anyway, after leaving for the new life promised them by the Citadel.

      “All the man did was cut me,” Kabell said. “I still look exactly the same except for these minor lacerations.”

      “That’s a good thing,” Cody said, while closing the gap between them.

      “How is that good? Do you know how much I paid to have my face changed? A small fortune, that’s how much, and I still need it done. As many times as they’ve displayed my photo on TV, I wouldn’t last a minute out in public.”

      “You’re not going to last another minute in here either,” Cody told Kabell. He ripped the bottle from the man’s hand, then he brought it back around to smash it against the side of the cult leader’s head.

      Kabell dropped to the floor while the thick glass bottle stayed intact.

      Cody looked back at Romeo. “Do you want the honors?”

      “No man, he’s all yours.”

      Kabell remained conscious enough to understand that he was about to die. He reached up a beseeching hand toward Cody.

      “Don’t… I’ll pay you anything.”

      “This isn’t about money,” Cody said. He swung the bottle again. Instead of striking Kabell, he hit the corner of the console television. This time the bottle shattered, leaving behind the neck with a jagged edge. Cody flipped Kabell over, then sliced open his throat.

      Kabell, still debilitated by the blow to his head, made a weak attempt to rise from the floor. Afterward, he settled there, lying on his side, as his life drained into the carpet. Romeo removed the small camera he had and took a series of pictures.

      It was proof positive that the famed Citadel had been not only breeched but had also failed to protect one of its clients.

      When they were certain that Kabell had died, they went in search of a way out of the Citadel. Before leaving, they restored the keypad outside Kabell’s suite. They didn’t want the cult leader’s death to be noticed before they made their escape.

      They found no way out, as Abadandi had smashed all the keypads at the tunnel exits. Unlike the less sophisticated keypads in the living quarters, the tunnel keypads couldn’t be manually bypassed.

      When they reached the main interior gate and found the same, the boys realized they were trapped. They had done what no other assassin before them could and breached the Citadel. Now it was looking like it was going to be their tomb.
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            Gone Too Far

          

        

      

    

    
      BROOKLYN, OCTOBER 2018

      

      Tanner took out his phone to call Sara. When he heard her answer, his heart rejoiced.

      “Are you all right, Tanner?”

      “I’m good, but you’re in danger. Biggs has sent three men after you.”

      “They’re dead,” Sara said. “Now I’m just waiting for the police to show up.”

      Tanner laughed. “You killed them?”

      “Yes, by outsmarting two of them and shooting their leader. And what about you?”

      “I took out four more, but Biggs got away in a bulletproof vehicle. Not that it matters, I’ll track him down and kill him.”

      “And if you don’t, I will,” Sara said.

      “Hey, Sara?”

      “Yes?”

      “I love you.”

      “I love you too, baby, and I’ll see you back at home later.”

      Tanner ended the call. He had been on the move while he was speaking and could now detect the sound of sirens approaching the area. Someone must have reported hearing all the gunshots.

      Then he laughed again as he thought of his fiancée taking out three hardened gangbangers. He knew from first-hand experience that Sara was tough, but she still continued to impress him. One thing was certain, she was no one’s damsel in distress. Her toughness made him love her even more.

      Tanner reached his real vehicle, started the engine, and went in search of Maurice Biggs.
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        * * *

      

      Biggs was still inside the Escalade. He was gingerly probing the throbbing red welt that Tanner’s round had left along the side of his head.

      “How the hell did Tanner get out of that car?”

      “I don’t know,” Tyrese said, “but the man is as hard to kill as everybody says.”

      “Fuck him. We’ll still get him, and I bet his bitch is dead by now, so that will fuck him up.”

      Tyrese sighed. “Did you really have Tanner’s woman murdered?”

      “Shit yeah, by now, Nicholas and two Bloods he has with him will have caught up to her. That’s at least something.”

      “Something? Something?” Tyrese said. “That’s something all right. It gives Tanner a reason to want to kill every Boulevard Blood there is, and the man could do it too. Damn you, Maurice. How could you be so stupid?”

      The instant the words left his mouth Tyrese knew he would pay for them. He braced himself for the blow that would follow, then was surprised when Biggs merely turned his head to glare at him.

      “What did you call me? Did you call me stupid, bitch?”

      Tyrese smiled weakly.

      “Having Tanner’s woman killed was a mistake. That’s all I was saying.”

      “No, bitch, you called me stupid; you’re also telling me that I don’t know what I’m doing. You been telling me that shit since my baby girl died.”

      “I’m sorry, Maurice. I shouldn’t have said anything.”

      Biggs nodded, then he settled back in his seat again. More than a minute had passed before the first blow was delivered. It was an elbow to the side of Tyrese’s head and it stunned him. Biggs reached under Tyrese’s jacket and stripped him of his gun prior to hitting him again, with a fist.

      Before Tyrese knew it was happening, Biggs was on his knees atop the seat and pummeling him with punches. Tyrese attempted to fight back, but he was barely conscious. His one attempt at throwing a punch struck the rear of the seat.

      When the assault ended, Tyrese’s face was a ruined jumble of broken bones and split skin. He lay on the floor of the Cadillac, unconscious, but still alive.

      Melon Head, who had watched the beating take place via the rear-view mirror was chuckling as he drove along. He never liked Tyrese, and only wished that Biggs would have let him administer the beating.

      “Melon Head, take us over to Staten Island. I’ve got some trash to get rid of.”

      That request made Melon Head’s eyebrows go up. He had thought his boss was just teaching Tyrese a lesson, but maybe not.

      “Is Tyrese the trash?”

      “I’ve had enough of his ass.”

      “Yes sir, sounds good to me,” Melon Head said, as he made a turn and headed for the Verrazzano-Narrows Bridge.
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            The Truth Comes Out

          

        

      

    

    
      OUTSIDE PORTLAND, OREGON, JANUARY 2003

      

      Cody and Romeo had still been looking for a way out of the Citadel when they heard a commotion come from the area where the conference room was. The guards had finally broken out.

      The boys made it back to their quarters, changed out of their stolen guard uniforms, then waited. When they heard someone approaching, they made noise and pretended to have just broken out of their suite.

      The person approaching was Irina. She was in the company of two guards who were holding weapons at their side.

      “I’m glad to see that you two are all right,” Irina said. “Someone has mur—”

      Irina was about to tell them about Kabell’s murder; one of the guards stopped her by speaking over her. It was O’Keefe, the big man whose rib Cody had broken.

      “These two don’t need to know Citadel business, Irina.”

      Irina became quiet as she realized she’d almost said too much.

      The boys were told to follow along as the guards wanted to escort them to an area where they could be watched over. As they passed Kabell’s suite, Romeo pointed at it.

      “Earlier, we heard Dr. Calavechi arguing with whoever is staying in that room. It sounded serious.”

      Irina traded looks with the guard but said nothing.

      “Why were we locked in the room?” Cody asked.

      “Um, there’s an electrical malfunction,” Irina said.

      Cody spoke to O’Keefe, “Is it being fixed?”

      “We’re working on it,” O’Keefe said.
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        * * *

      

      Outside the main gate, Begley was about to input the code when he heard the heavy locks disengage. He and Serge stepped back and watched as Abadandi and the doctor walked out while holding canvas bags stuffed with goods.

      “Going somewhere?” Begley asked as he took out his gun.

      Abadandi and the doctor jerked their heads around to look at him and Serge. The shock they were feeling at seeing them alive was evident on their faces.

      Abadandi worked up a weak smile. “Jack, Serge, it’s good to see you two have returned. Does this mean you’ve tracked down Ann?”

      “We found Ann, and the man you hired to kill her found us. He’s dead, and Ann is wounded but alive. You’re a piece of work, Abadandi, you know that? How many people have you murdered over the years?”

      “I, I, I don’t know what you’re talking about, Jack. I’ve never killed anyone in my life.”

      “I have,” Dr. Calavechi said while bringing up the small gun he had slipped out of a side pocket. Begley was swiveling his gun toward him when Serge fired three shots into the doctor’s torso.

      The doctor crumpled to his knees, then collapsed onto his back. His face was rigid, and his eyes bulged from the agony he was feeling.

      “George, oh no, George,” Abadandi moaned, as he watched the life leave his cousin’s body. A moment later and Abadandi was lying beside the doctor with Begley’s boot pressed against the back of his neck.

      “We should kill you too, but you’re still useful,” Begley told him.
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        * * *

      

      It took until the following day to gain entry into the Citadel. Serge had gone off to find a man he knew who was a retired locksmith. Since there had been no supply run and no opportunity to send the money out, Abadandi still had the millions paid to him by Kabell and Romeo.

      Serge’s retired locksmith friend would receive a hefty pile of cash for his help. The man was also recruited to replace the damaged locks within the Citadel. More cash was his for agreeing to remain silent.

      Upon gaining entry, Begley entered the Citadel to find a score of relieved faces looking back at him. Among those present was Irina. She rushed to Begley and kissed him, not caring who knew about them.

      Begley’s first reaction was shock and embarrassment that their relationship was out in the open. Then, he remembered that he had a wife in name only. Ann was gone, never to return to him.

      The guards and the other Citadel residents peppered Begley with questions as they watched him lead a bound and beaten Abadandi along by the elbow. While Serge was off getting the locksmith, Begley had hammered Abadandi with blows as payment for the attempt on his and Ann’s lives.

      When Serge explained what Abadandi and the doctor had been doing for so many years, both men and women cried. Many of the people killed had been their friends. When one of the guards removed his weapon and pointed it at Abadandi’s head, Begley commanded him to stop.

      “He’ll pay for his crimes, but first we need information from him.”

      The guard lowered his arm while speaking. “Make him tell you what he’s done with all the money. I didn’t spend years inside this tomb for nothing.”

      “He’ll talk,” Begley said, as he stared at Abadandi with eyes of ice. “I promise you he’ll talk.”
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        * * *

      

      Begley had told the truth, and it didn’t take much to make Abadandi spill all he knew. While strapped to a gurney, Abadandi confessed his crimes and gave up his secrets. The man had banked over forty million dollars, some of which belonged to the Citadel’s current employees.

      When Begley was certain he had gotten everything of value from the man, he stood over him and pressed his gun to Abadandi’s head.

      “The Citadel is mine now,” Begley told him, then he pulled the trigger, ending Abadandi’s life, and his reign.
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            Under New Management

          

        

      

    

    
      STATEN ISLAND, OCTOBER 2018

      

      Tyrese Vann felt himself being dragged along the ground as he regained consciousness. He could see through only one eye as the left one had swollen shut and his nose and a cheek bone were broken. Blood was caking on his chin and coated the inside of his mouth, where the jagged ends of two broken teeth irritated his tongue.

      Melon Head was dragging him by the ankles as Maurice Biggs walked along beside him. When Tyrese brought a hand up he felt the empty holster, then wondered if Maurice planned to kill him with his own gun.

      He still had one weapon on him. It was a knife, a stiletto that he wore strapped to the inside of his left forearm. People thought he always wore long sleeves to hide the burn scars, but no, he wore them to keep the thin blade hidden.

      A sharp pain at the base of his spine was followed by a whack to the back of the head as he was dragged over something hard. A soft moan escaped, even though he had fought to keep it in. Biggs turned his head and smiled down at him.

      “You awake? Good. I want you to see it coming.”

      “Please, Maurice… don’t kill me.”

      Biggs laughed and turned away from him.

      Tyrese freed the stiletto from its sheath and held it out of view along the side of his body.

      “This is far enough, Melon Head,” Biggs said. “Now it’s time to kill his punk ass.”

      Tyrese gripped the knife tighter as they stopped moving, then watched as Biggs pulled a gun from beneath his jacket.
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        * * *

      

      STATEN ISLAND, AN HOUR LATER

      

      Tanner circled the scene twice while searching for signs that it was somehow a trap. He decided that the tableau was exactly what it looked like.

      He approached Tyrese while holding a gun at his side and winced when he got a close-up look at the man’s face.

      “Did Biggs do that to you?”

      “He jumped me in the back of the car,” Tyrese said. Because of the damage to his face, his words were slurred and had a nasal quality. To be understood, he had to enunciate carefully.

      “Well, he won’t be hitting you again.”

      “No, he will not,” Tyrese said.

      The two of them were staring down at the bodies of Maurice Biggs and Melon Head.
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        * * *

      

      After freeing his knife, Tyrese had jammed the stiletto deep into Biggs’s crotch, then had sliced open the man’s throat. He had guessed right that Biggs planned to kill him with his own gun. After Biggs had dropped the weapon, Tyrese grabbed it up and opened fire on Melon Head. The large cranium didn’t look quite as big with two huge exit wounds at its rear.

      After Biggs had fallen and lay on the ground with his life leaking out of him, Tyrese had leaned over and spoken to him.

      “You’re not only stupid, but now your ass is dead.”

      Biggs had gazed back at him with fearful eyes as he knew Tyrese spoke the truth. He was dying. The fear left those normally stoic eyes along with the life that had animated them.

      After digging Biggs’s phone from his pocket. Tyrese made a call to Nicholas, to see if he could stop the attack on Sara. When there was no answer, Tyrese wondered what it meant. Afterward, he called Tanner and learned that Nicholas was dead.
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        * * *

      

      “Does this mean you’re in charge of the Boulevard Bloods now?”

      “Fuck yeah, but before I let people know about Maurice I’ll have to kill a couple of his people, along with that punk, Trigger. Since he’s Maurice’s cousin, he might try to kill me.”

      “He might also go after James for shooting him. If you kill him, you’ll be saving me the trouble of doing it myself.”

      “James and his mother don’t have to worry about shit. I sure as hell don’t give a damn about them.”

      “Then I have no reason to attack your gang either.”

      Tyrese mustered up a smile. “My gang? I like the sound of that.”

      “Stay out of my way and I’ll stay out of yours,” Tanner told him.

      After they walked to the Cadillac and Tyrese climbed behind the wheel. He asked Tanner a question.

      “How the hell did you get out of that car earlier?”

      “A magician never reveals his tricks.”

      “You tricky all right, and one badass mutha.”

      Tanner began walking back to his own vehicle, as he did so, he gave Tyrese some advice.

      “Be good to whoever you make your second-in-command, or history might repeat itself someday.”

      “I hear that,” Tyrese said.
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      OUTSIDE PORTLAND, OREGON, JANUARY 2003

      

      Cody and Romeo were confined to their suite for three days in the aftermath of the assumed coup that had taken place. Because their talkative German friend Klaus had been replaced by one of the guards, they no longer received news with their meals.

      They knew nothing of Abadandi’s machinations and believed that Begley had taken over the Citadel by force.

      That left them in a precarious position since Begley was no fan of theirs. They could fight their way out of the Citadel if it came to that, but it would be a risky proposition. To reach freedom they would have to make it past the outer gate, which was still operative.

      After a discussion, the boys decided to wait and see what developed. Despite his animosity toward them, Begley still believed that they were his clients. As such, he might be less inclined to harm them, especially after having lost Kabell.

      “I hear someone coming,” Romeo said.

      That someone turned out to be three guards. They escorted Cody and Romeo to Abadandi’s office, which was now the office of the new owner and operator of the Citadel, Jack Begley.
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        * * *

      

      Begley, dressed in civilian clothing that consisted of a pair of jeans and a polo shirt, stared across the desk at Cody and Romeo. The three men were alone, although the guards that escorted Cody and Romeo waited for them in the hall.

      Begley’s dislike of the boys was evident in the way his mouth turned downwards into a frown whenever he looked at them. However, they were his clients, or rather, the last of Abadandi’s clients; Begley felt he had a responsibility to carry out.

      After reaching into his desk, he brought out a brown envelope and passed it across to Romeo.

      “Those are your new passports and drivers’ licenses. They should get you into Canada without any problem. As far as transportation, a solid used car will be given to you once you’re escorted from the Citadel.”

      “A used car?” Romeo said. “Abadandi said that we would be flown there on a private jet.”

      “He lied, and he is no longer in charge. Keep complaining and I’ll make you walk there.”

      “What happened to Abadandi?” Cody asked.

      “Richard Abadandi retired. I’m now the new head of the Citadel.”

      “Congratulations,” Romeo said. “How soon can we leave?”

      “It can’t be too soon for me,” Begley said. “With no guests to concern myself with, I’ll be able to implement the changes I want to make here.”

      The boys stood, and when Romeo offered his hand, Begley left him hanging.

      “The guards that escorted you here will handle your departure, now leave.”

      Romeo pretended to look offended by the slight, gathered up the new I.D.’s, and left the office with Cody.

      An hour later they were driving an old Ford, courtesy of the Citadel. Romeo had begun laughing first, then Cody joined in, and soon they were ecstatic with the joy of knowing they had succeeded where so many others had failed. They had breached the famed Citadel, killed one of its clients, and made their escape without injury. And it was only the beginning of their career.
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        * * *

      

      The boys abandoned the old Ford Begley had given them and took a taxi back to the home they had been renovating. After a quick meal, they drove their own car to the home of Roy Hutchins. Bev was there, and she gave them both a kiss on the cheek while thanking them for the extra money they had given to her and Hutchins.

      Once they were settled across from Hutchins’ wheelchair, the boys watched as Hutchins looked over the pictures Romeo had taken of the Citadel’s interior. He then used a magnifying glass to look at the photos of Kabell’s corpse.

      “His face is all cut up. Was he in a fight before you killed him?”

      “We think the doctor there, Dr. Calavechi, was running a con of some kind by only pretending to perform plastic surgery,” Cody said.

      “And this guy Begley, he’s in charge now?” Hutchins asked.

      “That’s right, but once the news gets out that Kabell was hit inside the Citadel, he’ll find it hard to get new clients.”

      Hutchins smiled at the boys. “You two are something else, and I can’t tell you how happy it makes me to know that the Citadel’s reputation is destroyed. That place cost me the use of my legs and took my partner’s life.”

      Cody leaned forward from his seat on the sofa.

      “We want work, Hutchins, but not just anything. We want the tough contracts.”

      “And you’ll have them. The next time I get word of a hit that seems impossible, I’ll know who to call, and I’ll put out the word to other go-betweens too.”

      The boys smiled, they were on their way to becoming legends.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      A week later, at the Citadel, Begley was sitting at his desk with hands balled into fists. He was looking at photos of Kabell’s corpse on a computer screen. Along with photos of the body were shots of the Citadel’s interior. Serge, the new Captain of the Guard, was standing on Begley’s right, while Irina stood to Begley’s left.

      “Who the hell took these photos?” Serge said.

      Begley answered through clenched teeth. “Dr. Calavechi didn’t kill Kabell. It was Denny Haydon and his bodyguard Max, or whoever the hell they really were.”

      “Oh shit,” Serge said. “You were right that something was off about them. And we haven’t been attacked since they left here.”

      “Have their guest suite searched. We’ll likely find some evidence that they were involved in the murder.”

      “What does this mean for the Citadel?” Irina asked. “I mean, we no longer can claim that we’ve never been breached.”

      Serge released a heavy sigh. “It’s game over. Who would trust us to protect them after seeing these photos, and they must be all over the web.”

      Begley pounded a fist on the desk.

      “It’s not over. If it takes me the rest of my life, I’ll regain the Citadel’s reputation as an impregnable fortress. I swear it. And I swear something else, someday I’ll find the man pretending to be Denny Haydon, him and that bodyguard of his, and I’ll make them pay, oh, how I will make them pay.”
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        * * *

      

      At a restaurant in Portland, Cody and Romeo waited for their dates to arrive, after having gotten to the restaurant early.

      Tara’s friend Mandy had finally dumped her boyfriend and was willing to meet Cody for a blind date. When the girls arrived on time, Cody realized that the date wasn’t going to be so blind after all. He knew Tara’s friend Mandy, and so did Romeo.

      It was Amanda, their former climbing instructor. She approached Cody while smiling.

      “When Tara told me that the guy she wanted me to meet was named Xavier and that he had a friend named Romeo, I knew it had to be you two.”

      “So Tara’s Mandy is our Amanda,” Romeo said. “Cool, now there won’t be any of that awkward blind date talk.”

      “Have you boys been climbing since the last time I saw you?” Amanda asked.

      Cody and Romeo smiled, then Cody answered her. “We took a short climb.”

      “How did it go?”

      “In the end, everything worked out perfectly,” Cody said, as he pulled out a chair for his date.
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      MANHATTAN, OCTOBER 2018

      

      Debra Washington was filled with relief when Tanner told her that the threat against her and James had ended. She was awed when she opened the box Tanner had given her and saw the stacks of cash inside.

      “How much is that?” James said.

      “Just shy of a hundred and forty thousand dollars,” Tanner said. “It once belonged to the Boulevard Bloods. They believe it was destroyed in a fire.”

      Debra looked first at Tanner, then Sara. “You’re saying this is drug money?”

      “It was,” Sara said. “But now it can be put to good use and buy a new home for you and James, not to mention everything else you lost when your apartment was firebombed.”

      Debra stared at the money as the thought of finally owning a home bloomed in her mind.

      “You’re right, Sara. James and I will put it to good use.”

      Tanner had learned that it was a man named Harrison Brook who had given James and Debra’s whereabouts to Biggs. Debra had never been close to her brother, but she felt sickened when she learned of his betrayal.

      The guilt she had been feeling over what happened to his house vanished instantly, to be replaced by a sense that Harrison had gotten what he deserved.

      Her brother’s betrayal was just one more brick in a wall of sorrow. Debra Washington had suffered much over the last few days, including the loss of a son.

      As for James, one good thing had come out of the situation. He had met Cinda Tang, a girl he was having trouble getting out of his mind.

      Debra hugged Sara as she thanked them both for everything they had done for her and James. When Sara took out her computer tablet to help Debra search the real estate listings, James asked Tanner if he could speak to him alone.

      They settled in the office with the chess set between them, and James got right to the point.

      “You’re Tanner, aren’t you?”

      “You already know that.”

      “No, man, I mean you’re Tanner, like Tanner the hit man.”

      Tanner smiled. “I prefer trained assassin.”

      James blew out air. “Whoa, and you killed Maurice Biggs?”

      “Someone beat me to it.”

      “And that money, that was you who killed all those gangbangers the other day?”

      “Yes.”

      “Damn.”

      “I hope you can keep a secret.”

      “Yeah, and does Sara know who you are, that you’re a hit—I mean, a trained assassin?”

      “She knows, and so does her father. By the way, Blake wants you to start work tomorrow.”

      “I’ll be there, and damn it will feel good to walk outside again. I can even take Cinda on a date.”

      “Have you asked her out?”

      “Not yet.”

      “You might want to get on that before she meets somebody else.”

      That thought brought James to his feet.

      “Oh, wait, what apartment is Cinda in?”

      Tanner told him, and James headed for the door. He paused in the threshold and looked back at Tanner.

      “You saved me and my mom. I won’t ever forget that, thank you.”

      “You’re welcome, kid.”

      James left the room and Sara entered shortly thereafter.

      “Debra is thinking of buying a house in Queens, near James’s school.”

      “The down payment will eat up a chunk of that money.”

      “And we’re going shopping later. She needs a new wardrobe.”

      Tanner reached out and pulled Sara onto his lap.

      “Have you come up with a wedding date yet?”

      “There’s a date I want in June, but I don’t know if things will be settled by then, I mean, as far as you claiming your name again.”

      “June it is.”

      “And you’ll be marrying me under your own name?” Sara asked.

      “I’ll make it happen.”

      “All right. On June 15th we’ll marry at the ranch and I’ll become Mrs. Cody Parker.”

      Tanner kissed her. “It will be the happiest day of my life.”
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      LONDON, ENGLAND, SEPTEMBER 2003

      

      After becoming the first assassins to infiltrate the fabled fortress named the Citadel, Cody and Romeo had no difficulty getting contracts.

      They had been working non-stop for months on end, while collecting large fees and ridding the world of a number of unsavory characters.

      Cody’s hair, which had been long, was short, while Romeo had his hair long again. Both wore suits with an English cut but had decided not to wear ties. Cody’s suit was blue, while Romeo’s was pinstriped. Instead of shoes they wore boots that zipped up the side. A pocket had been added to each of the right boots. It contained a razor blade and a handcuff key.

      After completing a difficult contract in New Mexico, they decided to take some time off and travel to London, which was a city they both loved.

      They had been in the UK for only a few days when a call came in from Roy Hutchins, the man who acted as their go-between for clients.

      “We’re on vacation in London, Roy, remember? Give it to someone else,” Cody said.

      “The client doesn’t want anyone else. They want the men who beat the Citadel. The contract concerns someone living in the UK, so you won’t even have to travel.”

      “The client can hire someone else or they’ll have to wait. Romeo and I plan to relax here for another few weeks and then move on to Ireland before heading back. If they still want us in, say a month or so, we’ll look at the contract.”

      Hutchins then told Cody how much the client was willing to pay and gained his attention.

      “Is that number for real? Who do they want—” Cody had been about to say dead, but then he remembered that he was on the phone, on an overseas connection, and that his words might be heard by someone else. “Who do they want us to meet?”

      “I’ll give you all the details in person, or rather, Bev will, she’s flying to London right now.”

      Bev was Hutchins’ girlfriend. The last time Cody had seen her she had streaks of blue in her blonde hair and dressed like a hippie in a tie-dyed poncho and sandals. Bev also wore a peace symbol around her neck on a gold chain.

      “Bev is coming here just to give us the contract?”

      “No, Xavier, Bev has a brother in the military who is stationed over there. They haven’t seen each other in years. She’s mixing business with pleasure. Let me give you the name of the hotel she’ll be staying at. You can call her tomorrow and make plans to meet.”

      “We’re still on vacation. We might not take the contract, great money or not.”

      “Not great money, fantastic money. That number I quoted was what the client is willing to pay each of you.”

      “Okay, now you have me interested. Not because of the money, but because I’m curious who would be worth that much to someone.”

      “Cool, so meet with Bev, get the details, then let me know what you decide.”

      “All right, Roy, and thanks either way.”

      “No problem, my young friend, you and Romeo are the best. There will always be work for the best in this business.”

      “And it pays well too,” Cody said.
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        * * *

      

      The boys met with Bev the following evening at her hotel, which was in a quiet section of London. Red highlights had replaced the streaks of blue, but Bev, who was in her thirties, was still dressed like a hippie in a tie-dyed dress and sandals. An infinity symbol hung around her neck where the peace sign had been. Cody wondered if Bev was headed toward becoming a New Ager.

      Bev greeted them with a smile and thanked the boys again for ruining the Citadel’s reputation.

      “It’s done Roy a world of good to see that place lose its mystique.”

      Cody was surprised to learn that the Citadel was still operational. Bev informed them that Jack Begley, the Citadel’s new operator, had put a price on their heads of twenty-five thousand dollars each. Neither of the boys were worried by it, and if Begley became a serious problem, they would handle him someday.

      They ate together in the hotel dining room after Bev told them she had made reservations.
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        * * *

      

      “The leader of a terrorist organization?” Romeo said.

      Bev slid a sealed envelope across the table to him.

      “His name is Garth Livingston. He’s the leader of an eco-terrorist group called Green Wrath. They specialize in kidnapping people involved in the oil industry. Once the ransoms are paid, they either release their captives or kill them. If there’s a pattern behind who lives and who dies, no one has discovered it. Sometimes there is no ransom and they just want to make a statement. When that happens, often the person is tortured to death, then dumped where they can be found.”

      “I guess the client was close to someone these terrorists killed,” Cody said.

      “That’s what Roy thinks, but this contract came to him through a number of channels, being as how it originated over here in England.”

      Romeo tapped a finger on the packet. “Cody and I will look it over and let you know, Bev. Will you be staying at this hotel the whole time you’re here?”

      “I’ll be here for three days while I see my brother, then I’ll be going to Paris to visit an old friend. Just leave a message on my phone. I will say that I hope you take it. Roy’s percentage of the deal would pay for my entire trip.”
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        * * *

      

      Seated alone at the bar was a petite young woman. She sipped on her drink while observing the boys’ meeting with Bev. She was an attractive brunette with blue eyes, and so she had to fend off the advances of a man who sent her a drink. She refused the drink and kept a careful eye on the boys. She was a trained observer.

      The woman was aware that they were assassins and surprised at how young Cody and Romeo were. If she had to guess, she would say that she was a year or two older than them. It had also not escaped her notice that they were both good-looking. She wondered what circumstances had occurred in their lives to make them what they were. As a reporter, she was always intrigued by the why behind things.
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        * * *

      

      After their meal ended and they were about to part ways, Bev kissed each of the boys goodbye with a peck on the cheek. Bev was only about ten years older than Cody and Romeo but had a motherly way about her. That was a good thing for her boyfriend, Roy Hutchins. Hutchins was a paraplegic who could certainly use a partner with a nurturing nature, and Bev was devoted to Roy.

      As they were walking back to where they’d left their car, Cody smiled when Romeo asked him a question.

      “Is that hot chick from the bar following us, or did she stay with Bev?”

      “You noticed her too?”

      “First, because she was good-looking, then afterward, because she kept watching us by using the mirror. She might have been interested in one of us, but if she’s tracking our movements that would mean something else.”

      Cody stopped walking and pointed across the street, as if he were asking Romeo to look at something interesting. Because of the growing surveillance system in London, the boys never went outside without donning long-billed caps, which they pulled down low over their eyes.

      “Check out the window of that store, the one with the blue awning. You can see her reflection. She’s following us all right, but she still seems to be alone.”

      “We’ll split up after turning the corner and I’ll hang back out of sight, then come up behind her.”

      “It sounds like a plan,” Cody said.

      After making a right at the corner, Romeo ran across the road and into the shadows of a tailor shop’s alcove. It was late, and so the businesses along the street were closed for the day.

      When the woman from the bar appeared and saw Cody half a block away and walking alone, she looked about for Romeo but didn’t spot him. After deciding that keeping Cody in sight was still her best bet, she continued to follow him.

      Romeo was about to leave his hiding place and go after her when he saw a man in a leather jacket rushing toward the woman. The man’s eyes were locked on her as he moved past Romeo. After letting the man go by his position, Romeo emerged and followed the followers.

      When he saw the man bring out a knife and quicken his pace to close the gap with the woman, Romeo sped up as well, while bringing out his own knife.

      There was never a dull moment in Old London Town.
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      STARK, TEXAS, JANUARY 2019

      

      Tanner and Sara were spending time at the ranch where he recently had a home gym installed inside a corner of the barn. It was just one of the things Tanner had done in preparation for moving from New York City to Texas.

      While they would keep the penthouse apartment in Manhattan, they planned to spend most of their time in Stark once they had a child, and eventually live there full-time.

      Being back on the land where he’d grown up gave Tanner a feeling of peace and a sense of belonging to something. While as a Tanner he had a legacy spanning back over the lifetimes of six other men, as Cody Parker he had lineage stretching back much further.

      The Parkers had always been involved in ranching, first as hands and later as landowners. The ground he stood on had been owned by the Parkers for generations; prior to that, Parkers had worked on it when Texas was still a republic.

      “It’s in your blood, boy,” his grandfather, Walter Parker, had once told him. He had been eight or nine then and out riding fences with the old man. “We all carry our ancestors in our blood and we’re made up of a little bit of each of them. Now, I don’t know what your mama’s family was like, but we Parkers are ranchers and tied to the land. You’ll likely die here one day, and so will I.”
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        * * *

      

      After rising at five a.m., Tanner worked out in the barn gym. Afterward, he ran a meandering path across the land he now owned with his brother, Caleb.

      A running track was next on his list of alterations to make. He was moving at less than his usual all-out pace because of the lack of light in the pre-dawn hour. Moonlight helped, but it was still dark and the land uneven and rocky in patches.

      By the time the sun did rise, Tanner had completed his workouts and was looking forward to breakfast. He had planned to get in some target practice with a rifle, but that could wait until after he ate.

      He had quit running while some distance from the house; the walk back would allow him to cool down from the exertion.

      As he was passing a large oak tree, he recalled a day when his twin sisters, Jessie and Jill, first climbed it on their own. They had been six, while he was only eleven at the time. Tanner could still recall their bright smiles as they called down to him.

      “We did it, Cody,” Jessie had said. “We made it up to the big branch on our own.”

      “I see, but you be careful coming back down.”

      “Down?” Jill said.

      They had not counted on climbing back down and the prospect had made them fearful of falling. Big brother Cody went up the tree and helped them down one by one, first Jill, then Jessie. In gratitude for his “saving” them, the girls had hugged him about the waist. It shocked Tanner to realize that he could still feel their small arms around him, while remembering how good it felt to be the hero big brother.

      “Some hero,” Tanner whispered.

      When it mattered most, when there was a hoard of men surrounding their house intent on killing them… he had failed to protect his family, and Jessie and Jill had died.

      It didn’t matter that he had only been a sixteen-year-old boy at the time, and that he was facing off against dozens of armed and ruthless men.

      He had failed, and that failure had allowed his family to die. He knew that he wasn’t to blame and that there was nothing he could have done at the time to prevent the tragic slaughter. Logic told him that he wasn’t at fault, but guilt and logic were often strangers. Logic resided in the mind, while guilt dwelt in the heart.

      It was guilt that drove him to become the best assassin, the most-skilled killer of all time. He wanted to be so proficient at delivering death that odds wouldn’t matter. His belief, formed at the age of sixteen, was that it was possible to be good enough that no one could ever defeat you. That if a hundred men attacked, you could still come out on top and protect those you loved.

      As unrealistic as that expectation had been, as a man, Tanner was the embodiment of it. He had triumphed over superior odds many times and was still increasing in skill and knowledge.

      Tanner reached out and touched the tree, where as a boy he had been a hero to his sisters. He was months away from taking a bride and beginning a family. He would protect them. History would never repeat itself.
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, Sara walked up to Tanner and handed him a mug of coffee. He was in a field he had set-up as a shooting range and was practicing with a rifle. He kissed her good morning and thanked her for the coffee.

      “I thought you might come back in for breakfast before shooting.”

      “I considered it,” Tanner said, “but this is more important.”

      Sara settled on a nearby tree stump with her own mug of coffee in her hand.

      “We’ll eat when you’re done.”

      “You waited for me?”

      “Yes, and I know that training is important to you.”

      “I won’t be much longer.”

      “Take your time.”

      Training would always be more important than comfort to Tanner, for it could be the difference between life and death.
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        * * *

      

      Later that morning, while inside the home office of the ranch house, Tanner’s phone rang. The call came from Kayla Farnsworth, the granddaughter of Tanner Five.

      “What’s up, Kayla?”

      “Something odd has happened that I thought you’d want to know about.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “A letter arrived at the house my granddad used to own. After his death the house passed on to me and Zoe, then, we later sold it to a friend. Anyway, my friend saw that the letter was addressed to my grandfather and she forwarded it on to me.”

      “It was addressed to your grandfather, after all these years?”

      “Yeah, I know, it’s odd. Since his name was on it, I opened it. I expected that it might be from an old friend of his who didn’t know granddad had died years ago, but inside, the letter was addressed to Tanner.”

      “So, whoever sent it knew your grandfather was a Tanner. Is there a return address or a name?”

      “There’s both. It was sent by a woman named Kendra Boudreaux and the address is a town in Louisiana.”

      “Boudreaux from Louisiana?”

      “Yes, why, does that mean something?”

      “Tanner Three was a man named Benjamin Boudreaux; he lived in Louisiana.”

      “Oh, and she mentions a Benjamin Boudreaux and says that he was her grandfather.”

      “Do me a favor and send that letter to me, Kayla, but before you do, scan it and send me a copy.”

      “No problem, I have your email, but where should I send the physical copy?”

      Tanner gave her the address of the ranch, then thanked her for calling.

      Kayla had one more bit of news.

      “This woman, Kendra, in the letter she’s asking for help, and she sounds desperate.”

      “Send me that letter. She’ll soon get all the help she needs.”
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      LONDON, ENGLAND, SEPTEMBER 2003

      

      Keeping with Romeo’s plan to turn the tables on the woman following them, Cody walked on alone after Romeo hung back. When he felt enough time had passed, Cody stopped walking and spun around to march back toward the woman following him.

      She was a reporter named Kay Reed. When Cody looked past her, he saw a man coming up fast behind Kay with a knife in his hand. Behind that man was Romeo, who had also taken out a knife. Perhaps Kay sensed them, or maybe she realized that Romeo might still be around. In any event, she turned her head just as the man was bringing up his blade to take a hack at her. Kay froze from fright, and Cody took off in a dash toward all three of them.
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        * * *

      

      Kay Reed wondered where the blond man had gotten off to. She then decided that he must have arrived at the hotel in a separate car and had driven off before she had rounded the corner.

      She decided to keep following the dark-haired man, the one with the unusual eyes. If possible, she would record the number on his vehicle, or better yet, follow him back to his lodgings.

      But then, she saw the man stop and turn, to look at her. Kay realized that he had known she was there all along.

      What about the other one? she thought, and when she swiveled her head to look behind her, she saw a man in a hoodie rushing toward her while raising a knife.

      Kay froze, too terrified to even scream. As the blade rose higher in preparation of a strike, she raised her hands up in a futile and instinctive gesture that would be useless against the man’s knife.

      Then, the blond man was there. He grabbed hold of the man’s hood with one hand, halting his forward motion, and with the other he plunged a knife beneath her attacker’s sternum. That caused the hooded man to release a gurgling cry of pain. It also made him drop his blade and fall to his knees.

      When Kay turned to flee, she ran into Cody, who took her by the wrists.

      When she looked back at the blond man, Kay saw that he was taking a wallet from the rear pocket of the man he had stabbed. That man was now on the ground with a growing pool of blood seeping out from under him.
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        * * *

      

      After taking hold of Kay, Cody looked around. There was a couple across the street and six shops down, but they had taken no notice of the violence. They were involved in an argument about someone named Dottie and her penchant for involving them in her troubles.

      Cody was glad they were preoccupied, and the man on the ground was out of their view behind a parked car. When they grew closer, Cody saw Kay look their way, and knew she was about to call to them for help. To stop her, Cody kissed her.

      Kay’s blue eyes widened in shock at the contact. A moment more and she began to struggle, but Cody held her in an embrace, as if they were lovers. Once the couple turned left down the intersecting street, Cody ended the kiss. He then took away Kay’s small purse, which hung from a strap on her shoulder. Kay made a weak protest, then saw that Cody was after information, not money.

      He spoke to Romeo. “Her name is Kay Reed.”

      “Why were you following us?” Romeo asked.

      “Pardon?” Kay said, as she struggled to compose herself.

      Romeo moved closer and took Kay’s right arm.

      “She can tell us later, right now we need to get out of here.”

      Cody nodded in agreement as he took Kay by her other arm, then the three of them moved down the street like a group of old chums.

      “Are you going to hurt me?” Kay asked.

      “That depends on why you were following us,” Cody told her.

      “I… I work for the woman who wants to hire you, hire you to kill.”

      The boys stopped walking and stared at her.

      “Who are you talking about?” Cody said.

      “Garth Livingston, you’re being hired to kill Garth Livingston.”

      “I was asking about your boss, who is she?”

      “I can’t say. She needs to remain anonymous.”

      “We’ll return to that, but why was that man back there trying to kill you?”

      “I think he was one of them.”

      “One of them?” Romeo said.

      “A member of Green Wrath, a terrorist. I’m a reporter and I’ve written articles about them in the past. When I wrote a book about them, the death threats escalated.”

      “That wasn’t a threat back there,” Romeo said. “That dude was going to hack you to death.”

      Kay’s eyes grew moist and she nodded her head. “I know, and thank you for saving me.”

      They began walking again. They were headed toward the nearest tube station.

      When they reached the entrance, they went into the underground where a crowd was waiting for the trains. A problem on the line had delayed things and the nighttime travelers were standing three deep. They stood back several feet from the crowd with Kay still between them.

      Realizing that Kay was cooperating, Cody released her arm.

      “Will you come with us to someplace where we can talk?” Cody asked Kay.

      “I’ll talk with you. I need to know if you’ll be taking the contract.”

      “And then you’ll tell this mysterious client of yours?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then the answer is no.”

      “Why?”

      “Your employer sounds like a control freak,” Romeo told her. “We don’t need to be told how to go about our business.”

      Kay was shaking her head. “No, following you was my idea, not Mrs.—not my employer’s. I just wanted to know whom we would be dealing with.”

      “We? As in your employer and you?”

      “Yes, and she’s not really my employer. She’s my friend, and I wanted to help her by gaining information. I’m an investigative reporter… sometimes I go too far.”

      “Which you did, by tracking us down,” Cody said.

      “If we were a different sort of men, you would be dead right now,” Romeo told her.

      “Can I see it?” Kay asked him.

      “See what?”

      “The wallet you took off the man who tried to kill me. Perhaps I can trace him to more members of Green Wrath.”

      Cody smiled. “You never stop working, do you?”

      “Green Wrath must be destroyed, and Livingston killed. If you two won’t kill him, we’ll find others who will.”

      The train arrived; they piled on with the rest of the crowd. It was a tight fit, and Cody found himself pressed against Kay. She looked up at him and whispered.

      “Please help us. Livingston is a monster who needs to die.”

      “I want to meet this friend of yours. If she’s willing to stay out of our way, we’ll consider it.”

      Kay nibbled at her bottom lip for a moment, then nodded.

      “I’ll call her and see if she’ll agree to it.”

      “How can we reach you?”

      Kay slipped a hand into her small purse and came out with a business card.

      “That’s my mobile number. Call me anytime after midnight and I’ll have an answer for you.”

      At the train’s first stop, Cody and Romeo stepped off without saying a word to Kay. Within moments they were lost in the crowd.

      The next time Kay opened her purse she was inside her flat. She discovered the wallet taken off the dead man who’d tried to kill her. Romeo had slipped it in there without her noticing. Kay studied the contents of the wallet, then went to work unraveling the history of its late owner.
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      STARK, TEXAS, JANUARY 2019

      

      Tanner received an email with an attachment that contained a scanned copy of the letter Kayla Farnsworth had mentioned.

      The letter was a plea for help from the granddaughter of Tanner Three, Benjamin Boudreaux. Boudreaux was a hero of Tanner’s and had been a man much like himself. The letter mentioned an agreement made between Boudreaux, Tanner Three, and Farnsworth, Tanner Five.

      

      Hello Tanner,

      

      Mr. Farnsworth, my name is Kendra Boudreaux.  When I was just a girl, I was told by my mama that if I ever wrote to you that I was to address the letter to Tanner, rather than use your name. Mama said that it would mean something to you. I was also told that you would help, although I don’t know if anyone can help me.

      

      My mama said that you were a friend of my granddaddy, Benjamin Boudreaux, and that you and he had an agreement to look out after each other’s family. Now, I know a lot of time has passed, being as how my granddaddy died a long time ago, but I’m hoping this letter reaches you somehow.

      

      I don’t know where else to turn, Tanner. Granddaddy’s house and the land it sits on were passed down to me after my daddy and then my mama died. I live here with my eleven-year-old son, Jake. Anyway, there are some people who want my land and they’re trying to force me off it. The men they hired to scare me off or make me sell are what they call outlaw bikers.

      

      Tanner, I would die before I give up granddaddy’s land, since it’s the only thing I have to pass on to Jake. I don’t know if you’re the type of man who understands what having land can mean to a person, but it’s important. My granddaddy’s father first owned the land and it’s been passed down ever since.

      

      These bikers, excuse my French, but they are some evil fuckers. They’ve ruined my crops and run off my farm hands. I’m afraid of them, afraid of what they’ll do next. The law here says that they can’t do anything unless they catch them in the act. The people they’ve run off are too scared to admit to the police that they’ve been threatened. As much as I hate to think about it, I might have to leave just so I can keep my boy safe. If it was just me, I’d stand my ground, but I have to think of Jake.

      

      Tanner, if you can, please help, although, I’m not sure what a single man could do against a motorcycle club.

      

      Wishing you the best,

      Kendra Boudreaux

      

      After reading the letter, Tanner booked a flight to Louisiana.
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      OXFORDSHIRE, ENGLAND, SEPTEMBER 2003

      

      The boys were driving along a picturesque country road with Cody at the wheel of a rented Land Rover. Their destination was the estate of Mrs. Estelle Cromwell.

      Kay had answered her phone the morning after her encounter with Cody and Romeo and told the boys that Mrs. Cromwell had agreed to meet with them.

      Cody had gone online and researched the woman. He discovered that Green Wrath had kidnapped and killed Mrs. Cromwell’s husband and their grandson. That certainly gave Mrs. Cromwell a reason to want the leader of Green Wrath dead.

      Meanwhile, Romeo had been busy researching Garth Livingston, the man for whom the contract was on. The packet of information Bev had given them was thorough, so Romeo found nothing new on line.

      Garth Livingston was a tall man in his late-forties with blond hair and blue eyes. He had always been a criminal, as he had grown up in a family of con artists. While doing a stint in prison on a larceny conviction in his twenties, Livingston became friends with a kidnapper named Clive Cosgrove. Cosgrove was doing life. His last victim had died during the kidnapping from an undiagnosed heart ailment.

      Cosgrove had a girlfriend who was involved in an environmental activist group that protested peacefully. The name of the group had been Green Rights. After leaving prison, Livingston looked up Cosgrove’s girlfriend, and the two became lovers.

      Livingston joined Green Rights and steered the organization toward darker purposes with a profit motive. Their protests were often used as a weapon to coerce money from builders or farmers.

      Fast-forward twenty years and Cosgrove’s girlfriend was a memory, while Livingston had taken control of Green Rights and morphed it into Green Wrath. What had been a peaceful organization dedicated to protecting nature and animals had become a terrorist group. Green Wrath demanded reparations for environmental catastrophes, with a special emphasis on the oil industry.

      Those so-called reparations were no less than blackmail. If money wasn’t paid, Green Wrath would cause damage to pipelines or destroy other property. In one case, a pipeline impaired by a bomb spilled more oil than the accident that was being protested.

      When the industry banded together and refused to be coerced, Livingston instituted the kidnappings. Twenty-two people had been abducted over the last three years with only about half returned safely. Estelle Cromwell’s husband and grandson were not among the lucky ones released.
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        * * *

      

      Mrs. Cromwell’s estate was like something out of a movie. The imposing stone structure looked big enough to house a regiment, and there were outbuildings visible as well. One in particular, the home’s garage had twelve bay doors. The space above it was used as a servants’ quarters. It was where the cook, maids, gardener, and chauffeur lived.

      The driveway wound for over a mile and offered a view of the nearby pastures, where horses romped amid green hills. Kay had told them that Mr. Cromwell had been old money, but that Estelle Cromwell had grown up middle-class.

      “She’s not stuck-up at all, but nice, and very plain-spoken,” was the way Kay described her friend.
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        * * *

      

      “This place is freakin’ huge,” Romeo said as they neared the home. “Mrs. Cromwell must be mega-rich.”

      “I guess the lady will have no problem paying us if we take the contract,” Cody said.

      A servant offered to move their car from the large circular driveway in front of the house. Cody declined the offer and kept the keys. In the center of the circle was a fountain spraying water in a choreographed manner.

      Standing in front of it, the home appeared even larger and there was a coat of arms above the front door. The home was not only huge, but old. Cody wondered how many generations of Cromwell’s had inhabited the place.

      A real-life butler, complete with white wing collar and a black morning coat, escorted them down a hallway and into one of the largest rooms Cody had ever seen. Among its furnishings were several paintings by masters that Cody assumed were genuine.

      During their previous travel in Europe, Spenser had schooled Cody and Romeo on art and sculpture. Cody was able to discern high quality art from that of lesser artists.

      Toward the front of the room on a sofa long enough to seat eight were Kay Reed and Mrs. Estelle Cromwell. Cody recognized the older woman from photos found on the internet that were taken at the funerals of her husband and grandson.

      The woman in those news photos had a haunted look about her, while the woman seated before him wore an air of determination. Mrs. Cromwell had done her mourning and weeping, had buried her dead, now she wanted vengeance. Cody could relate. His family had been killed six years earlier and he believed the man responsible to be dead.

      Despite that, he still thirsted for revenge, and he would have it. He would take out his anger and desire for justice on anyone who thought they had the right to kill or control those weaker than them. Becoming a highly-trained and well-paid assassin wasn’t about money for Cody. At its heart, it was about becoming equipped to dish out justice to those who deserved it.

      These were not motivations that he could yet articulate to himself, but years hence he would come to know his true urges and express them more. He would risk his life so that innocents would be saved from the predators that stalked them, as he himself was saved by his mentor, Spenser. Being a Tanner was about more than being the best assassin on the planet, it was about striving to always be a better man as well.
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        * * *

      

      Kay Reed left the sofa and approached the boys. Cody admired her legs and thought the dress she wore was a nice shade of blue that matched her eyes. He and Romeo each wore a black suit with striped ties. Romeo’s shirt was white while Cody’s was more of a cream color.

      They looked like a pair of young businessmen about to have a casual meeting with a new client, which is what they were. However, in their business the client was supposed to never be seen or to have an opportunity to see you.

      The boys were breaking that rule because they were interested in the contract. It did not hurt things that Mrs. Cromwell was willing to offer a fantastic fee for their services.

      “Hello,” Kay said a bit breathlessly. Afterward, she gestured to their host, as she was about to make introductions. Kay laughed when she realized that she didn’t know the boy’s names. “What should we call you?”

      Romeo smiled. “I’m Romeo and he’s Xavier.”

      “And what are your surnames?” Mrs. Cromwell asked. She had a strong voice which carried with it a tone of authority.

      “I’m Xavier Zane, ma’am, and my partner’s last name is Slade.”

      An amused look crossed Kay Reed’s face as she looked at Romeo.

      “Your last name is Slade and you’re an assassin?”

      “Fitting, hmm?” Romeo said. His last name wasn’t really Slade, but he had chosen it as an alias because he had thought it amusing as well.

      Mrs. Cromwell gestured to a pair of chairs that were positioned across from the sofa she was sitting on. Between the chairs and the sofa was an ornate coffee table with a silver tea set on it, as well as an assortment of pastries.

      “Please sit so that we can discuss the matter at hand.”

      The boys took the offered seats, but they did so only after repositioning them at an angle, so that they could have a peripheral view of what was behind them.

      Kay retook her seat beside Mrs. Cromwell then gestured at the older woman. Estelle Cromwell was sixty, still possessed great beauty, and had dark hair with streaks of white. Like Kay, her eyes were blue but in a lighter shade. Although she had yet to stand, it was obvious that she was tall for a woman.

      Regal, Cody thought. The lady looks regal. He wondered if it was the surroundings that gave him that impression of her or something within the woman herself.

      “Mrs. Cromwell was upset with me when I told her that I had decided to track you down. I want you to understand that it was not her idea.”

      “We get that,” Romeo said. “You’re a reporter, and a damn good one from everything I’ve found on the web about you. I’ve also started reading that book you wrote about Green Wrath. It’s no wonder they want you dead. You didn’t pull any punches.”

      “Which of these young men kissed you, Kay?” Mrs. Cromwell asked.

      Kay reddened as she nodded toward Cody.

      “He was trying to keep me from calling for help.”

      “Perhaps, but he could have placed a hand over your mouth just as easily.”

      “It wouldn’t have been as much fun,” Cody said.

      Mrs. Cromwell stared at him for a moment. She did not appear daunted by the natural intensity of his gaze. When she smiled, it broke the tension in the room.

      “As you can guess, this is the first time I’ve ever employed the services of men in your profession. As I do in all things, I wanted to hire the best. When I looked into it, through discreet inquiry of course, I was eventually directed to you gentlemen.”

      “Who said we were the best?” Romeo asked.

      “Oh, no one said you were at the top of your field, but a few times you were mentioned as headed in that direction. There’s a young man on the continent who is said to be the best, a Sicilian named Maurice Scallato. I was unable to contact him.”

      “We’ve heard of the Scallatos,” Cody said. “They have a long tradition and are supposed to be excellent. But we were trained by a man named Tanner. He’s the sixth Tanner and the best assassin in the world. Romeo or I will someday become Tanner Seven.”

      A light of recognition dawned in Mrs. Cromwell’s eyes.

      “Tanner, yes, that name was mentioned along with Mr. Scallato’s, but my sources were unable to track him down as well.”

      “Tanner is already on a contract in the Middle East.”

      “And he trained you two, well then, perhaps I’ve found the best assassins after all.”

      “You have,” Cody said.

      “And will you take the contract? Will you hunt down and kill Garth Livingston?”

      “The amount you’re willing to pay is generous,” Cody said. “However, tracking Livingston down could take some time.”

      “There’s another thing to consider too,” Romeo said. “We’ll have to cut a path through his people to get to him. You’re not commissioning only one murder. We’ll have to kill others before we reach their main dude, Livingston. If you’re not comfortable with that, let us know.”

      Mrs. Cromwell stood up from the sofa. There was a slight tremble noticeable as she balled her hands into fists.

      “Mr. Slade, you and your friend here could wipe out every member of Green Wrath and I would not shed a tear, rather, I would rejoice. Kill as many of the vermin as you need to, but I want that rotter Garth Livingston dead, buried, and gone from this world. That bastard killed my husband and my grandson, Chad. Every day Livingston lives is an insult to their memory. The authorities keep telling me that they’ll track him down and arrest him. I don’t want him to be placed in a cell, I want that man in a grave.”

      Cody stood and offered Mrs. Cromwell his hand. “We’ll take the contract.”

      Mrs. Cromwell opened a fist and took Cody’s hand, then shook Romeo’s hand as well. After she retook her seat, she turned her head and spoke to Kay.

      “Tell them what you’ve learned about the man who tried to kill you.”

      “It’s not very much I’m afraid. His identification was fake, but I was able to track his address down through a receipt I found in the wallet. Call me tomorrow and I’ll let you know if I uncover anything useful.”

      “Kay is an excellent researcher. I suggest you take advantage of her skills. It will aid you in getting to Livingston that much sooner.”

      Cody stared at Kay a moment before saying, “All right, we’ll take her help, but I want her to stay on the edge of this, or else she might get hurt.”

      “Other than this trip today I’ve been staying in my flat. I’m aware that I came close to dying,” Kay said, then she smiled at Romeo. “Thankfully, I was saved by my hero.”

      “There’s one more thing,” Mrs. Cromwell said. “It concerns the members of Green Wrath that you say you’ll need to kill to reach Livingston.”

      “Yes?” Cody said.

      “I never expect anyone to labor without compensation. I’ll pay you a thousand-pound bonus for every terrorist you kill, however, that requires that you also kill Garth Livingston.”

      Romeo laughed. “You might regret making that offer, Mrs. Cromwell, we don’t hold back when we’re on a contract. Anyway, we won’t be keeping count.”

      “You won’t need to. This is not America. Violence here is a rarer occurrence. The news media will sensationalize any murders numbering two or more, they’ll also find the idea that someone is targeting terrorists to be noteworthy. I’m sure I’ll be made aware of your progress.”
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        * * *

      

      The boys left the estate with the address Kay had uncovered. They would use it as a place to start in their quest to find and kill Garth Livingston.
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      NORTH DAKOTA, FEBRUARY 1980

      

      Farnsworth strode across the frozen ground of the cemetery while remembering his mentor fondly. It saddened him to be attending the man’s funeral. Tanner Four had taught him most of what he knew and had given his life purpose.

      The family all had wet eyes as they prepared to say their final farewells. The old woman who had raised Tanner Four, his grandmother, looked to be in her nineties and must have never dreamed she’d outlive her exceptional grandson. Something in the man’s brain, a busted blood vessel, had killed him. Nature did to Tanner Four what countless targets and adversaries could never do.

      Standing beside the old woman was Tanner Four’s niece. Farnsworth knew from his phone conversations with his mentor that his niece had recently lost her husband in a car crash that she herself had been fortunate to survive. If he recalled correctly, her children were both girls, an infant and a toddler.

      Although he had never met him before, Farnsworth knew who he was looking at the second he laid eyes on Benjamin Boudreaux. Boudreaux, Tanner Three, was a remarkable man who had fulfilled more contracts than any other Tanner. He also seemed to attract trouble and had to defend himself against a variety of enemies, including the Dixie mob. Those opponents had either died or made peace with the man, but no one had ever defeated him.

      Boudreaux was in his sixties with black hair turning white, but he looked as fit as a man half his age. And yet, there was something in the eyes, or rather their haggard look. That look spoke of weakness, of illness, and Farnsworth thought there must be a battle being waged inside him. Farnsworth wondered if nature was seeking to claim another Tanner.

      When Boudreaux saw him approaching, Farnsworth watched as the man studied him. Each man knew who the other was without being told. They were Tanners; they could tell that they were two of a kind.

      “You’re Farnsworth,” Boudreaux said, stated as a fact and not a question.

      “I am, and it’s a pleasure and an honor to meet you, Mr. Boudreaux.”

      “You can cut out the mister and call me Benjamin.”

      “I’ve got a first name, but everyone calls me Farnsworth. Hell, my own mother used to call me Farnsworth.”

      Boudreaux nodded in the direction of the grieving family.

      “They’re going to need some help, Tanner Four didn’t leave enough behind to see them through.”

      “I’ll gladly chip in. It’s the least I can do given everything the man did for me.”

      “Good, between the two of us they’ll be all right.”

      “Maybe that should be a rule, that we take care of each other’s families.”

      “That’s a fine idea. Although I’ll be leaving them enough money when the time comes, I’d like you to look in on my family when I’m gone.”

      “You’re ill?”

      “I got cancer. They say it will surely kill me someday.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      Boudreaux laughed. “So was I.”

      Farnsworth offered his hand. “I’ll check in on your family, and I’ll make it one of the rules as well. The Tanners should look out for each other.”

      Boudreaux shook his hand, as the reverend appeared ready to begin the service.

      “Hey, Farnsworth, do you have an apprentice yet?”

      “I do, but he’s just getting started, and God is he young. I don’t think I was ever that young.”

      “What’s the kid like?”

      “He’s tall, strong as an ox, and fearless as can be. He’s also one of the best shots I’ve ever seen.”

      “He sounds like a winner. What’s his name?”

      “Ryker, his name is Vincent Ryker.”
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        * * *

      

      STARK, TEXAS, JANUARY 2019

      

      “What are the Tanner Tenets?” Sara asked.

      They were in the kitchen of the ranch house. Tanner had found Sara preparing lunch and told her about the letter and the reason that he would be leaving the ranch.

      “The Tanner Tenets are the rules we live by as Tanners. The first five come from Tanner One, Keane O’Connell, Number six was created by Tanner Two, Michael Waller. The last one was added by Farnsworth; he was Tanner Five. It’s never been needed until now.”

      “Name them for me.”

      Tanner did so, in order. His mentor, Spenser, had first told him about them after agreeing to train him.

      

      Tenet number one—survive.

      Tenet number two—Never kill the innocent.

      Tenet number three—Kill the guilty, and make an honest dollar doing it.

      Tenet number four—Never leave an enemy alive, kill him before he has a chance to kill you.

      Tenet number five—Never give up until the target is dead.

      Tenet number six—Be the best.

      Tenet number seven—Take care of each other’s families.

      

      “They sound like good rules, given your profession, but why was number seven added?” Sara asked.

      “Spenser told me that it was a result of Farnsworth meeting Tanner Three at the funeral of Tanner Four. Tanner Four had died and left a grandmother behind who was dependent on him, along with another relative and her two young kids.”

      “He was killed?”

      “No, he was as much a Tanner as any of us and came out on top every time, unfortunately, he had a brain aneurysm rupture. The surviving Tanners agreed to help the family financially, then Farnsworth said that it should be a tenet of ours that we look out for each other’s families. I intend to fulfill that promise.”

      Sara shook her head in wonder. “I remember when I thought you were just another hit man with an incredible streak of luck. But this legacy that you’re a part of is truly something special. It’s nice to know that someday when we’re gone, that our great-grandchildren might have a champion they can call on.”

      “If so, I’d better get serious about finding an apprentice, then again, Spenser said that sort of thing took care of itself.”

      “Meaning what?”

      “Fate, fate always seems to take a hand. In my case, it was a horrible bit of fate, but it made me want to be a Tanner more than anything. Whoever my apprentice is, he’ll have to want to be the next Tanner and fight to make it happen.”

      “Spenser had two of you because of Romeo.”

      “Yes, and Romeo would have been a great Tanner, although, he grew to want a different life as he got older.”

      “How long do you think you’ll be gone?”

      “I’m not sure, but Kendra Boudreaux made it sound as if things were coming to a head.”

      Sara reached out and took his hand. “Come with me. I want to give you a proper send-off.”

      “Along with something to remember while I’m gone?”

      “That too,” Sara said, and off they went to their bedroom.
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      GUILDFORD, ENGLAND, SEPTEMBER 2003

      

      Cody and Romeo searched the apartment of the man Romeo had killed while protecting Kay. They found out that his real name had been Robert Churchwell and that he worked at a moving company. They spent the next five days watching the building where the moving company was housed and became suspicious.

      Although seven employees came and went from the building every day, the lone truck they had never moved an inch. If the company was legitimate it was certainly hurting for business. None of the seven seemed to own a car. The either arrived on foot or stepped off the bus that made stops near the warehouse. However, there was a pair of company cars that sat in front of the building. They were old cars and would never rate a second glance.

      When Cody called Kay and told her about the moving company, she said it sounded as if Livingston might be using the seven people as a terrorist cell. If such were the case, they might have a leader who supervised their activities.

      If there was a leader, he or she never showed themselves. Meanwhile, the employees split up into two groups during the third day of observation. They drove the cars to a nearby shopping center where they bought numerous items. Cody had left his vehicle to follow one group while Romeo trailed behind another. Cody’s three members shopped for clothing. They bought dozens of white T-shirts and other clothing items.

      Romeo’s crew of four stockpiled packaged food, condiments, and paper products. By the time the shopping trip had ended they must have had enough to feed a small army.
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        * * *

      

      On the morning of the fourth day, four of the employees crowded into the cab of the truck, including the lone female member of the group. The woman looked to be about thirty and had dark-blonde hair and a boyish body.

      The truck came to rest at the rear of a supermarket parking lot and the four employees piled out. Each one grabbed a shopping cart and went inside the market.

      “What do you think is going on?” Romeo asked Cody.

      “Whatever they really do, it doesn’t involve running a moving company. We’ll keep watching them until we figure it out.”

      “I placed a tracker on that moving truck of theirs while you were off getting coffee earlier. I figure since they stored all the stuff they bought the other day inside it, that they must be getting ready to use it.”

      “That was good thinking,” Cody said. “It should come in handy today.”

      The four returned to the truck with carts piled high with fresh produce. They used cardboard boxes to hold it all and slid it in among their earlier purchases. When they left the lot, Romeo activated the transponder and Cody was able to trail them at a distance.
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        * * *

      

      An hour later they were still on the move in a sparsely populated area. Cody stayed back as far as the range of the tracker would allow, since there was so little traffic. It was later determined that the truck had driven off the highway and onto private property.

      The boys took in the signs warning away trespassers and kept going, before turning around and parking along the side of the road.

      A look through their binoculars revealed that there was an eight-foot high wooden fence farther down the winding driveway. If there was a fence, there was a gate, and if a gate, a guard.

      “They aren’t a moving company. Their real job is to keep this place supplied,” Cody said.

      “Do you want to get a look inside? We could go over that fence,” Romeo said.

      “We’d be better off making a play like that at night. For now, we’ll wait until the truck returns to that moving company. Once they’re all together again, we’ll go in and get them to talk.”

      “We’ll have to kill them afterward or they’ll warn someone about us.”

      “Yeah, and then we’ll have to come back here later and see what’s what. It looks like it’s going to be a long day.”

      “It’s why we get the big bucks,” Romeo said.
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        * * *

      

      While waiting for the truck to emerge again, the boys decided that their time would be better spent preparing for their return visit to the compound they were looking at.

      They returned to London and went to their sub-leased condominium, which the Brits referred to as an owner-occupied flat.

      As they stepped off the elevator, they saw their neighbor leaving his apartment. His name was Eddie Quinton. He was a former child actor who had done dozens of cereal commercials between the ages of three and eleven. Wise investment of the proceeds by his parents had made Eddie wealthy.

      Eddie, who was twenty-seven, used a portion of that wealth to throw parties on a regular basis. He still worked as an actor from time to time, although he didn’t need to. Eddie was the happiest person Cody had ever met. His curly dark hair framed a face still famous to some, and his looks brought him much attention from the ladies.

      Upon seeing the boys Eddie laughed for no reason. He laughed quite often.

      “My American friends, how are you, lads?”

      “We’re good, Eddie. Where are you off to?” Cody said.

      “Oh, I’ve got this charity thing I’m doing this week. It’s a telethon and I said I’d help out. I thought they’d have me answering the phones, but they interviewed me instead.”

      “You’re still famous, dude. I looked up those commercials of yours and you were a cute kid. People love cute kids.”

      “Maybe, but I’m headed toward the shores of thirty now. Anyway, before I forget, I’m throwing a party Friday night. You two have to come. This time I won’t take no for an answer.”

      “We’ll drop by if we’re not working,” Cody said.

      “I thought you were over here on holiday?”

      “We are, but something came up that was too good to let pass,” Romeo said.

      “I’ve invited some lovely birds to the party; you don’t want to miss it.”

      “We’ll try our best to make it, and thanks for the invitation,” Cody said. He had said similar words in the weeks prior, but this time he intended to join the gathering. He hadn’t been with anyone since arriving in England and was getting… antsy. The kiss he’d shared with Kay Reed had lacked passion, but it had still felt good to hold a woman. If he hadn’t wanted to keep things businesslike between them, Cody would have pursued Kay, whom he considered sexy.

      Eddie waved as he stepped on the elevator. “See you at the party, lads. It starts at nine.” Then he laughed again as the doors closed shut.

      “That’s one happy dude,” Romeo said. “And I plan to go to that party. Eddie attracts the babes.”

      “Free booze and food attract a lot of people,” Cody said.

      They went inside their condo and changed into black clothing, before gathering the equipment they would need. This included guns with more heft than the pocket pistols they had been carrying. Along with the guns came the ammo, and Cody packed enough to fend off an army.

      When they were ready, they returned to their vehicle and headed back to the moving company. It was time to get answers, and it was time to kill.
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      NEW ORLEANS, LOUISIANA, JANUARY 2019

      

      Tanner’s flight landed at about eight o’clock. He had taken a commercial flight and was traveling under the identity he used when working for Thomas Lawson. His credentials identified him as a member of Homeland Security. Tanner chose to use it because it would eliminate any hassles with law-enforcement, if he were to cross paths with any cops.

      When or if he had to put anyone down that threatened Kendra Boudreaux and her son, he wouldn’t need to leave afterward. Lawson, who had been advised of the situation, would have someone handle the aftermath of those deaths.

      After gathering his travel bag, Tanner rented an off-road vehicle and drove it to the return address that had been on the envelope. Kendra Boudreaux hadn’t included a phone number. If she was on edge, she would greet him with suspicion. To ease her mind and assure her that he was whom he claimed to be, Tanner had brought along a copy of the letter she had sent Farnsworth.

      The Boudreaux farm sat on forty-eight acres and was near a bayou. The fields were fallow, as they normally would be in winter. Still, in one of them, there were signs that something else had happened to leave the field barren.

      When rounding a curve, Tanner’s headlights illuminated trees out in the fields that had suffered damage from fire. In her letter, Kendra claimed that the bikers had ruined her crops. Perhaps they had been burned.

      A long winding driveway was bordered by leafless magnolia trees. When the house came into view, Tanner was impressed by its size.

      Benjamin Boudreaux had built the home himself and had described it in the memoir he’d penned inside the book of Tanner. He had also expressed his desire that his family would live in it for a hundred years. Now, another Tanner was on the property to make sure that the family could continue to inhabit the home in peace.

      The driveway curved to the right as you approached the home, leaving a wide meadow for a view from the front of the house. It was a large space to go uncultivated on a farm but gave the property a serene feeling. The driveway ended in a steep climb due to the fact that Boudreaux had built the home and its surrounding buildings on elevated land. In his memoirs, Boudreaux had said that the cost of trucking in so much soil to form the rise was expensive but necessary. Tanner thought it a wise choice when one lived so close to a bayou. He guessed that in the years since the home was built it had weathered floods that had invaded its neighbors.

      Tanner parked in front of one of three garage doors and stepped out of his vehicle. He was armed with a Sig Sauer P229 pistol, which was a standard issue weapon used by many government agencies. It was a fine gun; however, he had ordered additional weapons and supplies and was expecting them to arrive the next day. There was the chance that he would be facing off against a gang of outlaw bikers, if so, he would be ready.

      Kendra Boudreaux stepped out onto the wide wraparound porch of her home holding a shotgun. Tanner had looked into her and knew that she was forty-one, but he thought she looked younger. Her dark hair was shoulder-length and her green eyes were wide with alarm. She held the shotgun pointed at the floor as she looked Tanner over. When she spoke, her voice had a Cajun lilt to it.

      “This is private property. What do you want?”

      “My name is Tanner. You sent me a letter.”

      Kendra’s wide mouth parted in surprise, but then her eyes narrowed in suspicion.

      “You can’t be Farnsworth, you’re too young.”

      “Mr. Farnsworth died some time ago, but I was a friend of his, and like him, and your grandfather, I’m a Tanner.”

      “My granddaddy was a Tanner? What is a Tanner anyway? It sounds like it has something to do with leather work.”

      “I can explain that later. What you need to know is that I’ve come here to help you. I’ve brought a copy of your letter along so that you’ll know I’m legit. Farnsworth’s granddaughter forwarded it to me.”

      “Let me see the letter.”

      Tanner moved over to the porch, walked up two steps, and reached up to hand Kendra the letter. The door behind Kendra opened and a boy stepped out onto the porch. The kid was eleven and big for his age. He had his mother’s dark-hair and green eyes, and he was holding a gun.

      He moved close to his mother to get a look at Tanner.

      “Jake, I told you to stay in the house,” Kendra said, then she noticed the weapon and took it away. “I told you not to touch this gun.”

      The boy pointed at Tanner as he asked him a question.

      “Why are your eyes like that?”

      Tanner smiled. “I inherited my eyes from my mother, just like you did.”

      “They’re kinda… different.”

      “I’ve heard that before, but I don’t bite.”

      Jake smiled. Kendra had looked at the letter and it seemed to alleviate her suspicion.

      “Are you really here to help us?”

      “That’s why I came here.”

      “I sent that letter out of desperation. I didn’t expect anyone to come.”

      “I’m here and I’ll help.”

      “But you’re just one man. I don’t know what one man can do against a biker gang.”

      “I’m a Tanner. We’re trained to overcome superior odds.”

      “Trained by who, the government? Are you some sort of spy? Was my granddaddy some sort of spy?”

      “No, I’m not a spy.” Tanner looked at Jake. “I can explain more when we’re alone.”

      Kendra stared at him for a long moment, then, a small smile crept onto her lips.

      “That letter actually worked, and mama said it would. She’s gone now, but she always told me that if I needed help, I could contact Mr. Farnsworth and that he would come.”

      “I’m here in his place,” Tanner said.

      “Well then, come on inside and we’ll get you—”

      The roar of approaching engines preceded the beams of two headlights and was followed by a pair of large motorcycles coming along the driveway.

      Tanner left the stairs and walked back to stand several feet behind his car. The men drove their bikes within ten feet of him and stopped.

      They wore leather vests that identified them as members of the Dixie Devils. When they removed their helmets, a pair of yellow-toothed grins appeared.

      Both men had the traditional biker look with long hair and full beards. Tattoos were likely, although their arms were covered by the sleeves of the shirts they had on.

      No guns were visible, but the rider on the right had a bowie knife hanging from a sheath on his hip. The man was larger than his partner, and they were both over six-feet tall.

      Tanner had on a suit without a tie and wore a white dress shirt beneath it. The two bikers must have taken him as an average citizen at first glance. That changed when they met Tanner’s gaze. The smiles that had been on their faces faded and they shared a look as they cut their engines off.

      “Who the fuck are you, mister?” asked the big biker, the one with the knife.

      “I’m the new security guard for the Boudreaux farm, and you two are trespassing.”

      “Security guard? Since when does the farm have a security guard?”

      “Ever since bikers started hassling it. If you don’t want to get hurt, you’ll turn around and leave.”

      “You gonna make us?”

      “You’ll go on your own, you’ll just be worse for wear when you do it.”

      The other biker left his ride and strode toward Tanner with a cocky gait. Although smaller and shorter than his friend, the man was six-three and weighed two-twenty. The cockiness of his stride was a reflection of his personality and of the overconfidence he was feeling. He was a Dixie Devil, an outlaw biker. He wasn’t going to take any shit from a damn security guard in a suit.

      He stuck out an arm to give Tanner a shove and his overconfidence came to an end. Tanner grabbed the man’s wrist with both hands and buried a knee in his stomach. Still gripping the wrist, Tanner tripped the man onto his back.

      The biker hit the ground hard and the impact stunned him. Before he could recover, Tanner placed a foot on his chest, twisted his arm, then yanked upwards.

      The man let out a scream as his shoulder dislocated from its socket. When he tried to sit up, Tanner kneed him in the mouth. The other biker was coming at Tanner while removing the knife from its sheath. He was out for blood and determined to stab Tanner in the chest.

      Tanner stood his ground and let the man come to him. As the thug jabbed at him with the knife, Tanner moved under the thrust and struck the biker on the side of his head with an elbow. The guy shook his shaggy head and held on to the knife, then lunged at Tanner, who had moved to his right.

      Tanner sent out a high side kick that sent the blade flying out of the man’s hand, then a second kick did damage to a knee, while a third kick knocked the man on his ass. With the biker down, Tanner sent a final kick at his face, which broke his nose and sent blood flowing freely down the front of his shirt.

      The other Dixie Devil with the dislocated shoulder was at his bike and fumbling around in his saddlebag. Tanner was about to take out his gun when a voice shouted from the porch.

      “If you’re reaching for a pistol, I’ll shoot your ass dead.”

      It was Kendra. She had the shotgun up and pointed at the biker. The man froze for a moment, then he removed his hand from the saddlebag slowly, so that Kendra could see that it was empty. Tanner pushed the punk aside and removed a Beretta from the saddlebag. The gun was loaded and had a round chambered.

      The big man made it to his feet and headed for his bike, while doing so, he left a trail of blood behind. He was angry, and out of habit he shoved his helmet on his head. When it made contact with his broken nose, he bellowed in pain and nearly slipped off the bike.

      The other man started his engine. As he looked over at Tanner, he issued a warning.

      “Next time we come back, security guard, there will be more than two of us. Then your ass will be in a world of hurt.”

      “If I see you again, I’ll kill you,” Tanner told him, and the biker gave him the finger.

      As the pair rode away, Jake came down the stairs to look at the blood left behind by the huge biker. When he gazed up at Tanner, he had a grin on his face.

      “That was badass.”

      One more look at the blood, and then the boy made a gun with his fingers and pretended to aim it at the departing bikers. Tanner recalled once more what his grandfather had said, about how we each carried our ancestors inside us. He wondered how much of Benjamin Boudreaux lived on inside his great-grandson Jake.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            78

          

          
            Thanks For Letting Me Live

          

        

      

    

    
      GUILDFORD, ENGLAND, SEPTEMBER 2003

      

      From their previous days of watching the activity taking place at the moving company, the boys knew the habits of the people working there. The group usually filed out of the building between five and six p.m.

      The boys arrived back there at four-fifteen and were pleased to see the moving van parked at the loading dock door.

      Although they had their guns with them, they intended not to use them unless needed. The moving company was in a complex that housed other businesses. A single shot would bring the police to the scene in quick order.

      The fact that they were two going up against seven didn’t faze Cody and Romeo in the least. They were trained and experienced. Even if one of them were alone they could triumph over such odds.

      The first order of business was to gain entry. Someone had given some thought when installing the locks on the building and there were three deadbolts in place. That same someone had neglected to secure the other less obvious entry points into the warehouse. They found the bathroom window in the men’s room unlocked. Unfortunately, the damn window squealed like a stuck pig as Romeo eased it open. Rather than try another point of entry, the boys shoved up the window, stepped inside, then shoved it back down and locked it.

      Six seconds passed, then there was the sound of two male voices growing closer.

      “I think it came from the bathroom. Maybe the exhaust fan is broken.”

      “That fan has never worked,” said another voice.

      The owners of the voices stepped into the men’s room and gazed around. One man was tall while the other was short. The short man got down as if he were going to do push-ups and looked under the stall doors. He saw a pair of feet in one stall, but only one foot in the one he was directly in front of. The other foot, which belonged to Cody, was raised and headed toward the stall’s door.

      The metal door exploded outward and its edge struck the small man in the face, ripping open his left cheek while also stunning him.

      The tall man cried out in shock while reaching for the knife he wore on his belt. Romeo emerged from his stall and kicked him in the chest. It sent the man backwards toward the sinks; the porcelain edge of one struck him in the small of his back. The man grunted in pain, then exhaled in a rush as a second kick hit him in the stomach.

      Romeo yanked the knife from the tall man’s hand, spun him around, and banged his head against the sink with enough force to knock him out. While that was happening, Cody had dropped to one knee, taken hold of the small man, and repeatedly slammed his head against the tiled floor. The man made a sound similar to a goose’s cackle, then settled onto his stomach, as unconscious as his friend.

      They were left alive because there was still doubt that they were members of Green Wrath. While their activities were suspicious, they were not indicative of those intent on causing harm to others.

      Romeo rushed to the door and opened it a crack to listen. When he detected no new sounds, he looked back at Cody.

      “The others might be too far away to have heard anything.”

      “Good, we’ll have the element of surprise.”

      “If we have to kill them, we still need to keep one alive to make them talk about that compound they went to today,” Romeo said. “I don’t want to go in there blind.”

      “Agreed,” Cody said.
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        * * *

      

      After splitting up and exploring the warehouse, the boys reunited at the dock. The other members of the terrorist cell were inside the rear of the moving truck. Whatever they were doing in there kept them occupied, because they never heard Cody and Romeo’s approach.

      The group was gathered around a crate and talking in low tones. When Cody spoke, all five of them jumped at once.

      “What is that you’ve got there?”

      Faces blank with shock filled with fear and anger as each of the cell members brought out a hidden knife. Cody and Romeo kept their guns holstered, yet still gripped their own knives. Romeo used his to point at the group.

      “If anyone attacks us, we’ll kill you.”

      The warning went unheeded as the group rushed at them en masse with the woman leading the charge. Cody side-stepped her thrusting knife while smashing a fist into the side of her head. She tumbled away, and the others were upon them.

      Someone had trained them in knife-fighting, or rather, in the fundamentals of the skill. They held the blades properly and moved with the knife in straight lines. Had they been facing any other two men in the UK, they could have come out on top.

      However, Cody and Romeo had trained as Tanners. They were each a master at wielding a knife. They had also trained on a contraption known as the gauntlet, which simulated dozens of knife-wielding attackers. Cody had become so proficient with the machine that he could step from its maw without a mark on him. Romeo had been less adept but was still capable of defeating a number of opponents at once.

      The cell members were not nearly as skilled. They grew frustrated when their first attempts missed their targets. The four male attackers were either seriously wounded or dying within ten seconds of the battle’s beginning.

      “We’ll question the woman,” Romeo said, while he walked over to her where she lay on the floor. Her knife was still in the palm of her hand, which was open with the fingers relaxed.

      When he was leaning over to check on her condition, her eyes opened, and she thrust her knife at Romeo’s face. Romeo, who had been prepared for an attack, gripped her wrist, twisted her arm, and plunged her own blade into the side of her throat, severing an artery.

      Cody came over and looked down at her as she died in a pool of red.

      “I guess we’ll be talking to the two we left in the bathroom.”

      Romeo headed inside the truck. “I want to see what’s in here.”

      When he reached the rear of the large vehicle, he switched on a flashlight to augment the interior’s weak lighting.

      “Whoa, Xavier, these dudes are definitely terrorists. There’s a crate of bombs back here designed to look like briefcases.”

      Cody waited until Romeo emerged from the truck before going inside to have a look. Unlike the five fools they had fought, they weren’t going to risk getting locked inside. If they were in the back of the truck at the same time, someone could come along and bring the rear door down on them.

      Once he was eyeing the bombs, Cody saw that they worked with a simple timer attached to some sort of homemade plastic explosive and an electronic fuse.

      “I think Green Wrath is upping their game. They’ve never used explosives before, unless it was to destroy an oil pipeline. These briefcases tell me that they were going to leave these bombs in public places.”

      “Yeah, man,” Romeo said, “and they had to have come from that compound we were at earlier. It must be a bomb factory.”

      “It won’t be anything when we’re done with it. Do you have that little camera on you?”

      “No, but my new phone can take pictures.”

      “Yeah? I’ll have to get one of those. Let’s take some pictures of these bombs to send to Kay. Maybe she’ll be able to tie them to other bombings, if there have been any.”

      A loud moan came from one of the dying men on the warehouse floor. As Cody walked off the truck, the man managed to point a finger at him.

      “Too many.”

      Cody knelt down next to him. “Too many what?”

      “Of us… too many of us to kill… get me to a doctor, and, and, I’ll tell the others to let you live.”

      “I’ve got a better idea,” Cody said. After straightening up, he kicked the man on the side of the head hard enough to render him senseless. He would bleed out before he could awaken.
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        * * *

      

      The two men from the bathroom came to and found themselves strapped to the inside of the truck, with their dead comrades near them. The short man with his ruined cheek refused to talk, but his tall companion was willing to cooperate. He had a sizable lump on his forehead from Romeo smashing his head against the sink.

      Cody figured the man thought that they might let him go if he answered all their questions. The man had figured wrong. He was a terrorist, and there was no earthly reason to keep him alive.

      “Not just bombs, they train people there too, people like me and the others. We were the first group, but they’re training three other groups now too.”

      “Is this the first time you were given bombs?”

      “The kidnappings take a lot of planning and risk. With the bombs, we could destroy property belonging to Big Oil and then demand reparations for the rape they commit every day on the environment.”

      “You have a handler, someone who supervises you. Where can we find them?”

      “That’s Mr. Morrison, and I don’t know where he lives. If we ever need him, we have a way to contact him, a signal.”

      “Tell us the signal, then describe Morrison.”

      “I’m cooperating, right? You’ll let me live?”

      “You’ll be alive when we leave here,” Cody said.

      “I don’t believe you.”

      “You don’t have a choice. Now, tell us about Morrison.”

      The man sniffled once, then he described Morrison as a man in his thirties who wore glasses and kept his red hair cut short. The group’s signal to contact him was a simple one. They placed a red garbage can in front of the warehouse, by the front door. Once Morrison or someone working for him saw it, they would meet at a secluded home. That home had also been used to hold kidnap victims.

      “They say that Morrison never goes inside the house but will only park outside and talk with his engine running. He’s a very careful man and respected by Mr. Livingston.”

      “Is there a chance that Morrison will be at the compound?”

      “I’ve never seen him there.”

      “What about Garth Livingston,” Romeo said, “is he out at that compound?”

      “Mr. Livingston? No, I’ve never seen him there either, but I’ve never seen him at all.”

      “Too bad,” Romeo said to Cody. “We could have wrapped this thing up tonight.”

      Cody said, “That would have been nice,” then he spoke to the tall man again. “How many people are in that compound?”

      The man looked away from Cody and at Romeo.

      “You’re going to let me live, right?”

      “Answer his question,” Romeo said.

      The man looked up and to the left as he thought, then said, “Maybe thirty-one or so? There are ten people there full-time, but I don’t know if the three groups have seven members each like ours does…”

      The man glanced at the mound of padded moving blankets that were in a corner of the truck, beneath those blankets were the dead bodies of his cell members. “I mean… seven people… like our group had. The new groups might have less members, or maybe more.”

      “How many are women?” Romeo asked.

      “I don’t know, likely not many. Alberta was rare.”

      “Alberta was the name of the woman in your group?”

      A flick of the eyes to the blanket-covered mound, and the man nodded.

      When they were certain that the tall man had no more to tell them, they left him and his short friend inside the truck and shut the door on them.

      “Thank you for letting me live!” the tall man called out as the door was closing.

      They weren’t letting him live, they just hadn’t gotten around to killing him yet.
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      THE BOUDREAUX FARM, LOUISIANA, JANUARY 2019

      

      Tanner stayed awake overnight in case the Dixie Devils decided to pay another visit. Kendra rose early and began making breakfast and getting Jake ready for school. After the school bus came and plucked Jake up from where he waited out on the road, a white van entered the property. It had the name of a courier service on the side.

      Tanner signed for the crate that was unloaded inside the barn and the van went on its way. It was a large barn with a tractor parked inside. To its left and closer to the house was a water tower built on wooden stilts. It was a small one for the farm’s use that stood over eighty feet high. BOUDREAUX was painted on its blue surface in faded black letters. Kendra told Tanner that her grandfather had painted the letters himself.

      Kendra watched as Tanner opened the crate, then pointed at its contents.

      “What is that?”

      “It’s supposed to be a modern sculpture.”

      “It just looks like a cube with its sides painted different colors.”

      “That describes it, but it’s what’s inside that’s important.”

      The sculpture was a phony and made of wallboard. It had been shipped to Tanner from New York by Duke. When Tanner saw the name of the artist written at the base of the cube, he smiled. The phony artist name Duke had chosen was Ivan Slaughter, or I. Slaughter. Tanner had once believed Duke to be a humorless man, that opinion had changed as he’d gotten to know him better.

      Tanner plucked a shovel from a wall rack that held it, raised it over his head, and brought it down on the cube. The wallboard broke apart revealing a small crate inside. After lifting it out and opening it, Tanner heard Kendra gasp.

      “My Lord, that’s enough weapons and ammunition for an army.”

      “As long as it’s enough to stop one, we’ll be all right,” Tanner said.

      “And what are those other things I see there on the right?”

      “Security equipment, such as motion detectors. I’ll also be putting up a few cameras.”

      The previous evening, after he was shown to a guest room and had brought his luggage inside the house, Kendra had given Tanner more details about her problem.

      A land developer named Randolph Grey owned most of the land surrounding her farm. He had bought out her neighbors and assumed that she would sell to him as well. Grey had been offering a great price for the land, but her home mattered more to Kendra than any amount of money.

      “Granddaddy designed and built this place himself, and I love it.”

      There was a lot to love about the home. It was nearly four-thousand square feet and three stories high, although the third floor was smaller than the other two.

      The entryway and the living room had twenty-foot high ceilings and natural light was plentiful, thanks to larger windows and strategically-placed skylights.

      Tanner, who had done some building in his time, could discern that the home had been constructed with excellent materials and craftsmanship. He found himself wishing he had such a home on the Parker ranch.

      “Randolph Grey is a builder, a businessman, so I didn’t expect any trouble because I turned him down.”

      “But trouble came anyway?”

      “First, a lawyer showed up. He was a real slick type and not from around here. He said that it would be in my best interest to take Grey’s deal. He said that Grey was an important man with powerful friends. After I said I still wouldn’t sell, a man showed up here from some government agency to inspect the farm. I do things right here, Tanner, but they still hit me with a bunch of fines that ate up a lot of money. Then, the immigration people came and scared off the workers. Thank God we had gotten most of the crops in by then.”

      “I passed a field that had fire damage on the way in. What happened there?”

      “That’s an area where I grow crops for my own use. Someone set fire to them. My main crop is soybeans.”

      “What happened after the workers were scared off?”

      “That was when the bikers showed up and began making threats. I still had a few farm hands here for general maintenance and such, but after one of them was beaten, the others quit. Thankfully, it’s the off-season or I’d be in trouble.”

      “They threatened you too?”

      Kendra nodded. “Twice, and I think maybe last night they had come here to make good on those threats.”
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        * * *

      

      Kendra watched Tanner as he went over his weapons and equipment.

      “I know you said he wasn’t one, but I still think my granddaddy was a spy.”

      “Why do you think that?”

      “Daddy would tell stories about how Granddaddy traveled around a lot when he was younger. And, a few times someone tried to kill him, but Granddaddy would kill them first. One time he killed three men at once.”

      “What did your father say he was?”

      “Daddy would never talk about it, but Mama said granddaddy ran a contracting business. She also once said that this was the only house he’d ever built, so I think that was a cover for something else.”

      “He wasn’t a contractor; he took contracts. Kendra, your grandfather was a highly-trained assassin.”

      “Are you saying that he was a hit man?”

      “He was a Tanner, in fact he was the third Tanner. I’m the seventh, and Farnsworth was the fifth. A Tanner is more than a common hit man, we’re elite assassins. At one time, your grandfather was the best in the world.”

      Kendra had a hand on her chest as she tried to wrap her mind around what she was hearing.

      “My granddaddy killed people for money?”

      “He did, but they weren’t saints. They were men like the ones who are trying to drive you off your own property. I know in his time your grandfather saved lives as well as taking them.”

      Kendra sat on an old wooden stool that was beside a work bench.

      “Granddaddy a hit man, wow, and he was such a good guy. I still have people tell me about how he helped them out back in the old days by giving them free food or some money. Folks around here loved him.”

      “I always admired him, although I only know him from reading about him.”

      “Where did you read about him?”

      “We, the Tanners, we keep a diary of sorts, and pass it on down to each new Tanner. I’ve read your grandfather’s entries several times.”

      “I’d like to read them.”

      “I’m sorry, but they’re only meant for Tanners to read. I will tell you this, I know he must have loved you. He mentioned his family often and looked forward to the day he would be a grandfather.”

      “I remember him, I was only four when he died, but I remember how he used to pick me up and put me on his shoulder.”

      “I supposed the cancer killed him?”

      Kendra’s face crumpled as her eyes became wet with tears.

      “He had cancer, but it didn’t kill him. I… I killed him. His death was all my fault.”
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      ENGLAND, SEPTEMBER 2003

      

      Cody and Romeo returned to the compound that they had followed the moving truck to, then scaled the fence. They were dressed all in black, wore ski masks, and carried enough ammunition to kill a hundred.

      And yet, the guns would be used only if needed. Instead, they had decided to use guerilla tactics. They would split up and silently kill as many as they could before taking on the remaining men. Romeo went right, while Cody headed left.

      There was a main building that had lights on at its rear. Of the four smaller buildings behind it, only three were lit. The smaller buildings were pre-fabricated and appeared to be large sheds. Cody wondered if they were the barracks for the cell members who were training there.

      When he spotted another building far from the others, he knew he had found what he’d been looking for. The building was made of brick, had no windows, and there were signs posted that said it was a restricted area. It was where the bombs were being manufactured.

      While there had been only one guard on the gate, who they had avoided with ease, two men were guarding the bomb factory. They sat next to each other in a pair of fold-out lawn chairs, while smoking cigars and speaking in low tones.

      Cody moved into position behind them, then eased closer, as he did so, he could make out their conversation.

      They were talking about sports, soccer, and seemed to be in dispute about who was the greatest player of all time. Cody made the argument a moot point by slicing open one man’s throat before jamming the same blade into the other man’s chest. As the first guard gurgled blood and fell out of his chair, the man with the blade in his chest stood.

      He was reaching for the gun on the side of his belt when Cody kicked him in the face. A grunt, a loud grunt, followed the kick, and the man stayed on his feet.

      You’re a tough one, Cody thought. At the same time, he grabbed the knife from the man’s chest, only to thrust it in again. He must have hit something vital, because the man dropped to his knees, then fell on his face.

      Cody was dragging the second body around to the side of the building when the voice came from the darkness.

      “Hey, Drake and Eddie, I’ve brought you guys tea.”

      A shape developed in the darkness, the shape of a man carrying two paper cups. Cody had settled in one of the lawn chairs and pretended to be tying a shoelace.

      “Drake? Is that you?”

      “No,” Cody said, and slashed open the side of the man’s throat. The tea fell to the grass with the man following. When he heard nothing else moving, after the man breathed his last, Cody went to work placing two of the explosives taken from the briefcase bombs on the door of the factory where it had been made. Romeo had two more of the bombs, which he would attach to the propane tanks at the main building.

      Fifteen minutes later, Cody had circled back around to a position near the main gate where he found Romeo watching the gate guard.

      “The dude is reading a book,” Romeo whispered. “How many did you kill?”

      “Three, and I planted the bombs on the factory.”

      “I got two more over by a latrine they have set up.”

      “Time to get the rest,” Cody said, as he checked his watch.

      After consulting his own timepiece, Romeo nodded and moved toward the gate guard. He was standing directly in front of the man before the guy even looked up.

      “Hi there,” Romeo said.

      The man made a startled cry as he dropped his book. Romeo hit him with a series of punches that knocked him down and stunned him. He then took the gun from his holster, before slapping him on the cheek.

      “How do you alert the others if there’s an intruder?”

      The man sat up and Romeo could see the confusion in his eyes.

      “What? Oh shit, you broke one of my teeth.”

      “Is there a siren or what?”

      “An airhorn. They gave me an airhorn.” The man pointed to an object sitting on the ground near one of the gate posts.

      “That’s it?” Romeo said.

      The man shrugged. “It’ll work… or it would have. Are you with the coppers? No, wait, you’re a Yank. Who are you?”

      “Blow the horn,” Romeo said, as Cody came up beside him. The man on the ground glanced at Cody, then looked away. “You’re going to kill me.”

      “Blow the horn,” Cody said. He had picked it up from the ground and handed it to the man. While he was doing that, Romeo had unlatched the gate.

      “They’ll come running, they’ll all come running if I blow it.”

      “We know,” Romeo said.

      The man blew the horn and the sound quieted a pair of owls that had been making noise in the trees. In the camp, numerous lights came on, followed by doors banging open.

      “Don’t follow us,” Romeo told the gate guard. A moment later he was through the gate with Cody and sprinting down the winding driveway that led from the compound. It was a clear night with a moon edging toward full. They could discern the path with no difficulty.

      The airhorn was blown again, then came the sound of vehicles. Cody and Romeo rushed from the scene with most of the remaining members of the compound on their trail.
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        * * *

      

      The gate guard was named Geoffrey. When the first vehicle arrived, he piled in while explaining that two young Americans had attacked him. His face was puffing up and there was still blood dripping from one nostril.

      “I fought them off I did, and then I sent them running.”

      “Why didn’t you shoot them?” asked the man sitting beside him.

      “They took my gun.”

      “Then how did you fight them off?”

      Geoffrey was searching for an answer when he spotted something as they rounded the final curve that led to the main road. It was a truck.

      “Look! A lorry. It must be theirs.”

      By the time Geoffrey and the others got out of their vehicle, three more had arrived behind them. In all, twenty-two men were at the truck. Two others had stayed behind to aid the guards at the factory. At the same moment Geoffrey had spotted the truck, those men had found the two dead guards Cody had slain.

      They heard a car start up and several men ran past the truck, which was blocking their vehicle’s path. By the time they reached the road, the car’s taillights were far in the distance. After jogging back, they reported that the intruders had gotten away.

      “The cab is empty!” called a man who had climbed up on the truck, he then jerked his head as a muffled voice came from the rear of the huge vehicle. “There’s someone inside the back.”

      “Two of them,” another man said. “I hear two voices. Open that door.”

      “Hey guys,” Geoffrey said. “This is our own bloody lorry it is. Look at the name written on the side.”

      Geoffrey was correct. It was the moving truck. Cody had driven it there while Romeo had followed in their car.

      One of the men opened the rear door and numerous flashlights lit up the interior as the stench of the bodies wafted out. However, the living were also in the truck. The tall man and the short man were strapped against opposite walls with gags in their mouths. The rough ride out to the compound had left scrapes and bruises on them, but they were conscious and frantic to speak.

      Geoffrey climbed up into the truck and untied the gag on the tall man, as it came free the man began shouting.

      “The bombs are in the lorry! Free us! free us!”

      Geoffrey looked about, saw three of the suitcase bombs taped to a wall, and soiled himself. He left the tall man, ran to the truck’s edge, and leapt. The timers on the bombs counted down as Geoffrey was in mid-leap. The blast sent him eighty feet, to smash his back against the side of a tree. The others near the truck fared worse and died in an instant. Geoffrey, seriously injured, would survive for another day before succumbing to the damage done to his organs.

      Back at the bomb factory, the two survivors who had found the dead guards spun around and gaped at the explosion. They had just begun their run toward the scene when the bombs Cody planted went off, followed by the two bombs Romeo left on the propane tanks by the main building.

      Mrs. Cromwell had been right. News of the boys’ exploits made the front pages of every paper in the UK. Someone was killing the members of the terrorist organization Green Wrath, and the speculation was that they had just begun.

      Mrs. Cromwell was going to spend a small fortune on bonuses by the time Cody and Romeo were through. She would consider it money well spent.
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      THE BOUDREAUX FARM, LOUISIANA, JANUARY 2019

      

      After making her statement that she had been responsible for her grandfather’s death, Kendra excused herself and rushed out of the barn.

      While looking for a place to store some of his supplies until they were needed, Tanner came across an interesting find. It was a motorcycle, an old Harley-Davidson Knucklehead. It had been hidden beneath a dust-covered tarp.

      The red bike was in sad shape and its wide leather seat was cracked and peeling. Despite that, it appeared to be restorable with care. Tanner knew it was a 1947 model because Boudreaux had written about it many times in his entries. He had also given the bike a name, Lucille.

      Kendra returned to the barn while wiping her eyes with a tissue. She pointed at the motorcycle.

      “That was granddaddy’s bike.”

      “It’s worth money, even given the shape it’s in; I would bet a collector would pay well for it.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes, but tell me what you meant before when you said that you killed your grandfather.”

      Kendra dabbed at her red eyes and took a seat on the stool near the work bench. After taking a deep breath and releasing it slowly, she spoke while looking at the barn floor.

      “There used to be another house on the property. It was behind the main one and not nearly as nice. It was one of those prefabricated houses that they sold out of a catalogue. That was a wedding gift from my other granddaddy, mama’s daddy. Because he had the land, Granddaddy Boudreaux let my parents assemble it here, but Mama said he refused to help put it together. He said that homes should be built from scratch, not kits. Anyway, they put up the house.”

      “It’s not there now. What happened to it?”

      Kendra chewed on her bottom lip for a moment before speaking.

      “When I was four, I found a book of matches. One morning I woke up early, before the sun, and I wandered about the house by myself. When I remembered the matches, I took them out from where I’d hidden them and… and I started playing with them.”

      Kendra paused, and Tanner remained silent. He could guess where this was headed.

      “I started a fire in the living room ashtray, then I got the bright idea to add paper to it. Embers from the paper caught a pair of frilly lace curtains on fire. My mama loved those curtains.”

      “What happened then?”

      “I panicked and went running back to my room. Daddy was working nights at the old mill, so he wasn’t home. My Aunt Trudy was living with us then. She woke up when the smoke got bad and got my mama up too. I knew mama would be mad at me for ruining her curtains. I was so young then that I really didn’t understand how destructive a fire could be. In order to avoid being punished I went and hid in my closet. By the time they made it out of the house, Aunt Trudy and Mama each thought the other one had found me and taken me outside. They had gone into my room and discovered the bed was empty. When they realized I was still inside, the house was like a torch. That’s when Granddaddy showed up.”

      “He saved you.”

      Kendra nodded as tears rolled down her cheeks.

      “By the time he found me in the closet there was so much smoke that I was choking on it and couldn’t see a thing. I could hear though, and I heard my granddaddy tell me that I was going to be all right. I… I also heard his screams as the fire burned him on our way out of the house. Years later, Mama told me that he had wrapped me inside a wet blanket and carried me through a wall of flames to safety. That’s why I say I killed him, because it’s true.”

      Tanner walked over to where Kendra sat on the stool.

      “You were just a child. Yes, you started the fire, but you’re not to blame for the consequences, because you had no idea what you were doing. If you had, you wouldn’t have hidden in the closet, you would have woken everyone up and gotten out of there on your own.”

      Kendra looked at him with wet eyes. “I loved that old man, Tanner, and child or not he died because of me.”

      “It was the best thing for him.”

      “What?”

      “Benjamin Boudreaux wasn’t a man who should waste away in a bed during his final days, Kendra. He was a fighter and a man who loved his family. Yes, he died saving you, his granddaughter, and I’m certain he would do it again if possible. As far as I’m concerned, I can’t imagine leaving this world in a better way than saving one of my family from death.”

      Kendra wiped at her eyes as she sat up straighter. “I never thought of it that way.” After rising from the stool, she wrapped her arms around Tanner in a hug. “Thank you.”

      Tanner was surprised by her reaction, but he put his arms around her. Then, Kendra stepped away from him with an embarrassed expression.

      “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have hugged you.”

      “That’s okay,” Tanner said. “We’re practically cousins.”
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      ENGLAND, SEPTEMBER 2003

      

      After leaving the compound in ruins, Cody and Romeo returned to the moving company warehouse and sat the red garbage can out in front of the building. The tall man they’d interrogated had told them where to find the keys to the cars the group used.

      Romeo drove one of the vehicles to the out of the way house where Morrison was said to hold his meetings. Cody had followed along behind, then had hidden his own vehicle and joined Romeo inside the house.

      The home was filthy and had second-hand furniture. Two of the rooms could be locked from the outside and their windows were covered by plywood. The moving aside of a sheet revealed a blood-stained mattress and part of a tooth was found lying in a corner.

      “Some serious shit went down here during the kidnappings,” Romeo said.

      “It makes me wonder if Mrs. Cromwell’s husband and grandson were murdered here. If so, the cops might be able to determine that.”

      “I say we set up an observation post somewhere outside instead of in here. I don’t like this place.”

      “We also don’t want to take a chance of leaving our DNA around,” Cody said. “So yeah, we’ll move outside.”

      They did just that, among a grouping of trees. Three days later, while standing in the rain, they decided that Morrison wasn’t coming. He either sensed a trap or was willing to let any survivors from the cell group twist in the wind. After leaving the house for the final time, Cody made an anonymous call to the police while speaking in an English accent.
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      OXFORD, ENGLAND, SEPTEMBER 2003

      

      Garth Livingston was reeling from the loss of his compound and the personnel who had been involved with it. That included the members of his first cell. In all, he had lost thirty-six people. Using the bombs would have brought in much more money than the kidnappings had, while expending less effort.

      He wondered who was behind the attack on his compound and briefly considered that it might have been the British government.

      He soon discarded that idea. No, the authorities weren’t efficient enough for such actions. Besides, they had their games to play and their departments to feed. The police or one of a number of agencies would have combined to raid the compound. Afterward, the media would have gotten to report on how the arrests were handled, or bungled. Then would come the legal side of things, the courts, barristers, and finally, the jailers would be fed fresh meat to dine on.

      No, the simple elimination of an enemy was not the government’s way. That meant that someone was personally targeting Green Wrath. Livingston assumed it was the oil industry.

      Garth Livingston brushed back his sandy hair and picked up his phone. He was staying at a cottage in the countryside under an assumed name. With him were three of his most loyal people. The home had been rented from a university professor who was traveling while on a sabbatical. The woman wouldn’t be back in England for another month, but Livingston sensed that it was time to move on.

      After calling an aide and telling him to prepare a new place to live, Livingston made another call to a man named Morrison. When the call was answered, Livingston thought he would have to repeat the same words he had told everyone he had spoken to since the attack on the compound.

      “No, as yet, I have no idea who was behind it. Yes, we will find out and kill them.”

      That wasn’t the case. Instead, Morrison relayed new information about who had attacked them.

      “Two young Americans? Is that what he said?”

      “The man’s name was Geoffrey Harper. He was the guard on the gate that night. He’s dead now, but before he died, Harper told the police that two Americans in their twenties set off the bombs. One man was blond, the other had dark hair.”

      “Good work, Morrison. I see the bribe money you spread around Scotland Yard isn’t going to waste. I’m more convinced than ever that the oil companies are behind the attack.”

      “Sir, should I begin rebuilding the bombmaking project?”

      “No, I think we’ll return to the tried and true. The target we had chosen for our next kidnapping. Is he still a viable option?”

      “We’ve been keeping track of him as you ordered. Bruce Hart remains a good candidate and was recently promoted. His abduction will make headlines. On a side note, our source inside the oil company says that Hart will be traveling here to England with his wife and stepdaughter in a fortnight.”

      “Was he transferred back here?”

      “No, they’ll be here on holiday to visit family.”

      “That certainly makes things simpler for us on this end, foreign contractors are unreliable; I’d rather use our own people. Follow through with his abduction once the man returns to London. After the losses we’ve suffered, we’ll need to fill the coffers again, a good ransom will fit the bill. And make sure you grab the daughter as well. She’s a beauty that one; she’ll make good Press fodder.”

      “I’ll have them grabbed within a day or two of their arrival. I’ll need the time to locate a suitable hideaway first.”

      “A new hideaway? Why not use the current one?”

      “It was compromised. One of the people at the compound must have told someone about it. The police received an anonymous tip. There are forensic teams combing over it now.”

      “Will they find anything?”

      “If they do, it will only lead back to several of our people who were killed at the compound.”

      “That’s some good news.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Why not use that old cottage in Norfolk, the one near Thetford? I haven’t gone there in years.”

      “Ah, yes, that would make a good hideaway. I will use it.”

      “Call me when the kidnapping is done, and Morrison?”

      “Yes, sir?”

      “Watch your back, mate. Someone is out to get us.”

      “You do the same, sir.”

      Livingston ended the call and opened his laptop. After finding the file, he looked at the photos taken of Bruce Hart and his family. The stepdaughter was as beautiful as he remembered her being. As he traced a finger over her face, Livingston chuckled.

      The boys guarding her will likely tear a piece off for themselves. Serves her right, the spoiled bitch.

      Livingston hated the rich, although, he himself was now in their class, at least financially speaking. He kept a fat percentage of every dollar Green Wrath extorted or stole.

      He had no interest in environmental causes, much less a radical and fervent one. No, Green Wrath was just one more con in a life filled with confidence games. He had used the organization to gain power and wealth. The rank and file in the organization were fools as far as Livingston was concerned.

      While he agreed that the environment was deteriorating due to heavy industry and the practices of the large oil companies, Livingston didn’t care. There were still plenty of unspoiled spots in the world where a man with enough money could live like a king, and so he was content.

      Why the hell should he care if the world eventually became a cesspool? He would be dead and gone by the time that day arrived.

      Livingston had instigated the kidnappings and the extortion of industry with a number in mind. It would be enough to ensure he never wanted for anything for the rest of his life. And he was close, so close to reaching that number. Two, maybe three more kidnapping ransoms would get him there.

      The truth is, he had reached that magic number twice before and raised it to a new level. The lure of greater wealth seduced him to keep pressing his luck.

      In any event, the bombs would have helped him reach his new goal quicker, as they could have been sold on the black market as well.

      Again, Livingston wondered who was targeting him, and an idea crossed his mind. Kay Reed, the journalist who had written the book about Green Wrath, some instinct told Livingston that she would have knowledge of who was behind the attacks.

      She had savaged him in that book of hers. She had documented his past and exposed him as the con artist he was. There had been animosity spawned for the group among the public, where before there was disinterest. That former indifference was there because Green Wrath only targeted the rich and those of a high corporate class. The average person didn’t give a damn what happened to the rich. If a little pain and grief came their way, so much the better.

      That damn book changed that opinion as Kay Reed had humanized the victims and demonized the group. Recruitment had been down considerably since the book’s publication.

      The year 2003 had been a tough one for Livingston. He had been seeing one of the female members of Green Wrath and had surprised himself by having genuine feelings for the woman, who was much younger than him. Her name had been Clarisa, and she had been a true believer in the cause. Despite that, Livingston had grown to love her.

      Unfortunately, when Clarisa was picked up on an old felony charge and facing a sentence of ten years, Livingston had a decision to make. He could risk Clarisa making a deal with the authorities by telling everything she knew about him and Green Wrath, or he could have her knifed in her jail cell. Livingston chose to have her killed. He consoled himself with the thought that Clarisa would have been a very different woman after spending ten years behind bars, and older, much older. Whenever he remembered that, it made the guilt of killing her subside.

      And then, there was the Citadel. The Citadel had been in Livingston’s plans ever since he received an invitation from the famed fortress through a series of channels. When he had accumulated enough funds, Livingston had planned to head to America, enter the Citadel, and disappear into a new life with a new face.

      That changed when those photos showed up on the web, photos that displayed the murdered cult leader Kabell. Kabell had been killed inside the Citadel by a pair of assassins. They not only made it inside and killed their target, but they also escaped and were able to brag about it.

      After learning of that, Livingston decided the Citadel was useless. He’d yet to make up a new exit plan and needed to get on that, because soon, very soon, he would have all the money he’d ever need. The kidnapping of Bruce Hart and his lovely stepdaughter would be the next step in attaining that.

      Livingston picked up the photo of Emma Hart and admired her beauty again. Emma Hart, who was Romeo’s first love, and a woman he still cared deeply about.
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      THE BOUDREAUX FARM, LOUISIANA, JANUARY 2019

      

      A lone motorcycle wound its way down the driveway of the Boudreaux home and came to a stop near the garage. Tanner and Kendra had been in the house, having just finished lunch. They walked outside to greet the uninvited guest.

      Kendra carried her shotgun while Tanner was wearing a gun in a holster on his hip. When the biker killed his engine and removed his helmet, Tanner found him to be familiar.

      He was about Tanner’s height but carried more muscle. He was also a few years younger. The beard was as bushy as the ones worn by the other Dixie Devils, but the club vest he had on was red and not black. Tanner wondered if it was a sign of some sort of rank within the motorcycle club. When he took notice of the man’s alligator boots, Tanner understood who he was looking at.

      Gator, Tanner thought. He had met the man sixteen years earlier in Oregon during the time that he and Romeo breached the Citadel. Gator and his fellow biker Flash had been instrumental in that success.

      Tanner was wondering if the man would remember him. At the time, he was going by the name of Xavier Zane. They had only met once, at night, and for only a few minutes. Gator’s first words answered Tanner’s question.

      “You call yourself Tanner now, but I used to know you by another name, one I can’t recall.”

      “Hello, Gator, what brings you by?”

      “Two of my men said that they had a run-in with a security guard here, and they were both marked up pretty good. They also said they kicked your ass, but I knew they were lying. I wanted to see who the dude was that could beat the crap out of two Dixie Devils.”

      Kendra pointed at Gator. “That’s the man that threatened me. You know him, Tanner?”

      “We had business a long time ago.”

      “The Citadel,” Gator said. “Hey, do you know that place is still running. I know a guy that got an invite.”

      Tanner had known that. The man who ran the Citadel, Jack Begley, had succeeded in resurrecting the infamous refuge and restoring its reputation as a safe haven. Rectifying that was on Tanner’s list of things to do.

      Tanner pointed at the ground. “The Boudreaux farm is off-limits, Gator. Tell that to whoever you’re working for.”

      Gator grinned. “You think you’re a badass now, don’t you? And yeah, I know you took down a cartel leader and some other heavy shit but that don’t matter to me. I lead the club now and I’ve got over twenty guys here and there are hundreds more of us in other chapters. If we wanted to, we could wipe this farm off the map.”

      Tanner nodded. “It figures that you’d want to do things the hard way.”

      Gator looked at Kendra. “Take your boy and leave; this is your final warning.”

      Kendra raised the shotgun and pointed it at Gator. “Get off my land.”

      Gator smiled at her. “You got guts, bitch, I’ll give you that.” He returned his gaze to Tanner. “When you see me again, I won’t be alone, then we’ll see what a badass you are.”

      “The lady told you to leave, Gator.”

      “Oh, I’m leaving, and I’ll be back too.”

      The engine on the motorcycle roared to life. After putting on his helmet, Gator rode away while handling the curves of the driveway at a high rate of speed.

      “What time does Jake get home from school?” Tanner asked.

      “Around three, why?”

      “We’ll need his help getting things ready around here. When Gator comes back, he’ll bring a lot of men with him.”

      “How do we prepare for something like that?”

      “We’ll have to outsmart them.”

      “From what I’ve seen of that bunch, it shouldn’t be hard.”

      Tanner smiled at Kendra.

      “The way you’re fighting back instead of giving in would make your grandfather proud of you.”

      “I may not be a Tanner, but I am a Boudreaux, we don’t give in.”

      Tanner headed for the barn. “It’s time to get to work.”
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      LONDON, ENGLAND, SEPTEMBER 2003

      

      Cody and Romeo went to Eddie Quinton’s flat and found the place alive with people in a partying mood. The boys were also in a festive frame of mind and were allowing themselves an evening off from their usual disciplined regimen.

      They normally drank sparingly and ate little junk food but were laying aside that rule to indulge in what the party had to offer. That did not include the cocaine and other serious drugs that were making the rounds. Romeo did smoke a little weed, and even Cody took a toke off a cigar-sized joint that a beautiful blonde had passed to him.

      Cody had designs on that blonde, who was a statuesque beauty. She seemed agreeable to those plans, as she touched him often and leaned against him on a sofa. Cody had been about to solidify those plans by asking the blonde if she would like to see his place across the hall. However, before he could ask, he turned his head and saw, her.

      She was Asian, and her raven hair hung down to her waist. She had been looking at Cody before he’d noticed her. Her expression had been blank, but when their eyes met, her mouth parted slightly, and she took a step in his direction. A moment later and the crowd between them shifted, blocking their view of each other.

      The blonde forgotten, Cody rose from the sofa and made his way over to where the exotic beauty was standing. She was wearing a red dress that fit her petite body well, and her large dark eyes drank Cody in as a smile spread across her face.

      They simply stared at each other as the party swirled around them. It was a raucous gathering and the music and voices were loud, but all Cody heard was the wild beating of his heart as he stared into the eyes of the vision before him. Emerging from his trance, he spoke.

      “Hi, I’m Xavier.”

      “I’m May Ling.” She said, and there was just the hint of a Japanese accent.

      “Are you a friend of Eddie’s?”

      May Ling moved closer as she answered. “I don’t know Eddie. I came here with a friend.”

      “A boyfriend?”

      “No, a woman, but I think she must have left the party without me.”

      “I could keep you company,” Cody said.

      May Ling smiled. “I would like that.”
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        * * *

      

      The two spent the evening talking in a corner of the large living room. Cody laughed often, and May Ling was surprised to find that he had a rudimentary understanding of Japanese. When he told her that he had spent time there during the prior year, they both discovered that they shared a love of languages and travel.

      May Ling spoke Japanese, English, French, Russian, and a smattering of German. She told Cody she was a child of wealthy parents who had both died in a plane crash six years earlier when she was only fourteen. Also on board the small private jet was May Ling’s six-year-old brother. Like Cody, she had lost her entire family.

      May Ling said she had traveled to England simply because she had never been there and wanted to see more of the world. She was a recent college graduate with the means to do anything she desired. What she had wanted most was to get away and find adventure. Instead, she had found love.

      Romeo came over to talk once and was introduced to May Ling. He had been with a woman named Sherry who he later took back to his room in the condo he shared with Cody.

      Cody never noticed Romeo leaving. He was lost in May Ling and the two of them were startled when a glance out at the balcony revealed the sun coming up.

      Everyone else at the party had either left or were sprawled on the sofas or the floor sleeping off booze. Eddie Quinton, the host, was in his bedroom with twins who were fans of his. He had done a two-year stint on a soap opera when he was in his late-teens. The beautiful blonde twins thought of him as the character he had played, which was a rock star on the rise. The ever-happy Eddie was even happier than usual with the twins sharing his bed.

      “The night just disappeared,” May Ling said, and Cody agreed.

      He escorted her to her hotel in a taxi, and that was when they shared their first kiss. Upon arrival, Cody had hoped to be taken up to her suite, but while they were in the lobby, May Ling said that would be moving too fast for her.

      “I understand, but I want to see you again,” Cody said. He had nearly said that he needed to see her again. In fact, he hungered for more of her in a way he had never desired anyone.

      “Take me out to dinner tonight.”

      “I’ll be back here at seven. Where would you like to go?”

      “I’ve no preference, but I love Italian food.”

      “So do I,” Cody said, as he leaned in to kiss her once more.
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        * * *

      

      When he returned to the condo, he found Romeo alone. He was seated out on the balcony reading Kay’s book about Green Wrath. When Romeo looked up at him, Cody saw that his eyes were bloodshot.

      “I guess you had a good time at the party.”

      “Hell yeah, and it continued in my bedroom, but when I woke up Sherry was gone. And no note either. I guess she was the love them and leave them type. What about you, did you spend the night with that hot girl?”

      “I did, but we only talked.”

      “All night?”

      “Yeah.”

      “What was her name again, May Ling?”

      “May Ling, Yamamoto May Ling.”

      Romeo grinned at him.

      “What?” Cody asked.

      “Dude, you said her name like it was a prayer.”

      “I like her, and I’m going out with her tonight.”

      “Cool, maybe one of us will have a girl while we’re here, but it looks like I’ll be flying solo.”

      They became quiet. Cody sat and thought about May Ling while sipping on coffee, as Romeo had returned to reading his book. After finishing a chapter, Romeo spoke.

      “Kay left a text on my phone. She wants us to come to her apartment and discuss what to do next.”

      “She has an idea where we might look for Livingston?”

      “No, but she says we should talk things out, and that maybe we’ll come up with a plan. If you ask me, I think she just wants to see you again.”

      “If so, she’s out of luck. I’m taken.”

      “What? May Ling? The girl you just met?”

      “I like her.”

      Romeo grinned. “Yeah, dude, you said that already.”

      “And it’s true.”

      “I bet it is,” Romeo said.
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        * * *

      

      They met with Kay in the afternoon, after Cody caught some sleep and the boys went out for a run.

      “I believe the man named Morrison that ran the cell group is a man named Clive Morrison. If so, he’s Livingston’s closest associate in the organization. It would make sense that he would be trusted with handling the bomb building they were doing.”

      “What’s Morrison’s background,” Romeo asked.

      “He’s from the upper-middle class and well-educated but has always shown a radical streak. After doing three years for embezzlement, he was unfit for the corporate world. The money he embezzled went to an environmental organization dedicated to saving a species of whale. Unlike Livingston, Morrison is a true believer.”

      Kay asked the boys if they would like anything to drink. Romeo answered no, but Cody continued to stare off into space. He’d been zoning out since sitting down.

      “Xavier? Are you all right?” Kay asked.

      Cody broke from his trance and looked at Kay with a blank expression. He’d been lost in thought about May Ling.

      “I’m sorry, what did you say?”

      “I was wondering if you’d care for something to drink.”

      “No thank you, but there is something I want.”

      “Yes?”

      “We know why Mrs. Cromwell hates Garth Livingston, but why do you?”

      Kay’s bottom lip trembled as she answered.

      “He’s responsible for the death of my fiancé, Grant Peters. Grant was an engineer who was working on a pipeline in the north. One of Livingston’s earlier bombs killed Grant and another man. That occurred three weeks before our wedding was to take place.”

      “No wonder you hate him,” Romeo said in a hushed tone.

      “Oh, yes I do, and I’ve never hated anyone before.”

      Cody reached over and touched her on the arm.

      “We’ll find him, and we’ll kill him, no matter how long it takes.”

      Kay sent him a shy smile, then looked over at Romeo.

      “You two are quite different from what I expected. I thought men in your profession would be cold and unfeeling. You’re both very nice.”

      “We’re only mean to people who deserve it,” Romeo said, “like Garth Livingston and his terrorists.”

      “When you do find him…” Kay said.

      “Yes?” Cody said.

      Kay’s blue eyes turned cold. “Make that bastard suffer.”

      “It will be our pleasure,” Cody said.
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      NEW ORLEANS, LOUISIANA, JANUARY 2019

      

      Ryan Vox was the former leader of the Dixie Devils and a man who went by the nickname of Flash. He was called Flash because of his speed with a gun.

      Flash had stepped down as the club’s leader after meeting and falling in love with Letty Grey, a leggy redhead in her twenties. Flash, who was headed toward forty, was persuaded by Letty to give up the road.

      With little education, job prospects would have been bleak for Flash, who had never held a real job in his life. Although he went to work for Letty’s father, Randolph Grey, Flash was still involved with his old gang. Grey hired him at his daughter’s insistence but then used Flash to act as a go-between with the motorcycle club.

      Grey’s business tactics weren’t the sort one learned at Harvard. He often used intimidation and threats to get what he wanted. Those tactics worked well until he ran up against Kendra Boudreaux.
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        * * *

      

      Gator rode onto the construction site where Flash was working as a supervisor. It was a title in name only. Flash came late, left early, and sat around and played games on his phone when he was there. Having heard the motorcycle’s engine, Flash left the job trailer to greet Gator by the half-completed office building. When he spoke, his Cajun roots were evident.

      “What’s up, brother?”

      Gator smiled at him. “I still can’t get used to seeing you without a beard. And what are you wearing? Are those pants part of a suit?”

      “Yeah, the jacket is over there in the trailer, but I’ll be damned if I’ll ever wear a tie.”

      “If you do, I’ll stop talking to you.”

      “Why are you here, is there trouble?”

      “Oh yeah. That Boudreaux bitch has hired herself some first-class help. It’s a dude we met years ago, who now goes by the name of Tanner.”

      “Tanner.”

      “That’s right,” Gator said, then he went on to explain.

      “He was calling himself Xavier back in the day.”

      “Different name, same guy. You can’t forget them eyes of his.”

      “If Tanner is anything like his rep you can’t mess around with him.”

      “That’s what I figured but I wanted to see what you think. It also means that some blood will be spilled. How’s Mr. Grey gonna take that?”

      “Grey doesn’t care if anyone gets hurt, but he needs that land to keep his investors happy. He told me some of them are getting nervous that it’s taking so long to lock up that parcel. If the Boudreaux woman won’t sell, he’ll lose millions.”

      “Once Tanner is dead, she’ll sell. I might make her kiss my ass, or some other body part, for all the trouble she’s been. And you know, she ain’t a bad-looking woman.”

      “Just make sure you don’t kill her. She can’t sell that land if she’s dead.”

      A green sports car drove up near the office trailers and a woman with red hair stepped out of the vehicle. When she spotted Flash over by the building, she sent him a wave and a smile, before walking inside the trailer to see her father.

      “That Letty looks hotter every time I see her Flash, damn you’re a lucky man.”

      “I never thought I’d fall in love until I met her.”

      “Better you than me, brother. I’ll never give up the road or the club.”

      “I’m not dead, Gator, I’m just getting married.”

      “Yeah, then you’ll have some kids, get a station wagon, and start going to PTA meetings.”

      “I’m still me.”

      “When’s the last time you rode your hog?”

      Flash thought about it and frowned. “It’s been a while.”

      “Take off that damn suit, put on a vest, and help us kill Tanner.”

      Flash smiled. “Remember how fast he was on the draw? He was damn near as quick as I am.”

      “I remember, and you wanted to duel him.”

      “I was kidding, but it would be something. He’s the only one I’ve ever seen who can draw that fast.”

      “When word gets around that the Dixie Devils whacked Tanner, our reputation will grow. I bet we triple the club’s membership once he’s dead.”

      “You just might. People talk about him like he’s unbeatable, but we know different, because we knew him back in the day. Tanner’s nothing special; he’s just been lucky.”

      “That luck is running out tonight. Come out to that farm with us, Flash.”

      “I can’t. Grey has this dinner meeting he wants me to go to with him. He says the Mayor will be there.”

      Gator sent him a sad look.

      “You think I’m a whipped dog, don’t you?”

      “I didn’t say that.”

      “Think what you want. All I care about is making Letty happy.”

      “If I ever fall in love, kill me,” Gator said.

      Flash looked him over. “Who would love your ugly ass?”

      Gator laughed, but there was a nervousness about it that Flash noticed. Despite their earlier brave words concerning Tanner, the man’s reputation said that he was lethal, and he had survived superior odds in the past. Taking on Tanner was no joke.

      Flash reached out and gripped his friend by the shoulders.

      “Tanner is a bad ass, no doubt about that, but he won’t stand a prayer against the Dixie Devils. You watch yourself out at that farm, you hear me?”

      Gator smiled at his one-time mentor before putting his helmet back on.

      “I’ll call you with some good news tomorrow.”

      “Do that,” Flash said. He watched Gator ride off toward a meeting with the toughest opponent the club had ever faced. He felt worthless because he wasn’t going to be a part of it. That night, his brother Dixie Devils were going off to face Tanner, and some would surely die. Meanwhile, he was going out to dinner at a 5-star restaurant. Flash looked down at his right hand where he wore a ring that signified he was a member of the Dixie Devils. The ring was made of silver and bore two capital D’s.

      That life is behind me now, Flash told himself, then he trudged over to the trailer to see his fiancée and her father.
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      LONDON, ENGLAND, OCTOBER 2003

      

      Cody and May Ling had their dinner date and became inseparable.

      The search for Garth Livingston had stalled as they lacked any information on where to look for him. Cody was grateful for the down time, as it gave him the opportunity to get to know May Ling. His physical training didn’t suffer because May Ling was a runner, as well as a talented acrobat.

      Cody had believed that he was flexible, and yet, May Ling taught him some stretching exercises that enhanced his range of movement. She was certainly flexible, and strong as well. She was capable of bench-pressing more than twice her bodyweight. She had another talent as well. She revealed it to Cody as they were eating breakfast in her hotel room one morning.

      “You can shoot?”

      “I love to shoot. I’ve won awards at skeet shooting.”

      “With what sort of shotgun?”

      “I have a Benelli M4, but of course I didn’t bring it with me.”

      “That’s a nice weapon. I’ve fired one before.”

      “While shooting skeet?”

      “Yes,” Cody said, while grinning, and it was true. The last time he had fired a Benelli shotgun had been to fulfill a contract on a drug dealer named Richard “Skeet” Roper.

      “What would you like to do today?” May Ling asked.

      Cody stood, lifted her in his arms, and carried her toward the bedroom.

      “I should have known,” May Ling said while giggling.
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        * * *

      

      When they weren’t in bed, they were exploring the city like tourists. Cody felt happier than he had at any time since his family was murdered. May Ling made him feel different, more whole, more… normal, than he ever thought he could feel again.

      When he was with her, he wasn’t an assassin, or Cody Parker the survivor of a massacre. He was just himself, under an assumed name, but still, just himself, and it felt damn good.

      On the day the words came, they sprung from his lips without conscious thought. They were in Hyde Park and sitting on a bench near the lake. It was a cool day and Cody had his arm around May Ling’s shoulders. May Ling craned her neck and kissed him on the lips, and after the kiss ended, he gazed into her eyes.

      “I love you, May Ling.”

      May Ling smiled. “And I love you.”

      “I never thought I’d fall in love.”

      “Neither did I.”

      “You’ve never been in love?”

      “No, and I rarely dated. I was always busy with my studies.”

      “As beautiful as you are, you must have been asked out often.”

      “I usually said no, but I was no nun either. What about you? You were never serious about anyone before?”

      “I moved around too much for that, and they weren’t you.”

      May Ling kissed him. “Say it again.”

      “I love you,” Cody said, and there was a tone of wonder in his voice.
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        * * *

      

      At that moment across town, Bruce Hart, his wife Marjorie, and his stepdaughter Emma were leaving their hotel suites. Hart had rented a car for the visit, and so they took the elevator to the parking level. When the doors opened, and they stepped off, Hart and his family found themselves staring at a trio of armed men wearing ski masks.

      Marjorie opened her mouth to scream but the sound escaped in a sharp exhale of breath as a rifle butt was jammed into her midsection. That was followed by a strike to the head and she tumbled to the floor. Marjorie lay half in and half out of the elevator, with her legs keeping the doors from closing.

      Emma had been grabbed by another of the men, who clamped a gloved hand over her mouth, while Hart had a gun shoved in his face.

      “If you don’t do what we say I’ll place a bullet in your wife’s head.”

      Hart fumbled out his wallet and phone, then offered them to the man. They were slapped away with a grunt of disdain.

      “We don’t want your money, Hart. We’re taking you and the girl.”

      Bruce Hart blinked rapidly as color drained from his face.

      “A kidnapping?”

      Hart was grabbed by his collar as the gun was shoved beneath his chin. A van raced up to the group and a side door slid open. Hart and Emma were shoved inside where another two men handcuffed, blindfolded, and gagged them. The thug who hit Marjorie spoke to the driver. Despite the mask he wore, it was easy to discern that the driver was younger than the others.

      “What took you so bloody long to get over to the lift?”

      “I… I couldn’t get the van to move at first,” the driver said.

      The man who had gagged and cuffed Emma laughed. “The kid still had the bleedin’ handbrake on. Once I pointed it out to him, he got it moving.” After speaking, the man looked down at his female captive. Emma’s blue dress had ridden up to the level of her panties. The man ran a hand over her shapely thighs. “This is one fine piece of ass we’ve got here.”

      Emma let out a whimper behind her gag and tried her best to wiggle away from the man.

      “Leave her alone,” the driver said.

      The man with Emma laughed. “Or what, kid? You’re going to come back here and kick my ass?”

      “She’s scared. Wouldn’t you be?”

      The man gave one of Emma’s breasts a squeeze. “I don’t give a fuck what she’s feeling.”

      The van exited the garage and made it onto the street. Inside the booth that controlled the gate, the attendant lay crumpled on the floor with a lump rising on the back of his head.

      Within minutes, the vehicle was driven underground once more, where Emma and Hart were separated and placed in two different vehicles. The men, sans ski masks, moved back onto the street again. One car went left, while the other turned right, but their destination was the same.

      By separating, they increased the odds that they would keep at least one hostage if somehow tracked by the police. The precaution proved to be unneeded. Both vehicles arrived safely at an old house far from prying eyes.

      Green Wrath had taken two more victims. Their ransom demand would be for three million dollars.
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        * * *

      

      On one of his rare appearances at the condo that evening, Cody returned home to find Romeo watching television.

      Romeo looked past him. “Where’s May Ling?”

      “She’s at her hotel.”

      “Are you going back there later?”

      “Yeah, I just stopped by to see if there has been any news on Livingston.”

      “Nothing, and I’m sick of it. I don’t want this contract to drag on forever.”

      “Neither do I, but I am glad that it’s been slow. It’s giving me plenty of time to be with May Ling.”

      “Dude, you’re like really into that girl. If you’re not careful, you’ll fall in love.”

      Cody smiled. “It’s too late for that warning.”

      Romeo muted the TV as he walked over to Cody.

      “You’re in love with May Ling?”

      “Yeah, Romeo, and no lie, it was love at first sight.”

      “Damn, Cody, and you thought you’d never fall for anyone. And dude, that girl loves you back. I’ve seen the way she looks at you.”

      “Yeah, she loves me.”

      “Congrats, man.”

      Cody shook his head in wonder.

      “I never felt like this about anyone before. I can’t get her out of my mind.”

      Romeo nodded. “I know the feeling.”

      “Emma?” Cody said.

      “Yeah, man, Emma, and I still love that girl.”

      Cody pointed toward the TV. “No, Romeo, I mean Emma’s picture is on TV.”

      “What?”

      Romeo turned and saw a photo of Emma. He restored the sound just as the photograph was replaced by the scene of the underground parking garage where the kidnapping had gone down. A reporter was speaking in the background.

      “Eco-terrorist organization Green Wrath has taken credit for the abduction of oil executive Bruce Hart and his stepdaughter Emma Hart. Left behind was Hart’s wife, who suffered a laceration to her scalp and a concussion. At this time, police have no leads in the case.”

      Bruce Hart’s photo was put up on the screen, with Emma’s photo beside it. Romeo rushed over and placed a hand on the TV.

      “Emma, oh Emma.”

      The images faded, to be followed by a car commercial.

      Cody walked over, cut off the TV, then took Romeo by the shoulders.

      “We’ll find her. We’ll track those bastards down and make sure Emma is safe.”

      Romeo looked up and nodded, he was still stunned by the revelation that the woman he loved was in such danger.

      Cody took out his phone. “I’ll call Kay. Maybe she’ll know something about the kidnapping that they’re not releasing to the public.”

      “Emma, Cody, we’ve got to find Emma.”

      “We will, brother, we will.”

      Romeo removed a set of keys from his pocket. Along with the keys was a ring. It was an emerald ring that he had given to Emma, one she had given back to him when she ended their relationship.

      Romeo removed the ring from the keychain and squeezed it in the palm of his hand.

      “Hold on, Emma, baby hold on.”
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      THE BOUDREAUX FARM, LOUISIANA, JANUARY 2019

      

      Jake returned home from school and Tanner put him to work. He had Jake helping him place motion detectors along the driveway and at strategic points around the house. While that was going on, Kendra was near the barn with the tractor. Tanner had instructed her on what needed doing and she was working hard to accomplish it before it got dark.

      Tanner was on a ladder, as he and Jake worked together putting up a camera near the house, the boy asked Tanner questions.

      “Tanner isn’t your real name is it?”

      “It’s more like a title.”

      “And my great-granddaddy was a Tanner too?”

      “He was one of the best.”

      “And just what is a Tanner?”

      “We’re men who train to be able to handle ourselves in any situation.”

      “Like taking on a biker club? Who would train to do that?”

      “There are a few of us.”

      “Thanks.”

      “For what?”

      “For being here, Tanner. Mom and I wouldn’t have stood a chance without you.”

      “Don’t underestimate your mother. She’s held on longer than most would have.”

      Jake pointed north, indicating an area beyond the barn and the water tower.

      “My best friend Derek lived at the farm that was our neighbor. His father wouldn’t sell either, but then someone beat him up while he was out in the field.”

      “A biker?”

      “Mr. Dawson wouldn’t say, and a day later he sold the farm to Randolph Grey. Now my friend lives in the city and his father is working at a factory job. The last time Derek called me he said the city sucked. I miss Derek, and Mom misses Mr. Dawson too.”

      “They were dating?” Tanner asked.

      “Mr. Dawson’s wife died about two years ago, then he and Mom got close.”

      “You won’t be moving to the city. I’ll make sure that you and your mother can stay here.”

      Jake looked over at the barn again, where his mother was using an attachment on the tractor.

      “I think your plan will work but maybe some of the bikers will escape the trap.”

      “If they do, I’ll handle them.”

      “With those weapons I saw?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Tanner.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Don’t just wound them. Kill them. If you wound them, as mean as they are, they’ll just keep coming back.”

      Tanner studied the boy. Jake hadn’t made the statement to prove that he was tough-minded or to sound macho. He knew that some people should be handled like rabid dogs, or else they would repay mercy with brutality. Although only eleven, Jake possessed a natural wisdom and understanding of his fellow humans.

      “I have no plans to wound. I play for keeps.”

      “I’d help you fight them off, but Mom won’t let me.”

      “That gun you had yesterday, do you know how to use it?”

      Jake smiled. “I’m a good shot, with rifles too.”

      Tanner’s phone vibrated in his pocket. When he checked it, he saw that it was alerting him that the motion detectors were being activated. He had just finished installing the camera, so he climbed down from the ladder.

      The sound of an engine was heard, and through a gap in the magnolia trees Tanner caught a flash of a vehicle rounding one of the curves along the driveway. It was a police car with decals on its doors and lights and a siren mounted on top.

      Kendra had finished her job and was walking over. When she saw the police vehicle, which was an SUV, she made a sour face. The car belonged to the town’s Chief of Police. When he stepped out of it, Tanner thought the man looked like a Ken doll come to life.

      The chief’s name was Brett Cross. He was a blond hero-type with a cleft chin and blue eyes. Those eyes betrayed jealousy as he saw Tanner standing beside Kendra Boudreaux.

      “Why are you here, Brett?”

      “I heard you had some trouble out here last night, Kendra. Why didn’t you call me?”

      “You weren’t needed. Mr. Tanner here handled it.”

      “And just who is Mr. Tanner, a new boyfriend?”

      “If he were, what would it matter to you?”

      The chief stared at Tanner. “What’s your business here? And why are you wearing a gun?”

      “My business here is none of your business.”

      Chief Cross puffed out his chest. “I could make it my business, and I could do so while you sit in a jail cell.”

      Tanner took a leather case from a rear pocket and handed it to the chief.

      “Before you do something stupid, take a look at that.”

      They were a set of credentials identifying Tanner as an agent of Homeland Security.

      “That’s your picture, but this doesn’t say Tanner.”

      “I’m not using my real name, Chief, for obvious reasons.”

      Tanner didn’t know what those obvious reasons might be, but the line sounded good. It seemed to appease Chief Cross. The chief handed back the credentials.

      “This man won’t protect you from real trouble, Kendra. Why not sell the farm and play it safe?”

      “Tanner has done more to protect us than your whole damn department. You know what’s going on around here and how Randolph Grey has gone after everybody’s land, but you’ve done nothing.”

      “There’s no proof that Grey is behind anything. Grey is a businessman and a friend of the mayor. I can’t drag the man in and question him like he’s some low-life.”

      Kendra waved a dismissive hand at the chief. “Just go away. You’re useless.”

      “Oh, honey, don’t be like that, I’m just trying to—”

      Kendra shoved a finger in Cross’s face. “Don’t call me honey; those days ended a long time ago.”

      Chief Cross hung his head. “You sure know how to hold a grudge, but I’m a different man now.”

      “Goodbye, Brett,” Kendra said.

      The chief sighed, glared at Tanner, then marched back over to his vehicle. Not once did Cross acknowledge Jake’s presence, nor even glance his way. It was obvious that Kendra and Cross had a history. Tanner thought that if the man was looking to get back into the good graces of the boy’s mother, he should at least say hello to Jake.

      “What a jerk,” Jake said, as they watched Cross turn his vehicle around to head out.

      When Tanner looked over at Kendra, she shrugged.

      “Brett and I dated when he first came to town five years ago.”

      “You don’t trust him, why not?”

      “Two reasons, one, we broke up when I found out he was dating other women.”

      “His loss,” Tanner said.

      Kendra smiled. “Yes, it is.”

      “And what’s the second reason you don’t trust the chief?”

      “He was just another deputy two years ago when he ran for Chief of Police. One of the reasons he won was because he had a lot of money backing him and placing his campaign posters everywhere.”

      “Let me guess. That money came from Randolph Grey.”

      “You got it, but what was that you handed over to Brett? I thought I saw a badge.”

      “That identified me as a federal agent. I’m not one, but the credentials are real.”

      “How did you get that?”

      “From a friend in government.”

      “That sounds like a nice friend to have,” Kendra said, then she looked at Jake. “Could you cut some firewood? We’re getting low.”

      “I have to put gas in the saw first. Do we still have any left?”

      “I saved a gallon. It’s in the barn,” Kendra said.

      “You use a chainsaw to cut firewood?” Tanner asked.

      “It’s a lot easier than the axe,” Jake said, “more fun too.”

      “I’ll give you a hand.”

      After folding up the small ladder, Tanner carried it over to the barn with Jake walking beside him.

      “Tanner?”

      “Yeah?”

      “My mom likes you, but I don’t think she likes you that way, you know what I mean?”

      “I won’t hit on her, Jake. Besides, I’m engaged.”

      “Really? Someone is going to marry you?”

      “Yeah, kid, and sometimes I can’t believe it either.”
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      LONDON, ENGLAND, OCTOBER 2003

      

      Kay let the boys into her flat and they settled in the small living room. When Romeo’s connection to Emma Hart was explained to her, Kay gave his hand a compassionate squeeze.

      “Anything,” Romeo said. “Any lead, no matter how small or unlikely, that’s what we want. I have to find Emma.”

      Kay made a sigh of distress. “There’s nothing. I’ve spent the last two weeks searching for a lead and I’ve come up empty.”

      “I’ve been thinking about that,” Cody said. “Maybe our focus is too narrow.”

      “What do you mean,” Kay said.

      “Instead of trying to find Livingston, maybe we should be focusing on someone affiliated with the man and his organization. Livingston’s people didn’t make those suitcase bombs out of thin air, they had to have had a supplier and expert help. Who would give them such help?”

      “Ah, yes, but the authorities have already traveled down that road and come to a dead-end.”

      “Meaning?” Romeo said.

      “There’s a man named Ray Canterbury. He’s a former member of Green Wrath and an expert in firearms and munitions. He started his own group, they’re back-to-nature types, or at least they claim to be. Many of their members have worked as mercenaries and have police records. Three former members of Canterbury’s group were found dead at that compound where the bombs were manufactured. The police raided Canterbury’s commune shortly after finding that link between the two groups. They discovered nothing more than a pair of old rifles used for hunting. There were no explosives, no cache of handguns, or even much ammunition found.”

      “Where is this commune?” Cody asked.

      “It’s southwest of London, in an area that’s about two hours away by car.”

      “How remote is this place?” Romeo asked. “Is it isolated enough that no one would ever hear them target practicing?”

      Kay shook her head. “While it’s in a sparsely populated area, I doubt they could practice with firearms on a regular basis without anyone noticing or reporting the activity. That’s one reason why the authorities have ruled them out. It’s now assumed that Livingston’s people acquired their arms and explosives elsewhere.”

      “You say that Canterbury is a former member of Green Wrath. Why did he leave the group?”

      “It was years ago, before the kidnappings began. All I found out while researching him was that he and Livingston were once very good friends. I assumed the two of them had a falling out over something.”

      “Or, they’re still working together, and Canterbury is the one who recruits the violent members of Green Wrath.”

      “I guess that’s a possibility.”

      Romeo turned to Cody. “I say we check it out.”

      “We will. I want to talk to Canterbury. He might know something that will help us find Livingston. Once we find Livingston, we’ll find Emma.”

      “You should know,” Kay said, “that Ray Canterbury’s group is sizable. If those men are armed, you’ll be going up against daunting odds.”

      “How large is his group?” Cody asked.

      “I don’t know the exact number, but I would guess there are twenty or more there.”

      “If they’re helping Green Wrath, there will be a hell of a lot less than that when we finish with them,” Romeo said.

      “Kay, make up a file with everything you’ve got on Canterbury. Romeo and I will study it while we drive to his commune.”

      “I’ll send it to you, and please be careful.”

      “One more thing, Kay,” Romeo said. “I’ve read about the previous kidnappings, but is there anything that didn’t make it into the news?”

      Kay’s mouth flattened into a grim line before she answered him. “No, there was nothing.”

      Romeo studied her closely. “You’re lying, why? What is it?”

      “I was trying to spare you. The kidnap victims who died, including Mrs. Cromwell’s husband and grandson… some were beaten, but they died of dehydration. Their captives never fed them or gave them water.”

      “Emma might only have days left,” Romeo said.

      “We’ll find her,” Cody said. “We’ll find her.”
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        * * *

      

      Before leaving for the commune, Cody had to see May Ling and explain to her that he might be gone for a few days. He stopped at her hotel to visit her while Romeo was out gathering the supplies they would need.

      “A seminar?”

      “It’s about real estate. Romeo and I like it here and might stay a little longer than planned. If we do, we’ll start working, and we need to know more about the English real estate system.”

      “It sounds like you’re planning to live here for a while.”

      Cody took her in his arms. “London is where I found you. That will always make the city meaningful to me.”

      May Ling kissed him. “I want to give you something to think about while you’re away from me.”

      They headed for the bedroom. Cody felt bad about lying to her, and he dreaded the day when he would have to tell her the truth about himself. When Emma found out about Romeo, it ended their relationship.

      “Why the sad face?” May Ling asked.

      “I wish I could stay with you always.”

      “I’ll be here when you get back.”

      “Yes,” Cody said, then he thought. But for how long?
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        * * *

      

      Ray Canterbury’s back-to-nature commune was located in the Meon Valley. It was an area of rolling green hills and beautiful vistas.

      The boys rented an off-road vehicle and drove it close to the border of the commune’s land. Afterward they hid it by camouflaging it with a green tarp and branches. They had decided to scout the commune by pretending to be hikers. The backpacks they wore had sleeping bags attached and contained rations.

      They were armed, but kept the weapons hidden from view in case they ran across a local out for a hike.

      After arriving at the edge of Canterbury’s collective, which sat in a small valley, they watched the activity taking place through a pair of binoculars.

      Farming, everyone they saw was involved with farming. Fall vegetables were being harvested while others, like onions, garlic, and shallots were being planted.

      There were no guns in sight, nor did they hear any being fired for target practice. Generators and solar panels were visible and supplying what little power was needed for the “back-to-nature” community. After watching for hours, Cody was beginning to fear the trip was a waste of time.

      “Damn it,” Romeo said in a soft voice, which told Cody he was thinking the same thing.

      They observed the commune for several more hours, then decided to camp out overnight and take turns keeping watch.
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        * * *

      

      At just after two a.m., Cody was shaken awake by Romeo.

      “Trouble?” Cody asked.

      “We’re good, but something spooked them down there. I didn’t hear or see a thing, but lights came on around the camp, and look, see that group over by the house we think is Canterbury’s? They’re on the left, staying in the shadows.”

      Cody stared through his binoculars; after refocusing them, he saw something that made him smile.

      “It’s hard to tell, but those look like assault rifles. So, they do have guns here.”

      A man shouted something. He was outside the commune and waving a flashlight above his head in a signaling motion. In the still night air, his deep voice carried to the boys.

      “It was just a deer!”

      Romeo lowered his binoculars and looked at Cody.

      “Why would a deer cause them to go on alert?”

      “It wouldn’t, unless…”

      “Yeah?”

      “They must have some sort of perimeter alarms set up, maybe motion sensors.”

      “That makes sense, but what if it had been the cops instead of a deer?”

      “Then those men with the rifles would have taken them back into that house. They must keep the weapons stored there. By staying to the shadows, they might have remained unseen if a raid occurred.”

      “It must be one hell of a hiding place if the cops couldn’t find it.”

      “We need to come up with a new plan. Even being careful, there’s no guarantee that we won’t set off one of their motion detectors. Given the odds against us, we’ll need the element of surprise.”

      Romeo nodded, then yawned.

      “Get some sleep,” Cody said. “I feel rested enough.”

      “All right, dude, but I want to go in there tomorrow. The longer this takes, the more dangerous things will get for Emma.”

      “We’ll get her back, Romeo. That’s our top priority now.”

      “I still love her, Cody.”

      “I know, and since May Ling entered my life, I understand what that feels like.”
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        * * *

      

      By noon, they still hadn’t come up with a new plan, but they did have a rough estimate of the number of men they would be facing. They had given each man they saw a nickname to distinguish him from the others. Cody gave some of them light-hearted tags such as pigeon-toed, slouchy, or hang-dog. He had been attempting to lessen the feeling of dread and impending doom in the air.

      Romeo smiled once, but there was no making him forget that the woman he loved was locked up somewhere at the mercy of others. It was also possible that she was dying of thirst or being raped and tortured. Whenever Cody imagined May Ling in Emma’s place, a cold rage erupted in him. He would do whatever it took to help Romeo find and free Emma.

      “Twenty-six men, including Ray Canterbury,” Cody said. “I’m beginning to think we’ll just have to take our chances and hope we don’t set off any early-warning systems.”

      “Yeah, but if they come across us and see the guns, they’ll try to kill us and ask questions later.”

      “It’s risky, but like you said, Emma is running out of time. Canterbury might be able to help us find her.”

      They had spotted Canterbury twice. The man was in his forties, had a thin build, and was average height, with a bald head and blue eyes.

      Romeo took out his gun along with the spare magazines he carried. After laying them on the ground, he began going through his backpack.

      “What are you doing?” Cody asked.

      “I’m going down to that camp and act like I’m a lost hiker.”

      “You mean just walk in there, unarmed?”

      “I’m thinking they won’t shoot me once they see I don’t have a weapon.”

      “Maybe, or maybe they’ll light you up the moment they spot you.”

      “Do you have a better plan?”

      “No, but Romeo, you’re taking a big risk.”

      Romeo smiled. “Not with you as my partner. Once they grab me, you follow them back on foot. Even if you set off a perimeter alarm, they’ll just assume it’s their guys coming back. Afterward, I’ll get myself free. Then, we’ll grab Canterbury and get out of here.”

      Cody thought over what Romeo was saying. The plan had merit, but it would only work if he weren’t shot on sight.

      “Romeo, they might kill you.”

      “I know, but I know something else. If I go down, you’ll still find Emma for me.”

      Cody nodded. “I would. But I’m no fan of this idea.”

      “I’m going down there no matter what, so let’s work out the details.”

      They finessed the plan until they thought it had a better than even chance of working out well. Once Cody was inside the camp, he would surreptitiously kill as many of Canterbury’s people as he could, to increase their odds of success. Meanwhile, Romeo would get free and search for Canterbury.

      Romeo would then abduct Canterbury and carry him back to their vehicle. After they were out of the area, they could interrogate him at their leisure. Moving away from the commune would set off whatever early-warning system they had, however, they would be on the alert for someone headed toward them, not someone moving away. If everything worked out, they would be out of the area before the survivors in the enclave knew what had happened.

      “Remember, if either one of us gets a chance to grab Canterbury we take it and then meet up at the vehicle,” Romeo said.

      “All right, but are you sure about this?”

      “Yeah, Cody.”

      The two friends were still for a moment before hugging and patting each other on the back. Afterward, they said goodbye.

      “Stay alive, Romeo. I don’t want to have to tell Emma that you died trying to save her.”

      Romeo released a moan. “I’m not sure that she’d even care.”

      “She loved you, and probably still loves you. I just don’t think she understood what kind of a man you really are.”

      Romeo gazed in the direction of Canterbury’s settlement. “I’m the type of man that will kill every last bastard that dared to harm her.”

      “Damn right,” Cody said.

      Romeo shrugged into his pack, adjusted the straps, and ambled off unarmed to wander into the enemy’s camp.
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      NEW ORLEANS, LOUISIANA, JANUARY 2019

      

      Flash attended the business dinner with his future father-in-law. He was bored by all the talk about zoning boards and city council members. He was also surprised when the meeting went on past midnight.

      Flash knew that Grey wasn’t grooming him to be able to step into his shoes someday. However, as his future son-in-law, Grey did hope to instill enough knowledge in him so that he wouldn’t be clueless about the way things ran in local government and business.

      Grey’s daughter, Letty, had no interest whatsoever in Grey’s construction empire and spent her days shopping or visiting her friends from college. The friends were just like her, spoiled rich kids who would never really grow up, nor need to.

      As they rode away from the dinner in the rear of Grey’s limo, Randolph Grey asked Flash about the Boudreaux property. Grey was fifty-eight, had been married three times, and was the son of a doctor. His dark hair was turning white at the temples and he was tall but rangy.

      “She’s got a guy out there helping her now, and the man is no joke.”

      “One man? That shouldn’t be a problem for that gang of yours?”

      “This man could be. He managed to kill a Mexican cartel leader inside his own home and he’s gone up against the Mafia and survived. This isn’t just any guy.”

      “Still, if he were to go up against a motorcycle gang he would die. Have your people deal with him.”

      “They’ll be doing that tonight, maybe even right now.”

      “Good, then by tomorrow I should have that damn woman’s signature on a contract.”

      “That’s the plan.”

      “See that it happens, and remember, none of this can come back on me.”

      “I know the score, Randolph.”

      “What did you think of the mayor?”

      “Not much, and he looks a lot shorter in person.”

      “He’s up for reelection this year. I’ll be running against him.”

      “I thought you two were friends?”

      “It was his idea. He believes I’ll take votes away from a rival candidate. In a three-way race he’ll have an advantage over both of us.”

      “Sneaky.”

      “But I’m sneakier, and as his good friend I’m learning about all the dirt he’s doing.”

      Flash laughed. “The mayor thinks you don’t care about winning, but you do.”

      “Of course I care about winning. What else is there?”

      “You have dirt on him?”

      “Our married mayor is sleeping with a woman younger than Letty.”

      “People might not care.”

      “I know that, but they will care that he was sleeping with an underage girl of fifteen.”

      “The girl he’s doing is that young?”

      “No, but I’ve arranged for him to meet such a girl soon. She’s a teen but looks twenty-two. As lecherous as the mayor is, he’ll take the bait. When election time rolls around, I’ll let the media know about the affair he had with a minor, complete with pictures. If I time it right, the Mayor will be disgraced.”

      “You play hardball. I like that.”

      “It’s just business and politics.”

      “The girl you’re going to use. Where did you find her?”

      “There’s a house of prostitution in Lafayette that specializes in young girls. Through an intermediary I’ve made a deal with the woman who runs the business.”

      “And you can’t be tied to any of it?”

      “That’s right. When the story breaks, the mayor will think it came from the other man in the race. When the public believes that he orchestrated the mayor’s affair with a child, he’ll be tainted as well. That will leave me looking like a saint in comparison.”

      Flash raised an eyebrow. “I don’t think you qualify for sainthood.”

      “True, but at the very least, I’ll come off as the lesser of three evils.”

      “You’re a slick one, Randolph. I could have used you in the club.”

      Grey smiled. “Had I ever joined a motorcycle club, I would have been its leader.”

      Those words made Flash think of Gator, and he wondered how his friend was fairing against Tanner.

      Tanner is just one guy. The Dixie Devils will put him in the ground.
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        * * *

      

      Tanner managed to get in three hours of sleep after dinner and was ready to handle whatever the biker club tossed his way. He was certain that the plan he put in place would cull any hoard of bikers down to a manageable level.

      Kendra surprised him by being proficient with a scoped rifle, but then she explained that she was a hunter. Jake was also an excellent shot. Despite that, he was too young to be in the line of fire and would be in a safe place whenever trouble came calling.

      “Do you think they’ll come tonight?” Kendra asked, as she handed Tanner a cup of coffee. He was seated out on the home’s wide wraparound porch, and she had just walked out the screen door.

      “There’s a good chance they will. I doubt patience is one of their virtues, if they have any virtues.”

      “I don’t mind admitting that I’m scared, for myself and Jake. I’ll also feel horrible if anything happens to you. This isn’t really your fight.”

      “It is my fight. You’re Benjamin Boudreaux’s granddaughter. A Tanner takes care of another Tanner’s family.”

      “Even though you never knew him?”

      “In a way, I feel as if I do know him, through the words he left behind in his journal. I’ve always tried to be like him, and I’ve used his knowledge to save myself a few times. Kendra, your grandfather was a remarkable man.”

      “And so are you, or you wouldn’t be here helping.” Kendra leaned over and kissed Tanner on the cheek. “Thanks, cousin.”

      “You’re welcome,” Tanner said.

      Kendra stared toward the barn. “If your plan works, there are going to be a lot of dead bodies out here soon.”

      “Does that bother you?”

      “If it did, I wouldn’t have agreed to the plan. No, if those bikers come here to hurt us, then they’ve only themselves to blame for what happens to them.”

      “They’ll come. It’s just a matter of when.”
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        * * *

      

      Gator returned to the farm at 12:47 a.m.; he was not alone. There were twenty Dixie Devils with him.

      Thanks to the motion detectors and cameras, Tanner and Kendra had ample warning and were ready for them. Not that they could miss the sound of the motorcycles cutting through the quiet of a winter night.

      Jake had been placed in the barn where he was asleep on a cot. Tanner thought that he’d be safer in there than inside the house, since the bikers would think to look in the home first. That didn’t mean that Jake would be unprotected. Tanner and Kendra planned to make their stand at the barn.

      Gator came in at the front of the pack with a sawed-off shotgun in his right hand. The exterior lights on the property were in full blaze, granting a view of the two figures running toward the barn.

      “There’s Tanner and the woman,” Gator shouted, although, given the level of noise the motorcycles were making, there was no way his words were heard.

      The bikes thundered toward their targets while holding their fire. They were bumping along too much to take an accurate shot and Gator had made it clear to his crew that they were not to harm Kendra, at least not fatally. While a dead woman couldn’t sign a contract, one wounded or raped could.

      As they were closing in on them, Gator saw Tanner and Kendra jump as if they were leaping over a stream. After landing they continued their route toward the barn. The ground ahead appeared no different than anywhere else. Gator was puzzling over the reason for their leap when his front wheel dipped low. One moment the ground had been solid, in the next instant, Gator was riding into a ditch.

      Kendra had used the tractor earlier to dig a trench. Gator was followed into the ditch by most of his men, with only a lucky few avoiding the trap by stopping in time.

      Two bones in Gator’s left forearm broke as he was thrown from his bike. The pain was intense, but it was the shock of falling into something wet that gained his attention. The ground beneath him was wet, but no, not the ground. There was a layer of plastic sheeting at the bottom of the ditch, and someone had poured something on top of that. When Gator’s nose picked up the scent. He began shouting a warning.

      “Gasoline! The damn hole is filled with gas.”

      His pants were soaked with it and it also covered his hands. Gator was scrambling out of the hole by standing atop his bike, but he was having difficulty because of his busted forearm. When the whooshing sound came, discernable even above the rumble of the engines, Gator wondered if he had run out of time.
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        * * *

      

      Tanner tossed a lit rag into the far end of the trench. He and Kendra watched a blue flame erupt. The fire snaked along the length of the ditch, and as it moved, the volume and number of screams grew.

      Several men made it out of the hole in time to avoid contact. That had been expected. Tanner hefted a rifle to his shoulder and began taking down targets.

      The bikers who weren’t roasting in the pit were stunned by the turn of events. Only two had the presence of mind to return fire. Tanner put down one of them while Kendra killed the other. A human torch leapt from the trench and ran blindly toward the barn. He had emerged from the other end which was only a few yards from the structure.

      When Tanner looked that way, he saw Jake standing in the open doorway. The boy had gotten his hands on the gun again. He used it to shoot the burning man headed toward him. The flaming figure changed its course, hit the side of the barn, and crashed through a window. Hay had been stacked near that area and it began to burn.

      More of the surviving bikers were gaining their wits and coming to their senses. Tanner saw Gator hop on the back of a bike and tell its rider to get them out of there.

      At the barn, Jake had grabbed a garden hose from the other side of the building. He was running it inside the barn to fight the growing blaze.

      “I’m going to help Jake,” Kendra said.

      “Go,” Tanner told her. He had sighted in on Gator’s back and was about to pull the trigger, as he did so, another biker moved in the way of the shot and took the round intended for Gator. That man released a howl of pain, lost control of his bike, and slammed into a tree.

      An agonized scream came from a hundred feet in front of Tanner. It was a Dixie Devil. The man had made it out of the trench, however, his legs were on fire. Tanner ended his agony with a round to the head, then watched the survivors flee.

      Seven, he counted seven survivors. Between them they had only four motorcycles.

      When he turned to look at the barn, Tanner was shocked by what he saw. The fire had spread and was blocking the main door, which was ablaze at its base. The water hose was there and being consumed as well.

      Kendra and her son were trapped inside the building with no way to fight the blaze. Even if a fire engine arrived on the scene it couldn’t reach the building because of the trench. Tanner had traveled to Louisiana to save Benjamin Boudreaux’s family. Now it looked like his plan was backfiring and would doom them to suffer a horrible death.
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      SOMEWHERE NORTH OF LONDON, OCTOBER 2003

      

      Emma screamed once again for the men to stop, but they kept on beating her father.

      Bruce Hart was a tall and rangy man in his fifties who stayed in shape, but he was thirty years older than most of his opponents.

      After one of his captors heard on the news that Hart had been a Royal Navy boxing champion, he decided to give him a go. Hart hadn’t boxed in decades. Despite that, he defended himself well against the thug. He had attempted to avoid getting hit, rather than fight to win.

      That was no fun for his tormentors, and so they ganged up on him and began pummeling him. Although he had fallen to his knees with his hands hanging at his sides, they continued to strike him.

      “Stop hitting him! You’ll kill him,” Emma shouted.

      The youngest of her captors, the kid who had driven the van, waded into the melee and began pushing his friends back. He had short brown hair and large ears.

      “The girl is right, you’ll kill him if you keep hitting him.”

      One of the other men laughed. “We were pulling our punches. He needed softening up anyway, the arrogant bastard.”

      Hart collapsed against a wall of the room where he and Emma were being kept. Emma went to him and held him. Her mother had married Bruce Hart two years after her birth father had died in an accident. Emma had been only five at the time. She considered Hart her father and loved him as such. Emma had only a faint memory of her first father, a man from whom she inherited her blue eyes.

      “Are you all right, Dad?”

      “I will be, but I’m so thirsty.”

      Emma looked up with pleading eyes at the six men who had abducted her. Their own eyes held only anger, hatred, and the dull look of stupidity. The young one with the large ears, the boy, was the exception. He wore a crooked smile and his eyes had a touch of compassion in them.

      “You obviously don’t plan to feed us, but we need water, please?”

      “I’ll bring you some water,” the boy said.

      “Thank you,” Emma said.

      One of the men made a dismissive gesture at Hart. “So much for the navy boxing champ.”

      The others laughed, with the exception of the boy, and piled out of the room, which had bricked over windows and a metal door.

      Two old and soiled mattresses were placed on the floor for beds, but had no sheets, pillows, or blankets. In a corner of the room was a bucket, which was the toilet. It had not been used much, because neither food nor water had been provided. Still, the room held the scent of urine.

      Emma sat on the floor and had her father lie down and rest his head on her lap. After ripping off a piece of the hem of her dress, she dabbed at the cuts on his face.

      “I’m so sorry that you have to go through this, honey,” Hart said.

      “You’ve had it worse than me,” Emma said, although she feared that might not remain the case. She had glimpsed something else in the eyes of the men, lust. She feared that it was only a matter of time before one of them attempted to rape her.

      The boy returned carrying two 1-litre bottles of water. After his entry, the door was locked again by whoever was guarding them.

      Hart and Emma thanked the boy and began drinking with gusto. They had not had anything to drink in over a day. Hart drained his bottle, but Emma stopped herself from finishing hers so that she might dampen the rag she was using to clean her father’s face.

      She went to work on his scrapes and cuts again, and the water cleansed the blood away.

      The boy had stayed in the room to watch. He wore jeans and a T-shirt and appeared to have no weapon, however, something was making a bulge in his right pocket. With a smile he revealed what that something was.

      “They said I couldn’t feed you, but I snuck this out of our supplies.”

      The boy held up a protein bar and Emma felt saliva form in her mouth. She had never been as hungry as she was at that moment.

      She reached out for it and the boy handed it to her. After ripping off the wrapper, Emma broke the bar in half and handed a piece to her father. The food disappeared in an instant.

      The boy laughed. “You two were hungry.”

      “We’re starving,” Hart said, “We’ll need more food and water.”

      “I’ll do what I can,” the boy said.

      “What’s your name?” Emma asked, then she added. “I’m not asking for your real name, I don’t expect that, but we have to call you something.”

      “All right then, call me Joe.”

      “Thank you again for the food and water, Joe.”

      “You’re welcome,” Joe said, as he looked over at Hart. Hart was leaning back against the wall and seemed to be drifting off to sleep.

      “Will you be able to bring us more water?”

      “I’ll try, but the others don’t want me to.”

      “But we need water, or we’ll die within a few days. No one will pay our ransom if we’re dead.”

      Joe shook his head. “They always pay, it’s the hope, you know, hoping against hope as they say. We kill some of the hostages and some of them live. Everyone hopes that their people will be some of the ones that live.”

      “How can you speak of it so casually?” Emma asked.

      Joe looked over at Hart and smiled when he saw that the man was asleep. Emma followed his gaze and stared at her father. There was a slackness to his features that didn’t look natural.

      “Dad, are you all right?”

      “I drugged him,” Joe said. “It was in the water he drank.”

      “Why did you do that?”

      “Because I wanted to be alone with you.”

      Joe pounced on Emma so quickly that she was taken off guard. He pulled her from the wall she was leaning on and had her lying on her back. She was certain that the thin boy didn’t weigh much more than she did, but he was strong, so strong.

      Joe clamped a hand over her mouth to stifle a scream then replaced the hand with his lips. Emma felt his tongue slip past her teeth as a hand probed beneath her dress, and fingers slid inside the waistband of her panties.

      She tried to get away, tried to knee his crotch, but it was useless, and one of Joe’s fingers slipped inside her. Emma’s panic grew. Once more Joe’s tongue darted between her lips. That was a mistake. Emma bit down as hard as she could on the squirming organ, the resulting taste of blood which followed nearly made her vomit up the water she’d drunk. Joe’s scream was the loudest she had ever heard, and he moved off of her to stand on his knees.

      “Bitch!” Joe said, but with his ruined tongue, it sounded like, “Bifft!”

      The first punch struck Emma on the left eye, and the second blow split open her bottom lip. She had raised her arms up and so the third swing was absorbed by her right forearm.

      The guard entered and grabbed Joe by the collar.

      “What the hell have you done now, you little shit?” the guard asked Joe.

      Joe struggled in his grasp as the guard rushed him from the room. Another man appeared and took Joe by the arm to lead him away. As the guard began shutting the door, he paused to look at Emma. Her blue dress was still pushed up around her waist and the elastic on her white underwear was ripped on one side. She was weeping as her breath came in gulps of air, and the tears mixed with the blood flowing from the cut on her lip.

      The man laughed. “That little bastard fucked you, didn’t he?”

      Emma said nothing, instead, she shivered as she recalled the feel of that squirming tongue, and of the finger forcing its way into her.

      The guard pointed at the water bottle.

      “That will be the last drink you ever have, you spoiled rich cunt.”

      The door slammed, then the sound of two deadbolts being turned echoed in the room. Emma pulled her dress down and snuggled up against her unconscious father.

      She felt rage flow through her. Emma wanted her captors dead. They didn’t deserve to live. If she made it through her ordeal, she would hire someone to track them down and kill them. That last thought was a fantasy and she knew it. However, there were men who could be hired for such a task. Men like Romeo and his friend Xavier.

      Emma released a moan as she thought of Romeo. He was still the only man she had ever loved and was lightyears better than the scum who had her locked up.

      Is that what Romeo had been trying to tell her back in Indonesia? That although he was a paid killer, he was still a good man, and far better than the thugs who abducted her and her father.

      Romeo would kill them for what they had done, but he was gone from her life, never to return. On top of the pain in her face, the hollowness in her stomach, and the fear of impending death, Emma suddenly felt the weight of deep regret. She had sent Romeo away despite the love they had for each other. She had told him that he was unacceptable to her.

      “I’m so sorry,” Emma whispered, as fresh tears flowed, and she lay there thinking of Romeo until a merciful sleep enveloped her.
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      THE BOUDREAUX FARM, LOUISIANA, JANUARY 2019

      

      Kendra hadn’t noticed that sparks from the fire were spreading flames throughout the barn until it was too late. She still felt confident in defeating the main blaze in front of the window thanks to the water hose. Once the hay fire was extinguished, she could keep the other small blazes from getting out of hand.

      Or so she thought. The small fires grew in intensity. When flames near the door came into contact with the plastic container that held gas, it ignited the fire near the barn door. Even that wouldn’t have been horrible if not for the fact that it had also damaged the garden hose.

      With little water available, things turned deadly, and Kendra understood that she and Jake were facing death.

      The only water available came from a faucet in the barn’s slop sink. Unfortunately, there was no way to connect the damaged hose to it.

      The deadly fire from her childhood resurfaced in Kendra’s mind and froze her into inaction. With perfect clarity she remembered her grandfather’s soothing voice.

      “I’ll get you to safety, baby girl, now don’t you worry.”

      Because of the smoke, Kendra had been unable to see her granddaddy’s kind face, but she had heard the love in his voice, and the man had been true to his word and saved her.

      “Jake, I’ll get you out of here.”

      “Mom, what are we going to do? Every exit is blocked.”

      “Grab those horse blankets off of that shelf. We’re going to wet those down good.”

      Jake brought over the ratty blankets and Kendra moaned when she saw how threadbare they were. Still, there were three of them, and combined they might be enough.

      “Once they’re good and wet we’ll drape them over us and run through the opening between the doors.”

      Jake looked over at the doors and viewed a wall of flame.

      “Will that work?”

      “It will have to.”

      When the blankets were dripping wet, visibility was becoming a problem. Smoke had filled the large high area of the loft overhead and was threatening to engulf the air at ground level.

      Jake looked at his mother as she handed him all the blankets. “You don’t have any.”

      She took him by the shoulders. “You’ll need all of them, and even then… baby, I won’t let you die.”

      “You’re just going to stay here and burn?”

      “I’m coming with you. If we run fast enough maybe I’ll only get singed a little.”

      Jake was young, but he wasn’t that young, nor foolish.

      “You’ll get burned bad, Mom.”

      Kendra draped the blankets over her son. “Cover yourself as best you can. And don’t worry about being able to see, I’ll be guiding you.”

      Jake coughed from the smoke then pleaded with his mother. “No, Mom.”

      Kendra coughed as well while noticing that she could barely see the door.

      “Jake, do as I say. There’s no time to argue.”

      “What’s that noise?”

      Kendra listened, and over the hiss and crackle of the flames she heard a familiar sound. It was faint but strident. “That sounds like the chainsaw.”
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        * * *

      

      At the water tower, Tanner was sawing through the second of four legs that supported the tall structure. After the first leg had been severed, the tower groaned and leaned toward the barn, when he was halfway through the second leg, the weight collapsed the wooden strut and the tower rushed toward the ground.

      The impact was great and destroyed the tank while spewing forth thousands of gallons of water. The weight of the liquid was massive but not all of it collided into the barn, as much of it splashed through the air. There was still enough rolling along the ground to knock down a section of the barn’s side wall and flood the structure.

      As Tanner splashed toward the barn, Kendra and Jake emerged through a gap between the burnt sections of the barn doors. They had been carried out by a wave of water. After snorting and coughing the liquid that had entered their mouths, they began laughing with relief.

      Tanner ran up to the pair, who were soaking wet. “Are you two all right?”

      “Yes,” Kendra said, “but what happened?”

      “I felled the water tower.”

      “It saved our lives, Tanner,” Jake said. Then, he looked out over the carnage that had befell the bikers. The water from the tower had continued its path and put out the fire in the trench, while also filling it. The bodies of the Dixie Devils floated upon the water. “Wow, that’s a lot of dead guys.”

      “You don’t need to look at this, Jake,” Kendra said.

      Kendra attempted to steer Jake away and toward the house, but he resisted her.

      “I’m all right, Mom. They got what they deserved, but they’ll be back won’t they? They’ll get more guys and come back?”

      “They might be that stupid, yes,” Tanner said, “but I’m going to bypass them and have a talk with Randolph Grey. Maybe he’ll be smart enough to see that he should cut his losses and move on.”
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        * * *

      

      By two a.m. the Boudreaux farm was the scene of a criminal investigation as the bodies were being cleared away. Chief of Police Brett Cross looked overwhelmed by the scene and was woefully understaffed to handle it. Fortunately, he had received help from the New Orleans Police Department. The homicide detective who showed up to manage the scene listened to Kendra relay her story, not just about the attack, but concerning the previous months of harassment.

      The detective was named Carson. Detective Carson was aghast when he learned that Chief Cross didn’t have an investigation going.

      “There was no need to start an investigation. Kendra had no proof that she was being targeted, only a suspicion.”

      Detective Carson, who was a black man in his forties, pointed to the area where the bodies were being loaded onto ambulances for transfer to the New Orleans morgue.

      “She’s got proof now, doesn’t she, Chief? And who is this guy Grey that she says is behind everything?”

      “Mr. Grey is a community leader; he’s also a good friend of your police commissioner.”

      “I don’t care if they French kiss each other. You need to talk to Grey and let him know that if he’s behind this shit it has to stop. Miss Boudreaux and her son could have died, and what’s this about other people being forced to sell their land?”

      The chief looked away as he said, “That’s only a rumor.”

      “Brett is covering up for Randolph Grey because the man owns him,” Kendra said.

      “That’s a lie,” the chief said in a passionless voice, before walking away with his head down.

      Detective Carson addressed Tanner by the name on his Homeland Security I.D.

      “Are you going to stay to see this through?”

      “Absolutely,” Tanner said.

      “In an official capacity?”

      “No, this is personal. I have ties to the Boudreaux family.”

      “I see, but I wouldn’t expect any help from the chief over there.”

      “As long as he doesn’t get in my way,” Tanner said.

      “And if he does?”

      Tanner’s smile sent a chill down Carson’s spine.
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      THE MEON VALLEY, ENGLAND, OCTOBER 2003

      

      Romeo never spotted the hidden sensor he’d set off, but he did notice the sentry sent out to look him over.

      The man was sitting in a wooden platform that was up a tree and resembled a deer stand. Romeo gave no indication that he had spotted the man, who was talking into a radio. He was trying to give the impression that he was a lone hiker who had gotten lost in the valley.

      He also never saw Cody, although he knew his friend was sticking close to him.

      Romeo was less than a mile from the settlement when they rode up on him in a jeep with no top. There were four of them, all with SA80 assault rifles. Romeo stopped walking and threw his hands in the air.

      “Whoa! What’s going on?”

      The man in the passenger seat stood. He was the one they had nicknamed Red-face. He was in his fifties and had a round face with a ruddy complexion. Like the others, he was wearing a denim jacket and jeans. It seemed to be a uniform of sorts, as were the black T-shirts they wore. Romeo was dressed the same, only his jacket was made of brown leather and had a sheepskin lining.

      “This is private property. What are you doing here?” The man had a high voice and his accent sounded cockney.

      “I’m just hiking. I wanted to see some of the valley, but I guess I got lost.”

      Red-face and his friends shared looks among themselves before the man spoke again.

      “You’re an American?”

      “Yeah.”

      The man pointed his rifle at him. “Where’s your partner?”

      “Partner? What partner? I’m out here by myself, and listen, I didn’t mean to trespass. I’ll just head back the way I came, okay, dudes?”

      “Take him down, Chauncy,” Red-face said, and Romeo realized that someone was rushing up behind him. He was only able to glimpse a man with hair as long as his own before he was shoved forward to the ground. He had nearly side-stepped the attack but stopped himself. He was a lost hiker, not a man skilled in hand-to-hand combat.

      The impact with the ground was hard and made more so by the man’s weight on him, plus the added weight of his backpack. Once his wrists were zip-tied behind his back, Romeo was searched by the man who had tackled him, while another man, one from the rear of the jeep, went through his pack.

      “He’s clean,” the long-haired man said. His partner confirmed that the same was true for his backpack.

      The man in the jeep rubbed a hand over his chin.

      “I still don’t like it that he’s an American, and neither will Mr. Canterbury. We’ll bring him back with us and interrogate him. We can always kill him later.”

      “Kill me? Hey, what the fuck, man. I haven’t done anything.”

      The eyes on the man in the jeep squinted from his round red face.

      “We had some friends killed recently by two Americans. One of them was blond like you.”

      Romeo wondered how they knew that two Americans had destroyed the bomb factory, although he really didn’t care. By stating that the people at the compound had been friends, the man had admitted that they were involved with Garth Livingston.

      “I didn’t kill anybody; I was in Scotland until yesterday.”

      “We’ll see what you say when we torture you.” Red-face climbed out of the jeep and slung his rifle over his back. “Chauncey, you and I will walk him back to the camp. You others take a look around before heading back. Maybe you’ll find his dark-haired friend.”

      Romeo was yanked from the ground and hustled toward the camp. When he looked over his shoulder, he saw the jeep headed in the opposite direction. They were looking for Cody. If they came across him, their plan would fall apart.

      Romeo relaxed. They would never see Cody unless he wanted to be seen, and soon, very soon, they would all be dead.

      I’m coming, Emma, hold on, baby, I’m coming.
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        * * *

      

      Cody had watched Romeo’s capture take place. He was lying at the base of a fir tree with the binoculars to his eyes. When Red-face aimed his gun at Romeo, Cody had held his breath. He was too far away for his handgun to be effective and could only watch.

      When Romeo was led away, Cody grinned. The plan was working. As the jeep went off to look for him, he followed Romeo’s progress while staying to the trees.

      He knew he must be setting off perimeter alarms inside the commune. However, they would be ignored because it would be assumed that Romeo and his captors were triggering them. Slipping inside the small community behind a building that had no rear windows, Cody watched and saw that Romeo was taken into the main structure. It was a building with an office and was where Canterbury spent most of his time.

      Cody sighed. Romeo was on his own. That was the plan. After being captured, Romeo was to find a way to escape. It made Cody feel better to know that the razor blade hidden inside Romeo’s boot hadn’t been discovered. With the blade, Romeo could free himself from the plastic cuffs they had placed on his wrists.

      As for Cody, his part of the plan was to thin the herd. He was to stay hidden and kill as many of Canterbury’s people as he could before being discovered and pursued. By the time that happened, according to the plan, Romeo would be free, causing Canterbury’s men to fight a battle on two fronts.

      Twenty-six men against two potential Tanners, Cody thought. They don’t stand a chance.

      He moved among the shadows, while stalking prey with a knife clutched firmly in his grasp.
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        * * *

      

      Ray Canterbury looked thinner up close than he had at a distance. Romeo guessed the bald man didn’t tip the scales over a hundred and thirty pounds. The man’s blue eyes looked like a pair of lifeless marbles sitting in the middle of the folds of wrinkles around his deep eye sockets.

      There was another man present, it was Red-face, whom Romeo had learned was named Evans. Canterbury was pacing in front of the wing chair Romeo had been plopped in and was making accusations.

      “You’re one of the men that attacked Livingston’s compound. We know it and you know it.”

      “Dude, I don’t know what you’re talking about. I don’t know any Livingston and I don’t know what compound you mean either. I’m out here on a hike. Let me go and I’ll get the hell away from here.”

      “We’ll find your partner too, but you could save yourself some pain by telling us where he is.”

      “I don’t have a partner. Like I said, I was out hiking alone and then I—”

      Romeo stopped talking in midsentence because he had heard a familiar sound. It was the rat-a-tat-tat of gunfire. The noise was faint, distinct but faint; it sounded like it was traveling up from beneath him.

      “I think he heard the shots coming from the firing range,” Evans said.

      “It doesn’t mean a thing,” Canterbury said. “He’ll never live to tell anyone about it.”

      Canterbury walked over to a closet. When he returned, he was holding a tool box.

      “We’ll get the Yank to talk.” After sorting through the tools, Canterbury removed a pair of needle-nosed pliers. “I’ll need you to hold him down, Evans.”

      Evans and Canterbury moved toward Romeo; he feigned terror as he stared at the pliers.

      “What the hell, man, what are you planning to do?”

      Evans sprang on Romeo and gripped him around the chest and shoulders, pinning him to the chair. Canterbury moved behind him and held the zip tie binding his wrists. Romeo assumed that Canterbury was intending to use the pliers to rip off his fingernails. If that was the case, he should have made sure that he’d be unable to resist. Having Evans hold him was not going to be enough.

      Romeo reared back his head then brought it forward and smashed Evans on the nose. As Evans released him to straighten up and back away, Romeo rose from the chair and sent a kick back at Canterbury. He was unable to see the man. However, judging by the rush of air released when his boot connected, he’d struck Canterbury in the gut.

      Evans was fumbling for the knife on his belt when Romeo swept his legs out from under him. With the man down, Romeo moved in and stomped on his throat. Evans’ gray eyes bulged in their sockets and the red face turned even redder.

      Without wasting time to check, Romeo assumed that Canterbury was recovered and about to strike. He dove to the floor, did a shoulder roll, and ended up with his feet between Canterbury’s legs. The bald man looked as if he were having trouble catching his breath after the blow to his midsection. That hadn’t stopped him from removing the pistol holstered on his belt. Romeo kicked upwards as hard as he was able and his heel crushed Canterbury’s testicles.

      A garbled sound escaped Canterbury as he bent over. With his hands still bound, Romeo had limited options. He snapped his head at Canterbury’s gun hand and bit hard on a finger. The gun slipped from Canterbury’s grip and landed in Romeo’s lap. Romeo leaned back again and delivered a kick to Canterbury’s chin. That sent the man tumbling backwards. Canterbury landed with his top half on his desk, only to slide to the floor. He wasn’t unconscious, but it did appear that he was down for the count.

      With Evans turning blue and struggling to rise, and Canterbury no threat, Romeo got to his feet and moved over to the door. If anyone heard the struggle taking place, they would investigate. Then again, they might mistake the ruckus for the sounds of torture.

      As he waited to see if the door would open, Romeo twisted his foot around to his back and managed to free the razor blade hidden inside his boot. The sharp blade made short work of the zip tie. While he was doing that, Evans had fallen onto his face. His ruined throat wasn’t allowing any air to reach his lungs.

      With his hands free, Romeo claimed Canterbury’s gun, which was an old Ruger. A glance at Evans revealed that he had stopped moving and would likely never move again.

      Canterbury was moving though, as he regained his senses. Romeo put a stop to that by giving the man another kick to the face, this time square in the teeth. That knocked the man out. A pair of handcuffs were in the bottom drawer of Canterbury’s desk. Romeo put them on Canterbury then used a roll of clear adhesive packing tape to gag his mouth and bind his ankles together. Duct tape would have been better, but you used what you had.

      After locking the door and tucking a wooden chair beneath its knob, Romeo turned his full attention to the sounds he was hearing.

      Gunshots, the sound of numerous rifles being fired. It was coming from below him, he was certain of it, and yet, he found no door leading to a basement. Noticing that the sound was more pronounced near the brick fireplace, Romeo studied it in detail.

      A slight wafting of air was coming from the right side. After probing the bricks with his hands, Romeo found the hidden latch. With the lock disabled, the entire fireplace rolled aside with a silent ease that was impressive. Whoever had designed and built the hidden doorway was talented.

      With the entrance uncovered, the sound of the shooting was obvious. The flip of a switch turned on a dim light and revealed a crude set of stairs carved out of stone. Romeo went down them with Canterbury’s Ruger leading the way, and the sound of the shooting continued.
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      NEW ORLEANS, LOUISIANA, JANUARY 2019

      

      Playing a hunch, Tanner followed Chief Cross after the man left the farm in the early morning hours, once the bodies had been cleared away. He was hoping the chief would lead him to Randolph Grey, and he did, however, Grey wasn’t at his home.

      Chief Cross entered a construction site where an office building was being erected. Although the workers wouldn’t be reporting to work for hours, the main construction trailer was occupied.
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        * * *

      

      Chief Cross entered the job trailer and found Gator getting a cast applied to his forearm by a doctor. Randolph Grey was also there along with Flash. The scent of gasoline was in the air thanks to the smell clinging to Gator’s clothes. To counteract it, Grey had cracked open a window.

      The chief opened his mouth to talk but Grey held up a hand telling him to remain silent, then Grey’s eyes slid to the doctor. The doctor was a retired general practitioner who Grey was friends with. He had agreed to help out Grey but knew nothing about what was going on.

      Gator couldn’t risk going to the hospital to have his arm seen to. Not because he feared arrest, no, he had been afraid that Tanner might track him down there.

      When the doctor finished putting on the cast, Grey thanked him and said that he’d be in touch. As the trailer door closed behind the doctor, Grey spoke to the chief.

      “What’s the situation out at that farm?”

      “Fourteen dead bikers, and Kendra nearly died when the barn caught fire.”

      Grey’s eyes slid over to Gator. “That woman was not to be harmed. I need her to sign the contracts.”

      “I know, that barn fire started as we were leaving. One of my guys ran in there when he was on fire. Hell, I’m lucky I wasn’t roasted with him.”

      “Can you charge the Boudreaux woman with murder, Chief?” Grey asked. “If so, she might be willing to sell the farm if the charges could be made to go away.”

      “I could arrest her, but it wouldn’t stick. Those bikers were on private property and carrying illegal weapons.”

      “It’s Tanner,” Gator said. “Once we kill him that bitch will sell her farm.”

      The trailer door opened, and Tanner stepped inside while holding a gun at his side.

      “I’m right here, Gator. Why don’t you try killing me now?”

      Chief Cross moved back a few feet while holding up a hand.

      “Put that gun away.”

      Tanner paid no attention to the chief and looked over at Flash. Flash was dressed in a suit with no tie.

      “The last time I saw you, Flash, you were a biker like Gator. What happened, did you get civilized?”

      “Something like that, mon ami,” Flash said.

      Grey had been seated behind a metal desk. He stood and smiled at Tanner.

      “I’m Randolph Grey, Mr. Tanner, and you look like a man who might be amenable to a deal.”

      “You’re right, and here’s the deal. The Boudreaux farm is off-limits. If you keep coming, I’ll put you down. Take it or leave it.”

      “You killed fourteen Dixie Devils, motherfucker,” Gator said, “but there are a hell of a lot more of us. You’re the one who’s going to die.”

      Tanner ignored Gator and spoke to Grey.

      “This is your show. What’s your answer?”

      Grey sat back down as he spoke. “You win. Kendra Boudreaux can keep her farm and I’ll move on to another project.”

      “Just like that?” Tanner said.

      “I know when to fish or cut bait.”

      “Hey, Tanner,” Flash said.

      “Yeah?”

      “We should have had that duel way back when. If we had, this shit wouldn’t be happening now.”

      “If we had, you’d be dead, Flash.”

      Flash shook his head. “I was faster than you back then and I’m even faster now.”

      Tanner holstered his gun then unholstered it again. His movements were just a blur.

      “Damn!” Gator said. “He is almost as fast as you, Flash.”

      Flash smiled. “That’s right, Gator, almost.”

      Tanner reached behind him and opened the door, before leaving he spoke to Grey. “Keep your word or I’ll be back.” A moment later he was through the door and blending in among shadows.
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        * * *

      

      With Tanner gone, Grey stood again, to pace about the trailer.

      “That man has to be handled.”

      “I’ll do it,” Flash said.

      “Don’t worry about it, Flash,” Gator said. “I called Drake on the way here.”

      “Who is Drake?” Grey asked.

      “He’s the leader of the Miami chapter of the Dixie Devils,” Flash said.

      “He’s coming here with fifty guys,” Gator said. “Even Tanner can’t kill fifty men.”

      Chief Cross let out a moan. “You’re turning my town into a war zone. The fourteen men that died tonight were more dead bodies than we normally handle in a year.”

      “One more won’t hurt,” Gator said, “and the next body will be Tanner’s.”
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      THE MEON VALLEY, ENGLAND, OCTOBER 2003

      

      Cody used an unconventional method to kill the fifth man he’d come across while entering the commune. The first four had died without ever knowing why, as he stunned them before stabbing them to death.

      The key was to be silent as he killed, and to keep his victims from calling out for help. The fifth man had nearly spoiled that when he had spotted Cody’s reflection in a window. The bearded man had been doing dishes at a kitchen sink. He spun around while reaching for the knife on his belt and opening his mouth to cry out for help. There were others in the home, at the other end of the ranch-style house. They would come running upon hearing a cry of alarm.

      Cody had been ready for such a reaction from the terrorist. He’d been holding a rock in his left hand and hurled it at the man. His intention had been to stun the man with the rock in order to stifle his cry of alarm. Instead, the rock entered the open mouth in the middle of the beard and sealed the thug’s airway.

      A look of panic gripped the man as he gagged on the stone lodged in his throat. Cody sheathed his knife and took hold of the terrorist, while pinning his arms and dragging him away from the sink. As the air in his lungs dwindled, the man struggled to get free and kicked out wildly. Other than the sound of his scuffling feet, there was little noise made.

      Tense minutes passed, the struggle lessened, ceased, and the man went limp. Cody lowered him to the floor then dragged him into the pantry and out of view. With his knife in his hands again, he went after victim number six.
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        * * *

      

      Romeo crept down the stone steps and emerged into a cavern. Canterbury’s house sat on what had once been a mine of some sort, or more likely a cave. Following the sounds of the shooting, Romeo rounded a curve and saw an odd sight.

      There were five men lined up with their backs to him at a shooting range. Each man was separated from the others by unfinished plywood walls that were about eight feet high. The space was illuminated by strings of lights that had been suspended overhead. Power for the lights was acquired through the generators he and Cody had seen.

      Each man wore safety goggles and hearing protection as they fired at paper targets that were on a wire pulley system. There didn’t seem to be anyone in charge of the range. Romeo assumed that meant the men were each responsible for keeping things in order.

      Since no one had turned to look at him or could hear his movements over the sound of the shooting, he decided to take a look behind a counter that was on his right. There was a door behind that counter, a thick metal door that was sitting ajar.

      Peering inside the small room the door hid, Romeo spotted rows of assault rifles and crates of ammunition. There were also wrapped packages that might hold explosives of some sort. After checking to see that no one had yet noticed him or grown closer, Romeo slipped into the room and armed himself with one of the rifles.

      When he emerged from the room, Romeo was ready for target practice.

      He shot the man on the far left in the back of the head just as the guy was taking a shot of his own. The man had hit the bulls-eye, so had Romeo. The other four men showed no reaction. Romeo was shooting with the same rifle they were using, and it made the same sound, which echoed about the chamber like the others had.

      A second man fell, then a third. The fourth shooter, instead of dropping to the rough-hewn floor as the others had, twisted violently to his right and slammed against the plywood barrier separating himself from the fifth man.

      That man had been in the middle of changing magazines. He had either taken notice of the thumping sound or maybe he’d seen the barrier shake. Having grown curious, he’d peered around the sheet of wood and saw that his neighbor at the shooting range had slid to the floor with a serious head wound. Given where they were, he must have thought a tragic accident had occurred while the man was shooting. As he turned around to head for help, Romeo placed a shot between his worried-looking eyes.

      Sans the minor complication with the fifth man, all five shooters had died without incident. If they had registered Romeo’s shots, they thought they had come from their fellow shooters.

      After grabbing more ammunition, Romeo smashed a computer against one of the stone walls so that he could claim the disk drive. He was hoping it contained information they could use, which was likely, since Canterbury felt the need to hide it underground and behind a metal door. When he was done, Romeo headed back up the staircase and into Canterbury’s office.

      Canterbury was still out cold, and Evans was still dead. Romeo plucked a hammer from the same toolbox where Canterbury had gotten the pliers. After closing and locking the hidden door leading to the cavern below, Romeo smashed the mechanism that opened it. That would keep anyone from getting their hands on weapons and give him and Cody a huge advantage.

      Thinking of Cody, Romeo wondered how his friend was doing. He had no fear that Cody had been harmed, rather, he wondered how many men Cody had killed.

      Romeo went through a file cabinet hoping to find something that might help him locate Emma. All the thing held was receipts for the commune’s mundane supplies.

      After wiping down the office to eliminate his prints, Romeo placed his backpack in the fireplace and set it ablaze. The bag was too bulky to drag along and held nothing of value. When he was certain the fire was going well, Romeo grabbed Canterbury and hefted the thin man onto his left shoulder. It was time to get to the rendezvous spot and rejoin Cody.

      Carrying Canterbury and the rifle was awkward while passing through the narrow rear door, but Romeo managed. He was soon behind the row of structures and into the trees.

      Setting off the silent perimeter alarms couldn’t be helped, so Romeo hustled and moved as swiftly as he could. It was not easy given the weight he was carrying.

      He was nearing the rendezvous point when he heard the sound of a jeep nearby, Romeo dropped Canterbury to the ground and readied himself for a battle. None came, as the jeep sped past him and toward the commune.

      A look in that direction revealed nothing, as too many trees blocked the view. Romeo grabbed Canterbury again and made it to the spot where they’d hidden their vehicle. Cody was not there, and Romeo wondered what had delayed him.

      When gunfire erupted back at the commune, and was answered, Romeo knew that Cody was still inside the settlement and in a battle for his life. Leaving the bound and gagged Canterbury where he’d dropped him near the vehicle, Romeo rushed toward the commune. He was going back to aid a man who was closer to him than a brother.
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      THE BOUDREAUX FARM, LOUISIANA, JANUARY 2019

      

      By the time Tanner returned from his meeting with Randolph Grey, Jake was asleep, while Kendra was in the kitchen making a fresh pot of coffee. Tanner took a cup and settled beside her at the kitchen table.

      “Did Brett run to Randolph Grey like you thought he would?”

      “He did, and Grey agreed to back off.”

      Kendra smiled, but it faded quickly.

      “What if he was lying?”

      “We have to assume he was and prepare for another attack. I would normally take the fight to them, but I don’t know where it might come from. Gator might show up with more bikers or Grey might hire mercenaries.”

      Kendra placed her head in her hands. “I just want to raise my boy in peace, not wage a war.”

      “Jake told me what you were going to do inside the barn before I put out the fire. He said you were willing to sacrifice yourself for him.”

      “Like my granddaddy did for me. And you were right, Tanner. I would have gladly died to save my son. Granddaddy must have felt the same way.”

      “Why don’t you get some sleep? We have another long day and night ahead of us.”

      “I will, but what about you?”

      “I’ll catch a few hours later.”

      “Okay, oh, and Jake is staying home from school today.”

      “I was going to suggest that, in case Grey tried something stupid.”

      “If anyone touches my son, I’ll kill them.”

      “Or Jake will, the kid has guts.”

      “Of course he does,” Kendra said. “He’s a Boudreaux.”
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        * * *

      

      Later that day in New Orleans, a horde of bikers descended on the job site where Tanner had confronted Grey. They were more Dixie Devils, but of the Miami variety. There were fifty of them, including their leader, Drake. Although, many of the men were young and raw recruits.

      Drake was a huge man in both width and height with a red beard that reached to his navel. Flash was dressed in a blue suit. When Drake saw him and took in his clean-shaven appearance, he laughed at him.

      “Look at you, Flash. I’ve never seen anyone so pussy-whipped.”

      “Watch your mouth, Drake.”

      “Or what? You gonna kick my ass? That’s not ever gonna happen, boy.”

      Grey came out of the job trailer. The work day had ended. Other than the traffic passing by out beyond the fence, there was no one around to observe the bikers’ arrival. When Grey approached Drake, he found he had to look up to meet his gaze. That was an uncommon event for Grey, who was six-foot-four.

      “You certainly look as if you can handle Tanner, Drake, but I thought the same about Gator.”

      “Gator is a badass, but he charged at Tanner straight on. From what I hear, Tanner is one tricky mutha.”

      “He is,” Gator said, then he proceeded to fill Drake in on what had happened at the farm the night before.

      Drake laughed. “Shit, that must have been a sight, but don’t worry, the Miami Dixie Devils are here, Tanner’s ass will be dead by midnight.”

      “The man may set-up more traps,” Grey said.

      Drake smiled. “I know; I have a plan to deal with that.”

      Grey looked out at the dozens of bikers who were scattered about the job site.

      “I have an idea. If it works, we might avoid going to war.”

      “What sort of idea?” Drake asked.

      Grey took out his phone. “I think we’ll let the law have a crack at Tanner first.”

      “You’re talking about Chief Cross?” Flash asked.

      “That badge he wears may give him an edge on Tanner, an element of surprise. All he’ll need is for Tanner to turn his back on him.”

      Flash smiled. “A cowardly attack might work at that, but you should send me instead. I don’t need to be sneaky. I’m just faster than Tanner will ever be.”

      Grey hit the send button on his phone. “I’ll send the chief first; he’s expendable.” The call was answered, and Grey smiled into the phone. “Hello, Brett, I have a proposition for you.”
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      THE MEON VALLEY, ENGLAND, OCTOBER 2003

      

      Two of Cody’s victims had been stumbled across. The discovery of Evans and the damage done to the entrance to the arsenal and shooting range soon followed.

      Canterbury’s whereabouts was a mystery, and so a call went out to the men who had the jeep, along with what were now the only available assault rifles.

      As those men sped back into the commune, Cody jumped out from behind an old pickup truck and fired a round into the driver’s chest. That was followed by more rounds aimed at his two passengers. The driver, although severely wounded, managed to bring the vehicle to a safe stop against a curb, as his friends returned fire.

      Cody had wounded both men in his initial assault, but they were still able to fight back. That was all right, for he had planned for that possibility. Prior to emerging from behind the pickup truck, he had crawled beneath it and used his knife to cut through the gas line leading from the tank.

      Petrol flowed from the vehicle and toward the spot where the jeep sat. Cody used a lighter to ignite the gasoline and the flames moved along the flow and toward the jeep. One of the men had been standing in the fluid and the cuffs of his pants caught fire.

      His scream distracted his partner and Cody took advantage of it to place a bullet in him. The other man died while attempting to pat out the flames eating at his ankles. He was bent over, and Cody’s round passed through the rear of his neck.

      As for the driver of the jeep, he had died from the chest wound. Cody plucked the driver’s assault rifle from off the seat and checked the magazine. It was loaded. With the magazines removed from the other rifles, Cody was ready to finish what he’d begun.

      Three men emerged from a building down toward the other end of the commune. They had rifles, but they were not of the configuration of the one Cody held. He assumed that they were the hunting rifles that Kay said were found by the authorities.

      They had the numbers, while Cody had superior firepower and training. In less than a minute they were dead.
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        * * *

      

      Romeo crouched down as he heard the sound of someone approaching through the trees. He was only a hundred yards from the commune.

      A distinct whistling of three notes told him that it was Cody coming his way, and Romeo met his friend with a huge grin.

      “You got away, thank God, but how many are on your trail?”

      “None,” Cody said.

      “What?”

      “No one else is alive, that is, if you killed six and have Canterbury, did you?”

      Romeo nodded. “Yeah, I took out six and Canterbury is at the rendezvous spot, but Cody… are you saying you killed the rest of them, all nineteen?”

      “I just kept going until there were no more left.”

      Romeo stared at him in awe, then he noticed the splotches of blood on Cody. The stains covered him from the bottom of his jeans to the collar of his shirt, with a smear marring his chin. The man had been performing butchery on a group of terrorists but had not a mark on him. After looking in the direction of the commune, at the place where Cody had single-handily killed nearly a score of men, Romeo spoke in a tone of acceptance.

      “You’re better than me.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “At killing, at what we’ve spent the last five years training to do, to be. You’re better than me, Cody, hell, you might even be better than Spenser now. You deserve to be the next Tanner.”

      Cody searched for something to say, a way to deny Romeo’s assertions and allay any feelings of inferiority or resentment he might be feeling. But there was nothing to say. He was better than Romeo.

      “You’re more than good enough to be a Tanner, Romeo,” Cody finally said, and he meant every word of it.

      Romeo turned to him with a smile on his face.

      “Cody?”

      “Yeah?”

      “You’re going to be the next Tanner. I accept that, and brother, you’re going to be the greatest assassin ever too.”

      Cody smiled back at him. “It’s all I want out of life. I want to be so good that no one and nothing will ever beat me.”

      “You’re already there, and the scary thing is you’ll only get better.”

      Cody began walking toward their vehicle. “Let’s find out what Canterbury knows.”

      They had to stop once when they spotted a couple off in the distance with a pair of frolicking dogs. The people were obviously locals from the nearby town. Given their calm demeanor, the boys were certain that they hadn’t been close enough to hear the recent shooting.

      Once the couple was out of sight, the boys continued on. They were nearing the rendezvous spot when Romeo asked Cody a question.

      “Is being the best really all you want out of life… or has May Ling joined that list?”

      Cody grinned as he thought about May Ling, then realized something that made him stop in his tracks.

      “What’s wrong, bro?”

      “May Ling… she may be at the top of that list now.”

      “You really love her that much?”

      Cody looked confused as he answered, “Yeah, I do.”

      Romeo laughed and threw an arm around his friend’s shoulders.

      “Welcome to the club, bro. Now let’s find Emma.”
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        * * *

      

      SOMEWHERE NORTH OF LONDON, OCTOBER 2003

      

      Joe’s sexual assault had left Emma with a swollen lip and a black eye.

      When Hart emerged from the drug-induced stupor he’d been under, he’d cried after seeing his daughter’s condition.

      “Oh Lord, what did they do to you?”

      It took Emma time to assure him that while she had been attacked, she had not been raped. She’d left out the part about Joe’s finger finding its way inside her. It caused Emma to shiver in revulsion whenever she thought about it, as did memories of Joe’s slimy tongue.

      Hart expressed a rage similar to that which Emma felt toward their captors. Despite his hatred toward the men, he lowered himself four times, as he begged through the locked door for water, if not for himself, then please, for his daughter. His pleas had been answered with either angry shouts to shut up or with derisive laughter.
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        * * *

      

      Emma was seated on a dirty mattress while huddled together in a cold room with her father. Hart was holding her in a protective embrace although he knew he could do nothing to help her or himself.

      “I hope Mum is all right. She was struck hard with that gun.”

      “Something else I owe them for,” Hart said.

      Emma turned her head to study his face. “When you were in the navy… did you ever kill anyone?”

      “No, dear, but I could bloody well kill someone now.”

      “I feel the same way, and I can’t imagine being regretful about it. These men, they’re, they’re inhuman, worse than animals.”

      Hart kissed his daughter on her forehead. “They’ll be dealt with by the authorities after we’re rescued.”

      “Will they, or will they be fed and kept warm for the rest of their useless lives?”

      “I’m not a fan of the criminal justice system either, and I agree, prison is better than these blighters deserve.”

      Emma grew tired. She was weakened from lack of food and water. She rested her head on her father’s chest; it gave her comfort to hear the steady beating of his heart.

      “Dad?”

      “Yes, honey?”

      “We’re going to die here, aren’t we?”

      Emma heard a wet intake of breath and the escalation of her father’s heart rate. Without looking she knew that there were tears in his eyes.

      “We will be rescued, Emma. I have to believe that.”

      “But the odds aren’t good.”

      “I know we’re in dire straits, honey, but don’t lose faith. We will be rescued.”

      Emma didn’t argue, nor did she believe they would be rescued. She was going to die in a room with dirty walls and a soiled mattress, after being denied food and water. The hatred she felt for her captors was only eclipsed by the regret she felt over her treatment of Romeo.

      Romeo would never know how much she still loved him and that she had never gotten him out of her mind. Emma cried, and the tears were liquid she could scarcely afford to squander. She fell into a fitful sleep within her father’s arms, then dreamt of Romeo rescuing her.
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      THE BOUDREAUX FARM, LOUISIANA, JANUARY 2019

      

      “That’s the new plan?” Kendra asked Tanner. “That sounds worse than the trench and the fire.”

      “It is, but I’ll only use that option if I’m forced to.”

      “More dead bodies,” Kendra said. “The farm is turning into a battlefield.”

      “There’s always the chance that Grey was telling the truth and he’s backed off.”

      “Do you think he has?”

      “No.”

      “Damn.”

      It was after nine p.m. and they were in the barn, or rather what was left of it. Tanner had placed his extra supplies on a high shelf and they had survived the fire, and the flood of water from the tower. One other item had fared well. It was Benjamin Boudreaux’s antique Harley.

      “You really like that old bike,” Kendra said.

      “I like that it belonged to your grandfather, maybe you should pass it on to Jake.”

      “Maybe, if I ever find the money to have it restored.”

      The motion detectors sounded the alert that someone had entered the property. After checking his phone and the feed from the security cameras, Tanner spoke to Kendra.

      “It’s Chief Cross; it looks like he’s alone.”

      “I wonder what that loser wants.”

      “He wants you.”

      “He had his chance and blew it.”

      “Let’s go see what this is about.”
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        * * *

      

      Chief Cross was sweating as he got out of his vehicle, although the day was a cool one. Randolph Grey had sent him out to the farm to kill Tanner. Cross had killed before, but that was in the army. He had never just walked up to a man and blown his brains out, which is what Grey wanted him to do. Cross recalled their conversation.

      “He won’t be expecting it. Afterward, you can claim it was self-defense.”

      “You’re asking for a lot, Randolph.”

      “And I’ll give a lot. I’ll pay you a ten-thousand-dollar bonus, and once I’m the mayor of New Orleans, you’ll have a position on my staff.”

      “You’re running for mayor?”

      “I will be the city’s next mayor. Now are you with me or not?”

      Cross had agreed to kill Tanner. He was an ambitious man who hated hard work and had always gotten by on his boy next door good looks. If he killed Tanner, his fortunes would rise once more.

      It will work if I can just get him to turn his— The chief’s thoughts were interrupted by Tanner’s voice.

      “Grey sent you here to kill me, didn’t he?”

      The chief wondered if Tanner had been reading his mind. After wiping his hands on his pants, he gave a little laugh.

      “What are you talking about, Tanner? That’s crazy.”

      “Is it? Look in a mirror, Chief. You’re sweating despite the cool weather and you keep touching your gun. What were you going to do, try shooting me in the back?”

      “I, no! I just came here to plead with Kendra one more time.”

      Kendra looked the chief up and down. “Tanner is right. I see the guilt in your eyes. Grey really does own you, doesn’t he?”

      The chief slid his hand onto his gun and Tanner pointed at him.

      “You saw how fast I was inside that trailer this morning, Cross. You pull that gun and I’ll shoot you dead.”

      The chief made a sound of distress as he removed his hand from his weapon. Tanner walked up to him and stared into his eyes.

      “I’m only making this offer because you’re a cop. If you’re smart, you’ll take it. Go away somewhere and don’t come back for a week. By then this will be over.”

      “Even if you win this fight, Grey will still be here, Tanner.”

      “No, he won’t be.”

      “You’re saying you’ll kill him?”

      “I warned him. He didn’t listen.”

      The chief mopped his brow with an already sweaty hand.

      “There are more bikers, a lot more bikers.”

      “I’ll kill them too.”

      The chief looked into Tanner’s eyes and saw the truth looking back at him.

      “I’ll go away.”

      “Smart man.”

      The chief seemed to limp as he walked back to his vehicle.

      Kendra shook her head. “He was really willing to kill you for Grey.”

      “I’m sure he would have been rewarded for it.”

      “Like a hit man?”

      “I kill for money, Kendra, but not under orders from anyone. The contracts I take are on people who need killing.”

      “Like Randolph Grey?”

      “Yes, but that will be my pleasure.”

      “And my granddaddy, he was like you, he only killed men like Grey or those bikers?”

      “It’s part of being a Tanner. We never kill the innocent.”

      Kendra stared out toward the road. “Those bikers will be coming again.”

      “And they’re not innocent.”

      “My boy is. I don’t want him witnessing this slaughter.”

      “Keep him with you inside the house. I can handle things alone tonight.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes, and remember, stay away from the windows, and remain in the middle of the house.”

      “And what about you?”

      “I’ll be keeping my head down.”

      Kendra sighed. “This used to be such a peaceful place.”

      “And it will be again.”

      Kendra gave Tanner a quick hug, then turned and headed for the house. When she was halfway there, they heard the roar of multiple engines growing closer.

      “They’re here!” Kendra called.

      Tanner looked at the driveway and viewed a glow like an early dawn approaching. Drake and the Miami Dixie Devils had arrived.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            98

          

          
            Talk!

          

        

      

    

    
      THE MEON VALLEY, ENGLAND, OCTOBER 2003

      

      Canterbury was awake when Cody and Romeo reached their vehicle. The man was on the ground and straining to free his wrists from the handcuffs that bound them. Cody took hold of him and sat him up with his back against the off-road vehicle.

      Romeo reached down, gripped a corner of the tape across Canterbury’s mouth, and ripped it away. The sting of the tape coming off made Canterbury cry out. Cody slapped his bald head to get his attention.

      “Your people are all dead.”

      An immense look of disbelief filled Canterbury’s eyes as he processed that statement.

      “All of them?” Canterbury looked past Cody and Romeo. “How many of you are there?”

      “Two,” Cody said. “It only took two of us to rip apart your phony commune and kill the scum you worked with. Now you’re going to tell us everything we want to know.”

      Canterbury shook his head in disbelief. “They can’t all be dead. I have twenty-five men, many of whom have fought in conflicts around the world. Two… boys… it’s not possible.”

      “We’re not boys, we’re trained assassins and the men who destroyed Livingston’s bomb factory. We want Livingston, Canterbury. You’re going to help us find him.”

      “I have no idea where he is.”

      Romeo reached down and gripped Canterbury under his chin.

      “You’ve known the man for years and now we know you’ve never really left his group. If that were true, you wouldn’t be supplying him with members and arms. Listen, dude, you’re a dead man either way, but if you talk, you’ll save yourself a world of hurt.”

      Canterbury wrest his chin free of Romeo’s grasp and stared up defiantly at him.

      “I am still a member of Green Wrath, a trusted member. I won’t tell you a damn thing.”

      Romeo’s hand returned to Canterbury’s chin and he thumped the man’s head back against the vehicle three times in rapid succession. With Canterbury stunned and unable to fight back, Romeo flipped him onto his stomach.

      When Romeo brought out the pair of pliers he’d kept from Canterbury’s toolbox, Cody wondered what he intended to do with them. He got his answer when Romeo used the tool to pry off one of Canterbury’s thumbnails.

      Cody was just able to slap a hand over Canterbury’s mouth before the scream could emerge in full. Even muffled by his hand the cry expressed the agony he was feeling. Another nail followed, then another, and Canterbury was on the verge of passing out from the pain.

      Romeo got down on his knees and leaned over to talk into Canterbury’s ear.

      “The woman Livingston abducted in London is someone I love. If you don’t help me find her, I’m going to take out all my anger on you.”

      “I’ll help… help… just, just no more. Oh, good Lord, the pain.”

      “It’s no less than you were planning to do to me earlier.”

      “Where can we find Livingston?” Cody said.

      Between gasps of pain, Canterbury told them everything he knew.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It was dark by the time they were ready to leave the area. They had moved Canterbury into the trees on the odd chance that someone might wander along.

      Despite the cool air, the man was drenched in sweat. At a point when Romeo thought Canterbury might be holding back, two more fingernails had been ripped away. A threat to do the same to his testicles followed. After that, the man was broken and even began to ramble.

      While he had no idea where Emma might be, he did have information that might lead the boys to Livingston. They had three locations to check out.

      Cody positioned himself in such a way that Canterbury would have to turn his head to the left to look at him, and away from Romeo. Canterbury did so and said what he had already stated six times. The torture had made him more than compliant, it had made him eager to please, and as was human nature, he still harbored hope that he might survive his ordeal. It made him appear pathetic.

      “Those locations, I can’t guarantee that Garth will be there.”

      “We understand that,” Cody said.

      “I told you everything, truly I did.”

      “We know.”

      The back of Canterbury’s skull erupted in a spray of gore from the single shot Romeo fired at him. After Cody took the time to clean himself up and change clothes, the boys were off. They had three locations to check out and were hopeful that Garth Livingston would be at one of them.
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        * * *

      

      The first location seemed the most promising as Canterbury knew for a fact that Livingston had been there recently. He was correct, for it was the Oxford cottage Livingston had been staying in at the time of the boys’ attack on his cell group.

      The cottage was empty and offered up no further clues. While passing through London on their way north, Cody called and spoke to Kay.

      “We have news and also something to give you.”

      “I’m at my flat.”

      “Give us twenty minutes,” Cody said.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Kay looked at Cody and Romeo as her eyes grew large with wonder.

      “They’re all dead? Twenty-six men?”

      “Yes, and we have two more locations to check out,” Cody said.

      Romeo handed her the disk drive he had claimed from Canterbury’s computer.

      “See what you can find on that. You might also want to let someone know about the commune. There’s an arsenal still hidden there along with some explosives.”

      Romeo went on to explain about the hidden staircase behind the rolling fireplace.

      “I know how to let this get to the right people without becoming involved, and I’ll get on that disk after you leave.”

      As they were exiting the apartment, Kay kissed Romeo on the cheek.

      “Go find your lady.”

      “I will,” Romeo said.

      The boys went back out into the night with two chances remaining to save Emma’s life.
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      THE BOUDREAUX FARM, LOUISIANA, JANUARY 2019

      

      Gator was riding at the front of a very large pack beside the leader of the Miami Dixie Devils, the red-headed man named Drake. They were fifty-seven strong with the survivors from last night’s attack added to their numbers.

      Drake raised up a ham-sized fist, giving the signal to stop. They were halfway down the farm’s winding driveway and still out of view of anyone inside the house.

      “What’s this plan you said you had?” Gator asked, as he shouted to be heard over the sound of the motors. “I don’t want to ride into anymore traps.”

      Drake grinned. “You won’t be.” Drake took out a phone and sent off a text message. Behind them, twelve of the motorcycles moved up until they were at the front. When Gator looked at the men, he could see that they were all young and wearing the white cloth vests that marked them as the club’s fresh recruits.

      “If you want to be a Dixie Devil you’ve got to prove yourselves,” Drake told the men. His booming voice was clear even over the sound of the bikes. “There’s a man at that farm up ahead who killed some of our brothers. I’m gonna let you guys have first crack at him.”

      “Just one man?”

      That question came from a blond kid who was nineteen. Gator thought the peach fuzz covering his face might be considered a beard, by some.

      “That’s right,” Drake said. “You twelve against one man. Hell, if you can’t beat one guy, you’ll never be a real Dixie Devil.”

      “He’s a dead man!” shouted one of the other recruits.

      “What the hell are you waiting for?” Drake said. “Go kill that fucker.”

      A cry went up from the men. After revving their bikes, they raced off down the driveway with murder on their minds.

      Gator laughed. “They’ll all be dead soon.”

      “Yeah, but they’ll also set off any traps Tanner has set up. Once he runs out of tricks we move in and finish him off.”

      “If people hear about this it will be a lot harder to get recruits.”

      “We’ll have guys begging to join us once we kill Tanner. And he’s mine, Gator, you hear me? Tanner is mine.”

      “You can have him, but I want the woman. I can’t kill her, but I can hurt her, and that bitch needs to be taught a lesson.”

      Drake put on his helmet. “Let’s go see what tricks Tanner has up his sleeve.”
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        * * *

      

      Tanner stood in front of the house while illuminated by a pair of floodlights. He heard the caravan of bikers pause out on the driveway and wondered what it meant. When only a fraction of the motorcycles appeared and headed his way, he understood that they were to be sacrificed.

      As a chess player, Tanner appreciated the concept of sacrificing pawns to capture a king. He was willing to oblige, while knowing that it would make the remaining men overconfident.

      Tough strands of fishing line had been strung up between two trees. It produced a huge network of thin, nearly invisible cords that stretched across the driveway and to several yards on either side of it. There were multiple strands resembling a spider’s web. The blond kid who had spoken to Drake was the first to reach them. His momentum caused several strands to break, but one strand bit into his neck while another hit him in the chest. He tumbled from his bike and took out two other riders. Those two took out several more before the rest collided with the fishing wire.

      What had been an organized charging party of twelve became a writhing confusion of bodies struggling to free themselves from the wire biting into their flesh. The blond kid lay dying, as blood spurted from his wound. Another man had broken a leg in his fall, while still another punk lay with his legs trapped beneath the weight of a motorcycle. A second bike was pressing down on the side of his face. The hot engine seared his flesh and he writhed in agony. The scream was bloodcurdling.

      Tanner brought up a rifle and began firing. Several shots were sent his way, but he had taken cover behind the tractor. When there was no more movement visible among the pile near the garage, Tanner reloaded and readied himself for the next wave of bikers. He had purposely used a tactic similar to the trench trick employed the night before. If they were foolish enough to believe he had run out of ideas, they might think the threat ended and come at him en mass.
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        * * *

      

      Drake watched from the mouth of the driveway as his recruits ran into some sort of unseen obstruction and were thrown off their rides. One of the men went flying through the air, then just hung there upside down, like a fly caught in a web. When Tanner used the rifle to kill, he did so with unerring accuracy.

      “Listen up! Tanner has done his best and now it’s our turn. Spread out, come at him from different directions, and stay off the path leading to the house. Keep your eyes open, though. He might have another trick up his sleeve.”
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        * * *

      

      Tanner was all out of tricks and done with playing games.

      As the remaining men thundered across the meadow, headed his way, Tanner crouched behind the tractor. He removed a device from his pocket that resembled a television remote control. The numbers one through twelve were backlit with red lights. After Tanner input a four-digit code, all the lights turned green.
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        * * *

      

      Gator sped past a tubular object lying atop the ground as he rode beside Drake. He had seen such a device before and a jolt of fear passed through him as he realized what it was.

      A pipe bomb!

      Gator increased his speed hoping to leave the bomb far enough behind him so that he could avoid its projectiles. A second passed, then two, three, and Gator left the bomb behind and closed in on Tanner’s position. Gator was thinking that the bomb must have been a dud when his headlight illuminated another one twenty feet in front of him. There was a bright flash, a moment of searing pain, and the sensation of flying backwards through the air.
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        * * *

      

      Tanner had placed the twelve bombs in a large, loose circular pattern. He had waited until the bikers entered that circle before detonating the devices. Forty-five men and their machines were shredded and broken by thousands of ball-bearings. One of the men’s bikes exploded and added to the deadly effect.

      The Dixie Devils had sent dozens of men against one, and as good as he was at killing, Tanner knew that he needed help in overcoming such odds. An equalizer was what was called for, the bombs had been that equalizer. As promised by Duke, the blasts were directional. That meant that anyone within that circle of death received shrapnel from multiple devices, and possibly all of them.

      The tractor had taken several hits from ball bearings sent forth from the bombs which had been aimed toward the house. Tanner had heard the pinging of the strikes against the machine. Fortunately, those projectiles were sent forth from the bombs farthest from his position.

      A quick look at the house revealed two broken windows and minor damage to the front steps. If Kendra and Jake had stayed in the middle of the farmhouse as instructed, they should be fine.

      Tanner emerged from behind the tractor with his rifle at the ready. After the roar of the motorcycle engines and the booming of the bombs, the relative silence was jarring.

      Every bike had been damaged to the point that they no longer functioned. The same was true of most of their riders. However, moans were heard, and survivors were scattered among the dead.

      One such man was Drake. The red-headed giant not only survived but was attempting to rise up on his hands and knees. Or rather, his hand and knees, since the end of his left arm was now a stump pumping out blood.

      Tanner walked to his position and stood looking down at him. The red beard was covered in far redder blood. There was a hole where his nose had been.

      Drake opened his mouth. The only thing that came out of it was blood. He collapsed back atop the grass, exhaled a gurgling breath, and expired.

      Tanner fired no mercy rounds despite the obvious agony some of the men were suffering through. He felt no pity toward them. They had come to the home of a Tanner bent on mayhem and had met the fate of anyone foolish enough to attempt such an atrocity.

      Gator was among the survivors and lying on his back. He watched Tanner’s approach with a face glazed with fear and pain. He’d been so close to one of the blasts that it had blown his pants off him. No genitals remained nor barely any flesh on the area surrounding his right knee, but Tanner took notice that the alligator boots were spotless.

      “It looks like you’re going to die with your boots on, Gator.”

      Gator shuddered violently, coughed up blood, and went the way of all flesh.

      After walking the field of death, Tanner headed for the house to give Kendra the news that the war was over. All that was left to do, was to bury the enemy’s dead.
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      SOMEWHERE NORTH OF LONDON, OCTOBER 2003

      

      The second location showed promise. There were a number of young men hanging out in front of the home, which was located on a lake. Since it was the off-season, most of the lake rentals were empty.

      “I don’t see any weapons, do you?” Romeo asked.

      “No, but they could be under the jackets they’re wearing.”

      “I want to get closer and get a look inside.”

      Romeo was about to move in when the sound of a car was followed by the beam of its headlights. The vehicle pulled into the driveway of the home and five young women got out. They greeted the men with smiles and laughter, then they all went inside, and the music started up.

      “It’s just a party,” Romeo said. “Damn it.”

      Cody gave his shoulder a squeeze. “There’s still one more.”
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        * * *

      

      Livingston wasn’t at the last location either, which was an old house with a large detached garage. The nearest house was some distance away.

      While Livingston wasn’t there, it was occupied. There was light, movement, and the sound of a TV playing.

      Cody moved in to do the reconnaissance while Romeo kept watch for signs of a missed perimeter guard. He was gone for fifteen minutes. When he returned, he was grinning.

      “Livingston?” Romeo asked.

      “Better: Emma. There’s a room in the back where the windows were recently bricked over and at least three guys inside with guns. This must be where they’re holding her.”

      Romeo released a small laugh. “Oh, thank God, yes, yes.”

      “We need to do this right or one of them will use Emma as a hostage.”

      “I know, and one more thing. I want to call in the location to the police.”

      “Why? We can handle this.”

      “I know, Cody, but man, this is Emma’s life here. If those assholes in there get lucky and kill us both, I want her to still have a chance.”

      “I get it, but once we make that call, we’ll have to strike fast, or the cops will be on us too.”

      Romeo nodded his understanding, then said, “Here’s how I want us to do it.”
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        * * *

      

      Inside the house, the boy Emma knew as Joe was making plans of his own. His tongue had been hurting him since Emma bit down on it and he’d only been able to eat soft food.

      Joe hated Emma and wanted her dead. Not the slow death of dehydration, but death by his hand. To accomplish that, he was easing a gun from the holster of one of his companions. Joe hadn’t drugged anyone this time; the man had fallen asleep after drinking six beers.

      The other men all had guns, but not Joe, not since he accidentally shot a wall while practicing his quick draw. That had happened during the last kidnapping and they still wouldn’t let him have a weapon. That was all right, because guns were easy to get.

      Joe cleared the weapon from the holster right before his companion turned over in his sleep. He’d get in trouble for killing Emma, but so what? They were willing to let her die anyway and the ransom was being paid in the morning.

      With the gun tucked behind him in his waistband, Joe moved toward the room at the rear of the house, by going down the back hallway.

      A man named Tucker was on guard duty there. He had his chair tipped back against the door frame and was playing a game on his phone. Joe was trying to think of some way to lure Tucker away from the door when the sound of breaking glass came from the front of the house.

      Tucker cursed as he fell out of the chair. After righting himself, he picked up his phone and brought out his gun.

      “What the hell was that noise?” Tucker yelled, as he ran down the hallway.
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        * * *

      

      Inside the room, Emma and her father stirred. They had both been asleep and only woke when Tucker had shouted his question.

      “What’s going on?” Hart asked. His voice was scratchy because his throat was so dry from lack of water.

      “I’m not sure,” Emma said. “But there seems to be some sort of commotion from somewhere in the house.”

      A tentative smile crept across Hart’s face. “Perhaps we’re being rescued.”
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        * * *

      

      Tucker had reached the front of the house with his gun drawn. He let out a laugh as he realized what had happened.

      “A tree branch?”

      “The damn thing came through the window and almost hit me,” one of the men said.

      While Joe was in the rear of the home planning Emma’s death, the noise the branch made had brought the other five men into the living room. One of the other men, the drunken one whose gun Joe had stolen, pointed at a spot near the branch’s trunk, where it rested on the window sill.

      “What is that? Is that a pipe?”

      It wasn’t a pipe. It was the barrel of a shotgun. It was Cody’s gun. He had rested the Mossberg on the branch to steady his aim. Clad in black and wearing a ski mask and gloves, he was hard to see amid the branch’s fall leaves.

      Cody’s first blast hit the man who had spotted his gun, passed through him and into the man behind him. Four more rounds fired in rapid succession left the other three men wounded as well. Tucker went lumbering away with a chunk of flesh missing from his right side, at waist level.

      With the shotgun empty, Cody took out a pistol and fired at Tucker twice. The 9mm. rounds struck the man in the back but didn’t take him down.

      Cody dived through the window, rolled onto shards of broken glass, and went in pursuit. Tucker rounded a corner, made it another dozen feet, then fell onto the frayed carpet. He was dying from the damage done to his liver.
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        * * *

      

      “We are being rescued!” Emma said, while hugging her father.

      They had heard Cody’s shots and the scream of dying men.

      When the door flew open an instant later, they were both smiling. The grins left their faces when they saw Joe pointing a gun their way.

      “I’m going to kill you, bitch,” Joe told Emma.

      When the booming of a shot followed the words, Emma flinched, thinking she’d been wounded. That thought left her mind almost before it formed, because at the same time, she saw the side of Joe’s head erupt in a spray of blood.

      Joe’s body had barely hit the floor inside the room when a man in black appeared. When Emma looked into the blue eyes showing in the slits of the ski mask, she felt a calmness come over her.

      “He saved my life,” she told her father.

      Another gunshot sounded from the front of the home and was of a lower volume than the previous ones. Moments passed, then a second man dressed in black appeared. He spoke to Emma’s father with an American accent.

      “Mr. Hart, the men who kidnapped you are all dead. Please follow me, sir, while my partner escorts your daughter.”

      “Water,” Hart said. “We need water.”

      “Yes sir,” Cody said, as he looked back at Emma and Romeo.
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        * * *

      

      Emma’s mouth parted in shock as she looked at the eyes of the man in the doorway. She knew those eyes, those most memorable eyes, even though she hadn’t seen them in years. As her father was escorted past Joe’s body and toward the home’s kitchen, Emma stared into the blue eyes of the man at her side.

      “Romeo?”

      The man said nothing, but he made a sympathetic sound while taking in her blackened eye and damaged lip. Then, he took her by the hand and slid an emerald ring onto it. Emma let out a sound of surprise when she realized it was the same ring Romeo had given her in Indonesia. The ski mask was sliding upward when the sound of sirens cut through the night air.

      Before Emma knew it was happening, the man in the ski mask left her side and was leaving the home with his friend.

      “Drink, Emma,” Hart said as he rejoined his daughter in the hallway. He was holding out a plastic bottle full of water.

      Emma took the water and sucked it down in desperate gulps. By the time she was through, the lights of several police vehicles could be seen; they reflected off the wall at the end of the hallway. Emma removed the emerald ring from her finger and studied it. As she did so, she discovered something new. There had been an inscription added.

      I’ll always love you.

      Emma began crying as she slipped the ring back on, then wondered if she would ever see Romeo again.
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      THE BOUDREAUX FARM, LOUISIANA, JANUARY 2019

      

      Kendra kept Jake inside the house over the next sixteen hours while a cadre of forensic techs, crime scene clean-up crews, and ATF agents swarmed over the farm. There had also been news vans present, but they were told to leave by Homeland Security officials.

      This time, instead of calling the law, Tanner had put in a call to Thomas Lawson. The ATF arrived on the scene two hours later. When all was said and done, the blasts would be blamed on the Dixie Devils, and their demise said to have been brought about by their own incompetence at handling explosives.

      Evidence found at the scene would show that an unexploded pipe bomb was recovered near the body of a biker named Gator.

      The remaining six chapters of the Dixie Devils located throughout the south would receive visits from local federal authorities. Their searches would find no evidence of bomb making materials, but the clubs would be on notice that their activities would be scrutinized. They were also warned to stay away from Louisiana.

      As for Randolph Grey, he too received a visit from ATF agents. On occasion, Grey’s construction company used explosives. His records would indicate that everything was above board, but like the Dixie Devils, he was being put on notice.
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        * * *

      

      By the time evening rolled around again, Tanner had replaced the broken windows and caught a few hours of sleep. He was sitting out on the front porch after dinner when Kendra joined him.

      She pointed out at the field where the scene of slaughter had taken place.

      “It almost looks like nothing happened now.”

      “The tractor is a little worse for wear, but yeah, the Dixie Devils got the worst of it.”

      “I know it was multiple bombs, but from inside the house it sounded like a single explosion. It also knocked a picture off the wall.”

      “Whose picture?”

      Kendra smiled. “It was a photo of Granddaddy.”

      “He probably leapt off the wall to join the fight.”

      “We’re about to have dessert; come back inside.”

      “I’ll pass on the sweets, and I’ll be going out soon. I still have to deal with Randolph Grey.”

      “Be careful, didn’t you say he had one of those bikers with him?”

      “Yeah, a man named Flash, but I don’t think he’s a biker anymore.”

      “He’ll still be angry about what happened to his friends.”

      “He will, so I guess I’ll have to kill him too.”

      Kendra stared at Tanner. “You talk about death so casually.”

      “You might call it my stock in trade.”

      “Does Grey really need to die?”

      “You want me to show him mercy?”

      “I’m just sick of death and killing. If he backs off, let him live.”

      “I’ll consider it.”

      “Jake told me you were getting married soon. What’s she like?”

      “Sara is beautiful, smart, and tough.”

      “Not tougher than you, I’d bet.”

      Tanner smiled. “I wouldn’t be so sure about that.”
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        * * *

      

      Randolph Grey had not had a good day.

      ATF agents invaded his offices and FBI agents had questioned him about his connection to the Dixie Devils motorcycle club. Grey told them that his only link to the club was through his future son-in-law, Flash.

      When the story made the local news, albeit in a watered-down version, Grey’s name was mentioned. The expansive project he had planned for the area where the Boudreaux farm sat was also discussed, along with the rumors that some of the Boudreaux’s neighbors had been coerced to sell their properties.

      To top things off, two of the project’s largest investors backed out of the deal. More would follow, signaling the end of what would have been a five-hundred and sixty-million-dollar project.

      Infuriating Grey even further, Chief Cross wasn’t answering his phone and was said to have gone on an unscheduled vacation.

      Grey ended the workday sitting in his office and drinking straight whisky from a bottle.
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        * * *

      

      Flash had been taken in for questioning and later released. He had been able to confirm that he was with Letty Grey at the time of the attack on the farm. When he’d been informed that Gator and the other Dixie Devils were dead, Flash had to fight to keep from crying.

      Tanner was to blame. Tanner had murdered Gator, and Flash swore to himself that he would kill the man.

      As he entered Grey’s office, Flash was angry and in mourning over the loss of his friends. When Grey sprung up from behind his desk and gave Flash a shove, his only emotion became rage.
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        * * *

      

      Grey was half-drunk. With no one else to blame for his trouble, he lashed out at Flash.

      “You, you son of a bitch. This debacle is all your fault. That motorcycle club of yours was worthless!”

      Grey saw Flash react with shock at being verbally assaulted. After Grey shoved the man, he watched as shock morphed into anger.

      Flash shoved Grey back so hard that it sent the man tumbling backwards over the desk. That was followed by Flash lifting Grey off the floor and slamming him against a wall.

      “Who the fuck do you think you are, Randolph? You think you’re a tough guy, huh, mon ami?”

      Flash struck Grey in the face. The punch didn’t break his nose but did cause it to start bleeding. A second blow split open Grey’s bottom lip and caused him to slide down to the floor. Flash wasn’t done with him and began kicking Grey. The man who had plans to be the future mayor of New Orleans curled up into a ball and whimpered for Flash to stop.

      After stomping on Grey’s head and opening up a gash on his right cheek, Flash moved over to a black leather sofa. On the way there, he grabbed a beer from the wet bar kept in Grey’s office.

      The bottle of beer was nearly empty by the time Grey made it up off the floor and into his chair. When he looked over at Flash, it was with the same gaze Flash had seen in the eyes of others he had given a beatdown to. It was fear, and it was respect mixed with knowledge. It said that they knew Flash was no one to fuck with. Flash loved that look. Seeing it in the eyes of the high and mighty Randolph Grey caused him to laugh.

      “You must have lost your mind to think you could shove me like that, Randolph, but you know better now, don’t you?”

      When Grey didn’t answer, Flash tossed his bottle at him. It struck Grey on his shoulder, causing him to flinch.

      “Answer me, bitch.”

      “I shouldn’t have touched you. I won’t ever do it again.”

      “Damn right you won’t. And try pressing charges on me and see what happens. Once I got bail, I’d find your ass and beat you even worse.”

      Grey dapped at his face with a handkerchief, turning the white material red with his blood.

      “I won’t say a word to the police, but Letty will wonder what happened to me.”

      Flash knew that was right. He was surprised that he no longer cared if Letty Grey was angry with him.

      “Tell her the truth. Tell her I kicked your ass. I don’t give a shit. All I care about now is killing Tanner.”

      “How? The man destroyed an army of men. What could you do by yourself?”

      “I’ll kill that bastard. I’ll kill him for Gator and all the other Dixie Devils he murdered. Tanner will pay for killing my brothers.”

      Grey collapsed back into his office chair while pressing a hand to his injured ribs.

      “It doesn’t matter anymore. The project is dead in the water.”

      “Vengeance matters, and don’t forget, Tanner will want to kill you too.”

      Grey’s eyes widened as he sat up straight.

      “You believe he’ll really do that?”

      “That man is no joke, Randolph, and you lied to his face. If I don’t kill him, he’ll come after you, then he’ll try to kill me.”

      “Then you must stop him.”

      “I will,” Flash said, and rose from the sofa.

      “Call me when it’s done,” Grey said.

      Flash sent him a look of disgust, then left the office. In the parking lot, he took off the suit jacket he was wearing and tossed it away. He was done being civilized.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            102

          

          
            Mystery Men

          

        

      

    

    
      SOMEWHERE NORTH OF LONDON, OCTOBER 2003

      

      Hours after the rescue of Emma and her father took place, a car moved along the quiet lane where the home used by the kidnappers was located. Because the house sat on a curve, and due to force of habit, the driver of the vehicle had put on his turn indicator as he approached the property.

      The man was in his thirties, with short red hair. Dressed as he was in a conservative suit, and with his glasses on, he looked like a college professor.

      When the home came into view and he saw the three police vehicles parked on the grass, the turn signal was slapped off and his wheels made straight.

      When no police cars appeared in his rear-view mirror the man was certain he had escaped a close call. That belief died when he came off a curve and saw two unmarked vehicles blocking his path. As he attempted to turn around on the narrow lane, his panic did him in.

      He had gone too far back and gotten a wheel stuck in a ditch. A minute later he was face down on the roadway with his wrists cuffed together. The phony ID found on him would pass inspection, although his fingerprints would tell the truth. He was Clive Morrison, Livingston’s right-hand man, and a senior member of Green Wrath.
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        * * *

      

      Later that day in London, Kay discovered that the disc drive taken from Canterbury’s underground shooting range contained a list of aliases used by himself and Garth Livingston. There were also a listing of banks and account numbers. All of the accounts were under aliases used by Canterbury, but Kay wondered if there were accounts in the same banks under the aliases used by Livingston.

      She forwarded the information along with her suspicions to a friend and contact at Scotland Yard. Before the sun set, Garth Livingston’s illegal accounts had been uncovered and over two million euros were frozen.
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        * * *

      

      Livingston was reeling from the string of setbacks and disasters that were coming faster than he could process them.

      Canterbury and his people all dead, the kidnap victims rescued, then Morrison being out of touch and likely in custody. As bad as that was, having a major portion of his wealth confiscated by the authorities was even worse. And with that came the loss of several identities.

      Green Wrath was a shambles and the hunt for him was intensified. If he was careless or suffered worse luck, he could find himself spending the rest of his life in prison.

      He had to hide somewhere, somewhere safe, and he had to get there soon. His current location certainly wasn’t safe, although it kept him out of sight. He was in a grubby little tourist motel on the outskirts of London. His hair was dyed black and he had glasses he’d bought at a pharmacy to aid the disguise.

      Livingston turned on the TV to see if there was any more bad news and swore in disgust as he saw Bruce Hart and his stepdaughter speaking to the media.

      The tabloids were calling Hart’s rescuers Mystery Men and hailing them as heroes. After it was reported that the two spoke with American accents, Livingston assumed they were the same two who had destroyed his compound weeks earlier.

      Although obviously worse for wear with a fading black eye, Emma Hart was still stunning. Livingston turned the sound up as Emma addressed the cameras.

      “If I could,” Emma said. “I would like to thank my heroes in person, and in particular the man who saved me from being shot.”

      Livingston killed the TV while cursing. Perhaps the police weren’t his greatest worry. If Miss Hart’s “heroes” found him first, he would wind up dead.

      Livingston sipped on vodka while he tried to think of a place to hide. When an idea struck him, he took out his phone and searched it for a certain file he had. Once found, he located the address he needed within the document. Although not perfect, his next destination would be a place no one would ever think to look for him. Livingston put on the reading glasses, grabbed his jacket, and headed for Kay Reed’s flat.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      May Ling was fascinated by the story of Emma’s rescue and thought that her mysterious heroes were brave to have done what they did. Cody was with her inside her hotel suite. They were cuddled together on the sofa with the television on.

      Seeing an opportunity to come clean about who he really was, Cody sat up, muted the TV, then admitted to May Ling that he and Romeo rescued Emma.

      May Ling laughed. “Of course you did, but really, wouldn’t you like to know who they are?”

      “No, I’m serious. We saved Emma and her father. Romeo and Emma were lovers when we were in Indonesia two years ago. They broke up because she couldn’t handle knowing the truth about him. I hope to God that history doesn’t repeat itself right now.”

      May Ling saw that Cody was serious and her expression changed to one of worry.

      “What is this truth that I need to know?”

      Cody told her. He began with the tragic tale of his family’s slaughter and the beginning of his relationship with Spenser. He admitted that he worked as an assassin but pointed out that he didn’t kill indiscriminately. Along with their rescue of Emma, he also filled May Ling in on his other recent activities, the destruction of the terrorist organization Green Wrath, and the hunt for its leader, Garth Livingston.

      May Ling listened to all of it with her mouth opened slightly in an expression of the astonishment she was feeling.

      When he was done, May Ling moved to a corner of the sofa and hugged herself. Cody barely breathed as he waited for her reaction. When she sat there, remaining silent and not meeting his eyes, he asked a question.

      “What are you feeling right now, May Ling?”

      “I… so many things. I’m impressed by your rescue of Emma Hart and her father, and I’m shocked by the fact that you’ve killed so many people.”

      “They weren’t saints.”

      “I understand that, Xavier, or should I call you Cody now?”

      “I don’t care what you call me as long as you’re still speaking to me.”

      May Ling stared into his eyes. “You’ve hurt me.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You lied to me when you said that you were going away to a real estate seminar. You were so convincing.”

      “I hated doing that and it’s why I’m telling you the truth. I don’t know if you’ll still want me now that you know that truth, but I knew that I couldn’t live a lie with you or keep lying to you. I love you, May Ling, and I hope you love me enough to accept me for who I really am.”

      May Ling said nothing more. After a minute passed, Cody moved closer to her.

      “May Ling?”

      “I need time, Xavier, time to think.”

      Cody stood. “I understand.”

      He grabbed his jacket and was at the door when May Ling spoke to him.

      “Don’t call me. When I’m ready to talk I’ll call you.”

      “Okay, and May Ling, baby, I love you. Don’t ever think that was a lie. I love you, May Ling.”

      “I love you too… but I need time, I need… goodbye, Xavier.”

      Cody opened the door and left May Ling’s apartment. Her last goodbye cruelly echoing in his head.
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        * * *

      

      Kay heard the rush of footfalls behind her as she opened the door to her flat, then she felt a pair of hands shove her hard. She stumbled inside while dropping a takeaway meal of chicken curry, along with the bag of groceries she carried. After losing her balance, Kay fell to the floor.

      Turning her head to see who had assaulted her, she saw a man in his forties with dark hair and glasses. After shutting the door behind him, the man took out a gun.

      “If you scream, I’ll shoot you in the head.”

      Kay stifled the scream she had been about to unleash, then she tossed her purse over to the man.

      “There’s about a hundred pounds in there and two credit cards. Take them.”

      The man kicked the purse aside and walked over to stare down at her. When he removed the glasses, Kay understood who it was she was looking at.

      “Garth Livingston, you bastard, you’re Garth Livingston.”

      Livingston sent a kick into Kay’s midsection. The vicious blow was cushioned by the coat she was wearing, yet it still caused her to wince in pain.

      “Get on your feet, woman, and sit in that chair to the right of the sofa.”

      Kay did as ordered, as she did so, her eyes never left Livingston’s gun. She was certain the man wanted to kill her. Livingston stood before her with a glowering expression.

      “Who will miss you if you don’t make contact with them for a few days?”

      “Pardon?”

      “Who will miss you? Who might come here to check on you?”

      Kay thought over the question. It saddened and surprised her to realize how few people would miss her. Her mother wouldn’t notice, not right away. They had enjoyed a chat the night before and it was rare that they spoke more than once a week. Perhaps Mrs. Cromwell would call later in the day if Kay didn’t call her first, but Livingston couldn’t know about Mrs. Cromwell.

      The friends Kay had made over the years had seemed to drift away after her fiancé’s death, as if her sadness and thirst for vengeance repulsed them. As for her work colleagues, there were few these days, as she was a freelancer and was concentrating on writing books about terrorism.

      “My editor,” Kay blurted out. An idea had formed fully in her mind, and it was possibly going to save her life.

      “I was informed that you quit your job at that tabloid you worked at.”

      “I did, this editor works for my book publisher. His name is Xavier. If I don’t call him and let him know that my latest chapters won’t be ready today, he’ll keep phoning.”

      “Would he also drop around to see you?”

      “That’s a possibility, yes.”

      Livingston’s eyes flowed over Kay. “You’re sleeping with him?”

      “No.”

      “Then why would he know where you live?”

      “We socialize, as friends.”

      “I bet you do. Call him and tell him that you’ll need a few more days.”

      Kay pointed over at her purse. “I’ll need my mobile.”

      Livingston turned to get the purse and Kay nearly bolted for the bedroom to lock herself in. But then what? She would have no phone to call for help since she had gotten rid of her landline phone months earlier. The cheap lock on her bedroom door would give way with one kick, allowing Livingston to grab her again. She then thought of the butcher knife in her kitchen, but what use would that be against a gun? No, it was better to stay with her plan and hope that Xavier would understand that she needed help.

      Livingston had gone through her purse and found the phone. After walking back over to her, he tossed it in her lap.

      “Call your editor, and it better be your editor. Try any tricks and I’ll no longer need you alive.”

      Kay found Cody’s mobile number and dialed it. It was a good thing that it was on speed dial, her hands trembled too much to punch in numbers. Just as the sound came of Cody answering, Livingston ripped the mobile from her hand and pressed the speakerphone button. He then sat it on the end table beside Kay. She spoke before Cody could say hello again.

      “Xavier, this is Kay Reed. I’m so sorry but I won’t be able to send you those new chapters of my book as I promised, although they really could use your editing magic.”

      Kay watched as Livingston leaned forward in anticipation of a reply. The gun in his hand was pointed at her face. If Cody gave up the game, Kay assumed she would soon be dead.
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        * * *

      

      After one day of being trailed everywhere she went, Emma dismissed her bodyguard. Joe and his fellow kidnappers had ruined enough of her life; she refused to be cowed or live in fear. Emma had another reason for not wanting a human shadow to follow her. She was hoping that Romeo would attempt to contact her.

      Emma was driving back from a visit to a cousin she hadn’t seen in years. She was enjoying being in London again and had decided to stay after her parents returned to Indonesia. She loved to travel, but it was good to be home.

      While stopped at a traffic light, Emma’s pulse rate escalated when she saw the man in the ski mask walking toward her from her right. Her first reaction had been fright; however, it was soon supplanted by joy.

      Romeo?

      Emma placed her car in park and opened her door. The smile on her face was brilliant and welcoming. It was at that moment that she saw she’d made a horrible mistake. The man in the mask was not Romeo, not her love. He was a carjacker. Emma watched the man bring out a knife and wondered if she was destined to die after all.
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      THE BOUDREAUX FARM, LOUISIANA, JANUARY 2019

      

      Flash drove out to the farm, parked his car, then got out and waited by the mailbox. Night had fallen, and the temperature had dipped into the forties, but Flash barely noticed the chill. Upon arriving he had spotted the blinking red light of a camera. It was fastened to a tree and pointed toward the driveway’s entrance.

      Gator had never mentioned that cameras had been installed, or perhaps he’d never noticed them. Flash smiled. Gator wouldn’t have cared about the cameras in any event.

      Flash had been there ten minutes when he heard a sound come from his right. No sooner had he turned his head when he knew that he’d been foolish. Turning to look back around, he saw Tanner approaching from his left.

      “What did you do, toss a rock over there?”

      “It’s an old trick but it still works,” Tanner said. “Why are you here, Flash?”

      “I’ve come to talk. I have a deal for you.”

      “I don’t see a gun, but you must want to do more than talk.”

      “No, just talk. It’s why I don’t have a gun, and why I waited out here for you to come to me.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “You killed Gator, Tanner.”

      “I did, and I’ll kill anyone else who threatens the Boudreaux family.”

      “What are these people to you? Are they kin?”

      “In a way.”

      “Well, Gator was my kin, my brother biker, along with the rest of the men you murdered.”

      Tanner smiled. “You’ve come here to find out which one of us is quicker?”

      “I know I’m faster than you, now I want to prove it. I say we do it right too, pistols at dawn and all that shit.”

      “You’re serious?”

      “I am,” Flash said. He pointed across the road to where a large soybean field lay dormant.

      “I’ll meet you out there tomorrow morning and we’ll settle things.”

      “You’ve seen too many old movies, Flash. And hear this, I don’t have a problem with you. You can walk away from this and go live your life.”

      “Pistols at dawn, Tanner, or I’ll come back here someday when you’re no longer around and kill Kendra Boudreaux.”

      Tanner grimaced. “Now I have a problem with you.”

      “You’re going to have a real problem with me when I place one in your head tomorrow morning,” Flash pointed at Tanner’s face. “I plan to put a slug right between those evil eyes of yours.”

      Tanner gestured out at the field. “Sunrise is around seven a.m.”

      Flash smiled. “You’ll dual? No tricks?”

      “No tricks.”

      “I know you think you’re fast, but I’m faster. They don’t call me Flash for nothing. And don’t worry, once you’re dead, I’ll leave the woman and her kid alone.”

      “I’m not worried; you’ll be dead.”

      “And what about Randolph?”

      “What about him?”

      “The project is over, done, finished. Why not let Grey live?”

      “Why do you care?”

      “He’s my fiancée’s father. If he dies it will hurt Letty.”

      “Kendra asked me not to kill him too, but only if he backed off.”

      “Randolph won’t bother her again. He has no reason to, and now that people suspect he was behind the attacks, he’ll keep his head down.”

      “All right then, I’ll let him live.”

      Flash smiled again. “He only needs to stay safe tonight, because you die at dawn.”

      “Have a good night, Flash. It will be your last.”

      “We’ll see, mon ami, we’ll see.”

      Flash got back in his car and drove off. Tanner watched him go, then looked over at the field where a contest of speed would be decided.

      Tanner turned to walk down the driveway with plans to go to sleep early, after all, he now had to rise before dawn.
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      LONDON, ENGLAND, OCTOBER 2003

      

      Kay was holding her breath as she awaited Cody’s reply over the phone. It was in speakerphone mode, and his next words would be heard by Garth Livingston as well. If Cody hadn’t understood the ruse Kay had been attempting, Livingston might kill her.

      When Cody spoke, Kay was both relieved and amazed.

      “What the bloody hell do you mean those chapters won’t be ready? You said you would get them to me today.”

      Not only had Cody understood, but he had answered Kay in a spot-on English accent, one that made him sound like a graduate of Oxford or Cambridge. Kay kept the smile she was feeling off her face as she responded.

      “I’m sorry, Xavier, but an emergency has come up and I’ll need a few more days.”

      “Mr. Slade is not going to like this either, Kay. I’ll be meeting with him soon. We have an eight-thirty appointment to discuss your book over drinks at the club.”

      Kay glanced over at the clock on her living room wall. It was five minutes to eight. Was Cody telling her to hold on until eight-thirty?

      “I apologize, Xavier. Still, I’d rather get the chapters to you at a later date than to forward shoddy work to you.”

      “Surely you have at least one chapter fit for my eyes, or perhaps more than one?”

      Kay’s mind raced as she tried to decipher what Cody was getting at. Was he asking her if she had one uninvited guest, or were there multiple assailants? When she felt Livingston’s gaze on her she ended her hesitation and spoke.

      “There’s one, yes, but I’d much rather send you the batch all at once. I’ll be working on them here in my apartment with my mobile off to avoid distractions. Please give Mr. Slade my regards.”

      “He’d rather have had your latest chapters,” Cody said in a snippy voice, and then the line went dead.

      Livingston snatched up the phone, turned it off, and tossed it across the room. If his intention had been to smash it against a wall he had failed. The phone landed into a magazine rack and fell amid the pages of an old newspaper.

      “That was good, Miss Reed, now get on your feet.”

      Kay stood, then stared at Livingston. “What now?”

      He smiled at her and reached out with his free hand to caress her dark hair. “I think we’ll spend some time in your bedroom.”

      The look of revulsion that crossed Kay’s face made Livingston laugh. Then, his gun was pressed against her ribs.

      “Lead the way.”

      Kay moved slowly toward her bedroom. Eight-thirty couldn’t come too soon.
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        * * *

      

      Emma was so surprised by the roar coming up alongside her that she took her eyes off the blade of her attacker. The carjacker also appeared startled as a figure on a motorcycle filled the space between himself and Emma. A kick from the helmeted biker made the carjacker stumble backwards. By the time he got his balance, the biker was off the motorcycle and headed toward him.

      “I’ll cut you, mate, I will,” the carjacker said.

      The biker, undeterred, advanced. When the carjacker swung the blade in a backhanded motion, a booted foot struck him under the arm. That was followed by a roundhouse kick that sent the man to the ground, while the blade skittered away.

      Having had enough, the carjacker made it to his hands and knees, then stood and ran away. Emma saw him look over his shoulder once. There was blood showing at the slit in the mask where his mouth was, and his gait seemed unsteady.

      The biker removed her helmet to reveal a mane of honey-blonde hair. Emma had known it was a woman already, leather-clad or not, the woman had curves that couldn’t be disguised.

      “Are you all right? He didn’t hurt you, did he?” the woman asked. Emma recognized the accent as being Australian.

      Emma stepped out of her car to greet her newest hero. “I’m fantastic, thanks to you. The bastard was after my car.”

      “I don’t blame him; that’s a nice ride. I’ve always liked Mercedes.”

      Emma introduced herself and the woman reached out her hand. She had a pair of light-blue eyes to go along with the dark-blonde hair.

      “I’m Vivian Richards, and I’ve seen you on the news. My but you attract trouble.”

      “Only lately,” Emma said. “And I want to thank you again for helping me.”

      “I saw you open your car door. Why did you do that?”

      “I thought he was someone else.”

      “Dressed in a ski mask and holding a knife?”

      “It’s a long story.”

      “You fancy a drink, Emma? I do. If you buy me one, I’ll consider us even. There’s a pub on the corner three blocks away, what say we have a drink to calm our nerves?”

      Emma hesitated, then nodded. “All right, yes, I’ll meet you there.”

      Vivian smiled. “It’s nice to make new friends.”
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        * * *

      

      Cody had been driving back from May Ling’s hotel when he’d received Kay’s call. After getting off the line with her, he phoned Romeo and filled him in.

      “Damn, Cody, one of those assholes from Green Wrath must be after her again.”

      “Maybe, or it could be something else. If someone wanted her dead, I don’t know why they would bother to have her make phone calls.”

      “You’re thinking she’s a hostage?”

      “It’s a possibility. How soon can you meet me there?”

      “I’m about as close as you are, so we’ll join up, then break in.”

      “Kay’s apartment is on the eighth floor, so we won’t be going in through any windows.”

      “A frontal assault through the front door will work, but we’ll have to be damn quiet about entering.”

      “I’d also like to take them without drawing the neighbors’ attention. Although, whoever is in there might have a gun.”

      “I’m twelve minutes away. See you soon.”
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        * * *

      

      Kay had been afraid she might be raped; however, Livingston was just taking pleasure in instilling fear in her. After telling her to take off her coat, he made comments about how good she looked.

      Kay was wearing a blue wool skirt along with a cream-colored blouse. The skirt revealed her legs while the blouse showed a hint of cleavage. Livingston made her sit in the middle of the bed while he sat on a stool near her vanity.

      Kay decided that if he tried to rape her, she would fight back. She’d rather be dead than have scum like Livingston touch her.

      Kay had glanced at her bedside clock once and Livingston looked at her with suspicion. Since then, she’d fought the urge to check the time.

      “You say you’re not having sex with your editor, but you must be shagging someone.”

      “You killed the only man I had an interest in.”

      “I did?”

      “Grant Peters.”

      “Who the bloody hell is Grant Peters?”

      Kay’s eyes fluttered in shock. Her fiancé’s death had a huge impact on her life and had shaped its present course. To hear the man responsible for his murder claim ignorance of his existence was too much to endure. Kay screamed at Livingston from a face scarlet with anger.

      “Grant Peters was one of the men you killed with that pipeline explosion. We were to be married.”

      “Oh, he was one of those engineers. Too bad for him, but I’ve never personally killed anyone.” Livingston leaned forward and added, “Yet.”

      A loud, wet, hissing sound came from the front of the apartment. It continued for several seconds before fading away. Livingston jumped to his feet and aimed the gun at the hallway outside the bedroom doorway.

      “What the hell was that noise?”

      “I don’t know,” Kay said, and she didn’t, although she hoped that it was connected with help having arrived. A quick glance at her bedside clock told her it was just after eight-thirty.

      “Get over here,” Livingston told her. When she’d gotten off the bed, he took Kay by the arm and guided her into the short hallway.

      Livingston kept her in front of him as they eased along the hall. His eyes were searching for movement as his ears strained to hear any odd sounds.

      As they emerged into the living room, they both saw what had made the noise they’d heard. Among the groceries that had spilled onto the floor when Kay was attacked was a bottle of soda. The carbonated liquid had built up pressure and forced its way out past its damaged plastic cap.

      Livingston relaxed and let the gun drop to his side.

      “A bottle of fizzy drink, but why did it take so long to overflow?”

      It wouldn’t, not unless it had been made to do so. Livingston realized that when Romeo sprang from a closet while Cody rose from behind the sofa.

      Cody flung a knife at Livingston as Romeo grabbed Kay away from him. The knife struck Livingston in the back and went in over an inch deep.

      The shock of the boys sudden appearance along with the pain of the blade entering his back disoriented Livingston. By the time he brought the gun up, Cody had a lock on his wrist and was putting pressure on a nerve cluster. The gun fell to the floor and Cody gripped the handle of the knife and drove the blade deeper into Livingston.

      The leader of Green Wrath managed to release the beginning of a howl before Cody clamped a hand over his mouth. Then, Cody spoke to the man.

      “If I jerk the knife to the right, I’ll sever your spine. If I shove it any deeper, it’ll rip open your intestines. You might want to stay very still.”

      Livingston’s face had been set in a rictus of pain. Upon hearing Cody speak, a look of despair came over him.

      “You’re the two Americans who killed my people.”

      “That’s right,” Romeo said. He had walked over with Kay, who had an arm wrapped around one of his. Kay was smiling at Livingston, enjoying the look of terror in his eyes.

      “How does it feel to be on the other end? What you’re feeling right now doesn’t even come close to the horror you put your kidnap victims through.”

      “Like Emma Hart,” Romeo said. He was also holding a knife; he had to stop himself from burying it into Livingston’s chest.

      Cody gestured at the floor by tilting his head. Livingston’s wound was bleeding and blood marred the white Persian rug beneath him. “Sorry about the mess, Kay, but at least we’ll be removing this filth from your place.”

      Kay looked down at the rug. “He’ll drip blood along the hallway and the stairs.”

      “Does he have a jacket?” Romeo asked.

      “Yes, he took off a coat,” Kay said. She disappeared into her bedroom and returned with the black Chesterfield coat Livingston arrived in. It was made of cashmere.

      “I’ll need a towel too,” Cody said.

      When Kay brought him one, Cody wrapped it around the blade protruding from Livingston’s back. The white towel began absorbing the trickle of blood flowing from the wound. With the coat draped over him, and with Cody seemingly helping him along, Livingston looked like an invalid or a drunk who needed assistance.

      “The pain is unbearable,” Livingston said, as Cody applied pressure on the blade to propel him forward.

      “No one cares,” Cody said, as they moved toward the door, which Romeo had opened.

      “Xavier, Romeo,” Kay said, and when they turned their heads to look at her, they saw a wicked little smile on her lips. “Make that bastard suffer.”

      “Romeo will see to that,” Cody said, before guiding Livingston from the flat, like a puppet on a string.
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      NEW ORLEANS, LOUISIANA, JANUARY 2019

      

      After leaving Tanner, Flash returned to his townhouse. Although he had lived there for almost a year the place never felt like home.

      For one thing, he didn’t own it, Randolph Grey did. Also, Letty had decorated it and picked out the furniture. It always made Flash feel like he was visiting a stranger’s home.

      The place did have a balcony in the rear. Flash was sitting out there sucking down a beer when Letty used her key to enter.

      “Ryan?” Letty called, using Flash’s real name. She was the only one who had called him by that name in over two decades, that is, if you didn’t count the law and the court system.

      “I’m out here on the balcony.”

      Letty walked out onto the small space, as usual, she was breathtaking. She was a tall and statuesque natural redhead with huge green eyes. Flash had fallen in love with her the first time he’d seen her. The fact that it had been mutual surprised him, although, Letty had been in the process of changing him ever since.

      That shit is over, Flash thought. He’d also come to the conclusion that the love he’d felt for her had diminished the longer he’d known her. He still cared about her, and always would, but spending the rest of his life with Letty wasn’t as appealing as it once had seemed. He’d been sensing the same was true for her, and the arguments they had were becoming more frequent.

      Letty placed her hands on her hips and glared at Flash.

      “I just came from home. Why the hell did you beat up Daddy?”

      “He put his hands on me. He won’t be doing that again.”

      “His face needed stitches, Ryan.”

      “Did he talk to the police?”

      “He told them he had been assaulted in a failed carjacking.”

      Flash smiled. “At least he was smart enough not to make things worse.”

      “You’re not even sorry that you hurt him, are you?”

      “No, Letty, and I’d do the same thing all over again. I don’t take shit from anyone.”

      Letty yanked her engagement ring from her finger and tossed it at Flash.

      “I’m not marrying a man who hurts my father.”

      Flash picked up the ring and stared at it. It was over three carats in size. He had paid for it by robbing drug couriers in Mexico. Gator had helped him and never asked for a dime of the money, knowing that Flash needed it for an engagement ring.

      “We’ll call it my wedding gift to you,” Gator had told him.

      A lump formed in Flash’s throat as he realized he’d never again see his oldest friend. Sunrise couldn’t arrive soon enough for Flash. Tanner had to pay for killing Gator.

      Flash stood and walked over to Letty. “Let’s go inside.”

      They entered the townhouse and Flash grabbed another beer from the refrigerator. When he offered Letty one, she frowned.

      “You know I don’t drink beer.”

      “Right, that’s too common a drink for you, just like I’m too common a man. You never really wanted me, Letty. You’ve been trying to turn me into someone I’m not since we met.”

      “I was trying to help you better yourself, but you’ve proven that you’re just a product of the streets. I think Daddy should have pressed charges against you.”

      “I do come from the streets, and I’m going back there.”

      “What’s that mean?”

      “I’ll resurrect the Dixie Devils and make the club bigger than it’s ever been.”

      “You want to go back to being a criminal?”

      “I’m an outlaw at heart,” Flash gestured around at the townhouse. “This place is something a businessman would live in.”

      Letty crossed her arms over her chest while hugging her purse.

      “And what’s wrong with being a businessman? My father is a businessman.”

      “I’m a biker, baby, I was never going to turn into your father.”

      The doorbell rang. Letty was closest to the entrance and looked through the peephole.

      “It’s Daddy.”

      Once he was inside, Grey began pleading with Flash.

      “I didn’t send Letty here, Flash, and I told her that she shouldn’t end your engagement. That was not my idea.”

      Grey looked horrible. The gash on his right cheek had been closed by several stitches and the rest of his face was either bruised or swollen. His eyes betrayed the fear he was feeling. Flash wondered why he had ever considered the older man to be someone to respect.

      Randolph Grey hired people to do his dirty work but never carried it out himself. A simple beating had reduced him to a quivering coward. He was ready to let his only daughter marry the man who had harmed him. All Grey cared about was avoiding more pain.

      Then, Flash’s gaze fell on Letty. He had been right when he’d said that she never really wanted him. Instead, she had desired to mold him into someone better, someone finer, someone else.

      Flash walked past the two of them and opened the door.

      “Leave, both of you. I’ve had enough bullshit today. Hell, I’ve had enough of your bullshit to last me a lifetime. Get out!”

      “I just wanted you to know that your breakup wasn’t my idea,” Grey said.

      “Out, Randolph, now.”

      Grey left without saying another word and Letty followed. After taking a few steps, she turned to give Flash some choice parting words but found the door slamming in her face.

      With his uninvited guests making their departure, Flash walked into the bedroom and went to the closet. His leather vest was there, the red one he wore while he was the leader of the Dixie Devils.

      Flash put on the vest, then strapped a holstered gun onto his belt. Looking in the mirror, he drew the weapon as fast as he could. If anyone had been watching, his speed would have astounded them.

      Flash stared into the mirror and imagined the future. Once he killed Tanner and gained the reputation that act would bring, recruiting new members for the club would be easy. Hell, people would be leaving other clubs to become a Dixie Devil.

      Flash drew his gun again, holstered it, then drew it once more. The three movements took him far less than a single second.

      He smiled at his reflection. Tanner was going to die, and the Dixie Devils would rise once more.
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      LONDON, ENGLAND, OCTOBER 2003

      

      Romeo, wearing a new suit, stepped into the lobby of the 5-star hotel Emma was staying at. It had been three days since he and Cody had rescued her. In that time, he had debated with himself the wisdom of attempting to reconnect with Emma again.

      She had dumped him two years earlier in Indonesia while making it clear that she found his vocation appalling and unacceptable, that he was unacceptable. It had taken him months to get over her and to go a day without thinking of her. Even so, he still thought of her more days than not.

      If anything, his love for Emma had grown, as had the ache of not being able to be with her. To risk rejection once again was just foolhardy.

      The lobby was bustling with rich tourists and their offspring in October. Romeo thought that the place must be a zoo at the height of the season. The extensive and beautifully decorated lobby had a massive chandelier at its center that must contain over a thousand lights. Marble columns supported the wide ceiling and a piano player tickled ivories in a corner.

      Romeo stood there admiring the grandeur, then realized that he was just procrastinating. He had watched Emma’s return to the hotel from across the avenue and knew that she was in her suite.

      Bracing himself, Romeo walked up to the front desk. The young black woman on duty gave him a smile that had more wattage to it than was warranted by simple professionalism.

      “Yes, sir, how may I help you today?”

      “I’d like a note delivered to one of your guests.”
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        * * *

      

      Emma opened her door and smiled at the bellboy. She had taken off her shoes upon returning to her suite and had been lying on the sofa reading. After the bellboy handed her Romeo’s note, she told him to wait and retrieved money from her purse. The boy thanked her for her generosity and left.

      After closing the door, Emma opened the envelope and read Romeo’s note.

      

      Meet me in the lobby if you want to reconnect. If you don’t come, I’ll understand.

      —Romeo

      

      Romeo had watched the bellboy take off with the note and figured it would only take him two minutes to reach Emma’s suite on the fourth floor. He revised that assessment when he saw how long the kid had to wait for the elevator. Nonetheless, even with the delay, Emma should have received the note. And yet, eight minutes had passed, and she hadn’t appeared.

      It’s the elevators, Romeo told himself. They’re crowded and moving too damn slow.

      And it was true, the elevators were lethargic in their operation, while the traffic on them was heavy, still, his heart began to sink. He was afraid that Emma’s continued absence meant that he was getting the answer he dreaded. Emma still wanted nothing to do with him.

      When the elevator finally made it down to the lobby, Romeo searched among its occupants for the face of the woman he loved. She was not there, Emma was not there, and a soft moan escaped Romeo’s lips.

      Movement caught Romeo’s attention as a door across the lobby flung open. Emma stepped out, her eyes feverishly scanning the people in front of her. When she spotted Romeo, she erupted in laughter and ran toward him. She was still in her stocking feet, having left her suite without a moment’s hesitation. When she’d seen the crowd huddled together in front of the elevators on her floor, she had sprinted past them and into the stairwell.

      Romeo released his own laugh as he opened his arms to receive Emma. She leapt upon him, wrapping her legs around his waist, and they embraced in a passionate kiss. The people passing by them smiled, sighed, and one older woman even clapped.

      They all recognized what they were seeing, the reunion of two lovers separated by fate.

      As the kiss ended, Emma stared into Romeo’s eyes. “I love you. I never stopped loving you.”

      “I’m the same man I was in Indonesia, Emma. Can you live with that?”

      “Romeo, if you weren’t who you are, I would be dead right now. You might be the same, my love, but I’m not. I’m so sorry that I ever rejected you.”

      They kissed once more. Minutes later, they were behind closed doors in Emma’s suite, their past forgotten, their future in front of them.
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      THE BOUDREAUX FARM, LOUISIANA, JANUARY 2019

      

      Tanner watched Flash arrive at the dormant soybean field when dawn was still minutes away. Tanner had gotten there early, while having risen even earlier. He had completed several chores that would be needed, to deal with the aftermath of the dual.

      He had informed Kendra the night before that he would be going out early but had not disclosed the reason. She had suspected it would involve danger and told him to be careful.

      It was a Saturday morning. Traffic on the road leading to the farm was sparse on a weekday, before dawn on the weekend, it was virtually non-existent.

      Flash had arrived on a motorcycle and was dressed like a biker once more. As he strode to meet Tanner in the middle of the field, there was a cockiness to his stride.

      When they were separated by twenty feet, Flash stopped walking and smiled at Tanner.

      “I was half-expecting to fall into a hole on the way over here.”

      “I said there would be no tricks and I meant it.”

      Flash checked his watch, then removed it from his wrist. He walked closer to Tanner, then pressed a button on the timepiece; a loud tone came from the watch.

      “Can you hear that, Tanner?”

      “Loud and clear.”

      “Good, because that will be our signal to draw our weapons. Dawn is just a few minutes away. I’ll set the alarm on my watch to go off then. When it does, that’s when you’ll die.”

      “You’ll be lucky if you get a shot off, Flash, and even then, you’d probably only wound me.”

      Flash shook his head. “I’m not only fast, but I’m a deadeye. My first round will splatter your brains.” Flash placed the timepiece on the ground and walked back to a spot which positioned the watch halfway between himself and Tanner.

      “While we’ve still got a few minutes, tell me something, Tanner, what happened to that blond guy you used to hang with?”

      “He’s alive and well. When I see him, I’ll tell him you sent your regards.”

      “You won’t be seeing anyone ever again, mon ami.”

      Tanner said nothing to that and waited to hear the watch chime. While Flash moved from foot to foot and blinked often, Tanner stood still with his hands hanging loosely at his side. When he sensed the time was growing near, he readied himself by rehearsing his movements in his mind.

      The watch made its chiming noise at the same instant the rising sun sent shafts of light through the nearby trees.

      Flash was every bit as quick as he claimed, and indeed, he was faster than Tanner. While Flash aimed and fired, Tanner was still bringing his gun up.

      A round moved in supersonic speed toward Tanner, but the slug sailed over his head, missing him by inches. As he drew his weapon, Tanner had also dived for the ground. Flash had stated his intention to shoot him in the head. Tanner had used that piece of vital information against him.

      Tanner’s first shot went flying before he impacted with the ground. The bullet hit Flash in the center of his chest and staggered him. After rolling to his right to avoid a second shot finding him, Tanner released another round, which also hit Flash in the chest.

      The bayou biker went down onto his back as his gun fell from his grasp. One of the bullets had punctured a lung, causing blood to seep from Flash’s mouth. As his breath grew short, Flash struggled to speak.

      “I… was faster.”

      “Congratulations,” Tanner said.

      Flash’s condition deteriorated further, and the internal bleeding caused him to lose consciousness. Tanner claimed Flash’s gun then left him where he lay and went to get the car.
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        * * *

      

      By the time he returned, Flash was moments from death. Tanner lifted him up and placed him inside the trunk of Randolph Grey’s BMW. He had stolen the car an hour before arriving at the field. While Tanner had to break into the trunk without leaving a trace, he possessed a key that allowed him to start the vehicle’s engine.

      On the night Tanner had visited the construction trailer, he had also paid a visit to Grey’s car. While the transponder hadn’t been in the vehicle, it had been left unlocked. Like many newer cars, Grey’s BMW had a spare key included with its owner’s manual. A valet key it was called, and it could be used to unlock the doors and drive the car. Tanner had taken the key, on the off chance he might need it. That opportunity had presented itself.

      Returning to Grey’s home in the light of a new day, Tanner coasted the car through the home’s iron gates. A device on the car’s sun visor had caused the gates to part. With the car back inside the detached four car garage, Tanner climbed over the gate and walked to where he had left his own car earlier.

      He made a stop at a bakery on his way back to the farm and bought an assortment of pastries along with a fresh loaf of bread.

      Before entering the farmhouse, Tanner sank Flash’s motorcycle into the nearby bayou. Later that morning an anonymous call was made that alerted the police to a homicide. The victim, one Ryan “Flash” Vox was found stuffed into the trunk of the car of his employer, a man named Randolph Grey.

      Grey would deny knowing how Flash died or how he had gotten inside his trunk. When asked about the damage done to his face. Grey would call his lawyer and stop talking to the police. Tanner had agreed not to kill Grey but still wanted to bring the man some grief.

      Thanks to the beating Grey had received at Flash’s hands, that grief would be great.

      In the days that followed, skin particles taken from the double-D ring Flash wore would match Grey’s DNA. The New Orleans District Attorney would seek to prosecute Grey on a murder charge, citing his motive as revenge for the beating. After the murder weapon was recovered inside the trailer at Grey’s jobsite, a guilty verdict appeared a certainty.

      In the end, Grey would take a plea bargain deal that would see him serve a sentence of eight years. Not once did he mention the name Tanner to anyone, although he suspected that it was Tanner who had framed him.

      Grey was not a fool, prison was preferable to death.
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      OXFORDSHIRE, ENGLAND, OCTOBER 2003

      

      Despite the six decades of living she had behind her, Cody thought Mrs. Cromwell looked like a little girl at Christmastime.

      She had gotten every gift she had asked for, including her most desired, the death of Garth Livingston.

      They were seated inside Mrs. Cromwell’s estate again with Kay in attendance. The boys also received gifts, in the form of cash, as Mrs. Cromwell paid them. Among the many ways this contract had differed from previous ones, the boys had taken no payment up front. Mrs. Cromwell had made the offer, but Cody told her he guessed she was good for it, and that they would settle up when the contract had been fulfilled.

      Looking down at the money, Cody made an observation.

      “I think you’ve overpaid us.”

      “Not at all, young man. You and Mr. Slade did a phenomenal job, and in far less time than I’d have imagined possible. Such excellence should be rewarded.”

      Cody thanked her, then spoke to Kay. “What’s the status of Green Wrath?”

      “Some of its more fervent members are holding on, but without Livingston at the helm the remaining constituents will likely move on to other organizations. Unfortunately, Green Wrath isn’t the only group of extremists out there.”

      “If you ever want to do anything about the others, give us a call,” Cody said. “But no time soon, Romeo and I are returning to our vacation.”

      “I’d forgotten you were here on holiday,” Kay said. “If you need someone to show you the sights, give me a call.”

      “Maybe I’ll do that,” Cody said, while hoping to never make that call. He had yet to hear from May Ling and wondered if she was done with him. Before May Ling came along, he had been interested in Kay. However, the thought of entering a rebound romance with her saddened him. And Kay needed to find love again, and not be used as a way for him to sooth the loss of May Ling.

      I haven’t lost her yet, Cody told himself, but that wasn’t how it felt.
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        * * *

      

      In London, May Ling opened the door of her hotel room to find a familiar face looking back at her. She had never met the woman before, but she had seen her often on TV in recent days.

      “You’re Emma Hart.”

      Emma smiled. “Yes, and you’re May Ling?”

      “I am.”

      “Romeo said you were beautiful; I see he was right.”

      “Thank you, but why are you here, Miss Hart?”

      “Please call me Emma, and may I come in?”

      “Certainly,” May Ling said. She opened the door wider and Emma entered.

      After the door was shut again, the two women stared at each other.

      “I’ve come here to talk with you, May Ling, because I don’t want you to make the same mistake I made.”

      “And what mistake would that be?”

      “I rejected Romeo after finding out who and what he really is, and because of that I wasted two years of my life. Those are two years that I could have spent with Romeo, and I regret them so much.”

      “Did Xavier or Romeo send you here?”

      “No, and they might both be mad at me when they find out that I’m interfering like this. However, I don’t care. I just couldn’t bear to see someone repeat my mistake. Do you love Xavier?”

      May Ling nodded as she said, “I’ve never loved anyone more.”

      “He’s a good man. He’s a trained assassin and a murderer, yes, but a good man nonetheless. I know I had trouble wrapping my mind around that concept, but it’s the God’s honest truth. Consider that when you decide whether you want to stay with Xavier or not.”

      “You and Romeo are together again?”

      Emma’s grin lit up her face. “Yes, we are, and I feel like I’ve been reborn.”

      May Ling smiled too as she said, “Xavier fills me with joy every time I see him.” Her smile was replaced by a sigh. “Oh, I don’t know what to do.”

      Emma reached out and took her hand. “Listen to your heart and not your head. If I had done that, I never would have broken up with Romeo.”
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        * * *

      

      SEVERAL HOURS LATER

      

      Cody had driven home from Oxfordshire after dropping Romeo off at Emma’s hotel. Romeo looked happier than Cody could ever remember seeing him since he reunited with Emma. He hated that it made his separation from May Ling seem more poignant in comparison.

      All thoughts of loss left Cody’s mind as he stepped off the elevator and found May Ling waiting for him. She was seated on the love seat that was in the hallway. The late day sun streaming in through the window behind her made her look like an angel.

      Cody rushed toward her with the intention of sweeping her up in his arms. He stopped halfway there and asked a question.

      “What have you decided?”

      May Ling reached to the side of the love seat and revealed a plastic bag full of foam containers, the type that restaurants use. She held the bag up as she smiled.

      “I’ve decided we’re eating in tonight, but I’ll let you pick the movie.”

      Cody broke out in laughter and closed the distance between them. Never before had it felt so good to hold someone.
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      THE BOUDREAUX FARM, LOUISIANA, JANUARY 2019

      

      With the threat to the farm ended, Tanner prepared to take his leave of Benjamin Boudreaux’s family. Tanner had surprised Kendra the previous evening by handing her a check that would enable her to repair the barn and replace the water tower. When she tried to refuse him, Tanner wouldn’t hear of it.

      “I’m not leaving you worse off than I found you.”

      Tanner received a surprise as well, when Kendra told him that she was giving him Benjamin Boudreaux’s old motorcycle, nicknamed Lucille. Tanner accepted the gift only after Kendra threatened to not cash his check.

      He arranged to have the Harley shipped to a restoration expert in Arizona, who would later send it on to the Parker ranch when it was restored to its full glory.

      “Granddaddy would want you to have it, Tanner, and I know it holds a special meaning for you.”

      As he was about to get in his car to ride to the airport, young Jake shook his hand.

      “Come back someday, you’re like family now.”

      “I just might do that,” Tanner said.

      “No might about it,” Kendra said. “Don’t be a stranger.”

      Kendra kissed him on the cheek and followed it with a hug.

      “I’ll make a point of coming back someday,” Tanner said. “And maybe I’ll bring Sara along.”

      Kendra grinned. “We’d love to meet her.”

      Tanner stepped into his car and was soon on the road and headed for the airport, and yeah, it felt like he was leaving family behind.
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      LONDON, ENGLAND, OCTOBER 2003

      

      The boys had spent the day inside their condo with Emma and May Ling but had made plans to go out on the town while double-dating.

      Emma had forever endeared herself to Cody by going to bat for him with May Ling. They had been inseparable again since May Ling reconciled herself to Cody’s profession. She told him the fact that he had risked himself to save Emma’s life said a lot about what kind of man he was. Assassin or not, she would always love him.

      The four of them exited the condo to find their neighbor Eddie Quinton doing the same across the hall. Eddie had his newest girlfriend with him, and Cody and Romeo couldn’t help but admire her. The woman was tall, full of curves, and had long honey-colored hair and blue eyes.

      When Emma spotted her, she grinned and rushed toward her.

      “Vivian, how are you? Romeo, this is my friend Vivian that I was telling you about. She saved me from that carjacker.”

      Introductions were made, and Romeo thanked Vivian for helping out Emma. Eddie had yet to meet Emma, while Emma said she knew Eddie from his television appearances and had watched his interview during the recent telethon he was on.

      The double-date became a triple-date and the three couples spent the night out on the town.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Cody and May Ling lay in bed together facing each other, after having made love. As Cody was about to drift back to sleep, May Ling asked him what he thought of Vivian.

      “She seemed nice enough, and she saved Emma.”

      “Yes, but… I don’t know. There’s something about her that bothered me.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “She asked a lot of questions.”

      “What sort of questions?”

      “She wondered about where you and Romeo were from, what part of America. When Vivian found out Romeo was from Texas, she didn’t believe it.”

      Cody laughed. “Neither did I. I thought he grew up in Malibu or the valley.”

      May Ling smiled. “I guess that’s normal with the way he talks, but when I asked Vivian about herself, she changed the conversation.”

      “Given her accent, she’s Australian, and from the way she talks, I’d guess she’s traveled around.”

      “I still think she asked too many questions about you, and she watched you all night. She’d better not be planning to try to steal you away from me.”

      Cody moved onto his back while pulling May Ling on top of him. May Ling’s long luxuriant hair hung down and framed Cody’s face.

      “Vivian is a beauty, but there’s not a woman alive who could pry me away from you. I love you, May Ling, and I always will.”

      May Ling kissed him. “I love you too, more than I ever thought possible.”

      The two lovers kissed again as passion arose once more.
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        * * *

      

      In the London borough of Hackney, Vivian entered a coffee shop and looked around for the person she was there to meet. He was a rough-looking sort in his thirties. When Vivian saw his bruised bottom lip, it made her smile.

      After sliding into a booth to sit opposite the man, Vivian ordered coffee. As the waitress went off to fetch it, Vivian passed an envelope across the table. The man snatched it up, then counted the contents as he spoke.

      “You took your sweet time paying me, and will you look at my lip. Why did you have to kick me so hard?”

      “I got carried away, but I have to say that you made for a good carjacker.”

      “That woman with the Benz was a strange bird she was, she smiled at me like I was her favorite uncle.”

      “She thought you might be her boyfriend.”

      “Really? Well now, they must play some kinky games.”
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        * * *

      

      After the phony carjacker left, Vivian took out her phone. It was time to report her progress.

      Her call was answered after the second ring by a masculine voice with an American accent. It was the voice of Vince Ryker.

      “Tell me you’ve made contact.”

      “I have, and I’m now one of their inner circle.”

      “Do they appear to be suspicious at all?”

      “No, as you said, no one would expect your apprentice to be female.”

      “The element of surprise is an assassin’s greatest weapon. A female assassin doubles that asset. No one expects a beautiful woman to be a killer.”

      “About that, do you wish them dead?”

      “Has there been any sign of Spenser Hawke?”

      “No.”

      “Damn it. I need the three of them to be together.”

      “That may not happen until they return to America.”

      “I suppose I’ll have to remain patient.”

      “In the meantime, I’ll stick close to them.”

      “Do that, and Vivian, be careful. Those boys may be as deadly as I am.”

      “Xavier gives off that vibe, but you’ll still have the advantage, since they believe you to be dead.”

      “When I return from the grave, I’ll put them in theirs.”

      Vivian grinned into the phone.

      “They’ll wish they had never been born.”
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      NEW YORK CITY, FEBRUARY 2019

      

      Tanner stood near the fireplace after having added another log to the crackling blaze that was helping to warm the penthouse. Outside, snow was falling, and the temperature was dropping along with it, while headed toward the single digits overnight.

      Returning to the large sofa in the living room, Tanner sat beside Sara. She snuggled next to him again while watching the snow through a large picture window. Mixed in with the snowflakes were the lights of the city. On the street below, the traffic had taken a drastic dip from its usual volume, and the city sounds were less strident.

      Tanner was wearing a pair of old jeans along with a white cashmere sweater that Sara had given him for Christmas. His feet were shoeless, but were covered in a pair of thick, black wool socks. Sara wore a pink jogging outfit with fuzzy yellow slippers, while her long dark hair hung loosely.

      Sara and Tanner, like many others were staying indoors until the storm passed. The TV weatherman was calling for twelve inches or more, however, his track record had been worse than usual this season.

      Sara began talking about their upcoming wedding, then, the conversation drifted to the topic of first loves.

      Noticing Tanner’s reluctance to discuss his, Sara wondered why. After taking a sip of her cocoa, she asked him what the woman’s name had been.

      “May Ling, her name was May Ling.”

      “Was it a high school crush?”

      “No, we were both in our early twenties when we met.”

      “I can tell by your voice that it was a serious relationship.”

      “Yes.”

      “When was the last time you saw her.”

      “Years ago, and May Ling… she’s dead.”

      “Dead? How did she die?”

      Tanner stood and began pacing. His agitation and nervousness were so unlike his normal demeanor that Sara grew worried over what he was about to tell her.

      “Tanner? What happened to May Ling?”

      He retook his seat beside Sara, released a long sigh, and began his story.

      “This concerns a man named Vincent Ryker.”

      “Who was he?”

      “At one time in his life, he was on the verge of becoming a Tanner, and because of him, May Ling…”

      “This Vincent Ryker, he murdered May Ling?”

      “Ryker, he… let me start at the beginning.”

      Sara took his hand. “I’m listening.”

      “Ryker first met Farnsworth, Tanner Five, when he was still in his teens. Ryker was smart, strong, and good with firearms. But the man was rotten inside, evil and rotten, and he nearly ended the Tanner legacy.”

      Tanner continued to tell Sara about Vince Ryker, and as he did so, the pain of the past returned.
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            The Best Day Of My Life

          

        

      

    

    
      ROBBIN’S COVE, CALIFORNIA, NOVEMBER 2003

      

      Cody and Romeo each drove their new pickup trucks down an old farm road while headed to what might be their next home. Sitting beside Cody was May Ling, while Emma was with Romeo in his truck.

      Driving ahead of the boys was a real estate agent named Heather Lawry. She had been hired by Cody to find them a suitable place to settle down, at least for a year or so.

      Heather had already sold the boys a parcel of prime real estate that was undeveloped land zoned for residential use. Cody and Romeo had plans to develop it and build a grand home on the property. Before that could happen, they would need a place of their own.

      They had arrived back in the states with the women they loved after having been in Ireland. May Ling had loved the Emerald Isle, while Emma, who had been there twice before acted as their unofficial tour guide.

      Now it was time to get back to work, and with their women to consider, the boys decided to put down roots.

      Robbin’s Cove was a picturesque town along the California coastline. Its eastern end rose up into hills that granted a view of the Pacific. A retired movie executive had owned that land since the late 1950’s, yet he had done little with it. The man never married and had passed away at the impressive age of 104.

      The land cost Cody and Romeo dearly but was well worth the expense. They planned to build a large luxury home on it before selling at a good profit. Since that project would take some time to complete, they would also be engaged in their real trade, that of assassins.

      But contracts could wait until they were settled in. In short, it was time to build a life.
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        * * *

      

      The real estate agent, Heather Lawry, was a beautiful blonde in her forties who was one of the most enthusiastic people Cody had ever met.

      As she showed them around the properties they were considering, Heather extolled the virtues of every feature. Twin homes sat on a small hill and were surrounded by over forty acres. Although farmland, no one had cultivated the soil for nearly a decade.

      The two homes had been built four years earlier by a pair of brothers who had made fortunes with a tech company. Those fortunes were on the wane and they were now looking to sell. The homes were built in a classic farmhouse style and reminded Cody of his childhood home, which had been on a ranch.

      May Ling and Emma liked the homes and their natural surroundings. Both women had grown up in cities but had always thought it would be nice to live in the countryside.

      As for Cody and Romeo, they needed the seclusion the land offered. It would give them a place to practice their shooting away from the eyes and ears of nosey neighbors.

      With the girls’ approval, the boys decided to buy the properties, causing Heather Lawry’s enthusiasm level to rise even higher.

      “You’re going to love it here, gentlemen, and I can’t wait to see the home you’ll be building on the other parcel.”

      “You’ll get first crack at it,” Cody assured her.
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        * * *

      

      Two weeks after moving in, Cody returned from being at the site where they were building the home. He and Romeo had been meeting with the man hired to put in the septic system. There was also an ancient well on the property that needed updating and a new and modern pump added.

      Their recent home and land purchases had left Cody’s cash reserves low, but Romeo still had money left, although he had plans to spend it as well. The boys knew they could refill their coffers by taking their next contract; however, it could wait until the home they were building was well under way.

      May Ling and Emma had financial resources of their own and were using them to furnish the houses. Emma couldn’t cook any better than Cody and Romeo could, but May Ling was a wonder in the kitchen. She made their meals and was teaching Emma culinary skills while doing so.

      Cody had sat in on a few of the lessons. He loved learning anything new and doing so was a part of training as a Tanner.

      “You can never know too much about too many things,” Spenser once said.

      Cody thought that was true. He also found that he enjoyed cooking but disliked the cleaning up part.
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        * * *

      

      Upon entering the house, Cody noticed that the new living room furniture had arrived. It was in a flowered pattern, large, and comfortable. The nine-piece dining room set had come as well. That pleased Cody. He was tired of eating off TV trays. Other changes had taken place, as decorative pictures hung on the walls and accent rugs were scattered about. What had been a sparsely furnished space now had a homey feeling about it.

      May Ling greeted him with a kiss and a hug.

      “I see you were busy today,” Cody told her. May Ling was dressed in a pair of green Capri pants with a sleeveless white blouse. Her long hair was up and pinned into a bun.

      “Do you like the pictures? I thought nature scenes would be good here.”

      “It’s very nice.”

      “We can eat whenever you’d like.”

      “What are we having?”

      “Steak, which you get to grill outside.”

      Cody bent down and swept May Ling into his arms.

      “I have an appetite, but it’s not for food.”

      May Ling smiled as she freed her hair from the bun.

      “I have a craving of my own.”

      Cody carried her into the bedroom and they made love.
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        * * *

      

      Dinner took place later than usual and was scrumptious, as was the dessert that followed.

      “Did you make this pie,” Cody asked May Ling.

      “I did, from a recipe on the internet.”

      Cody smiled at her. “Is there nothing you can’t do?”

      “Not much,” May Ling said while giggling.

      They watched a movie which they both enjoyed, then, they sat out on the home’s deck and stared up at the stars. They were lying back together in a chaise lounge and sipping wine. As Cody held the woman he loved in his arms, he realized that he was happier than he had ever been.

      “I think this is the best day of my life.”

      May Ling turned in his arms and kissed him. “There will be many more to come.”

      However, she was wrong, so very wrong. Heartache and death were just over the horizon.
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      OREGON, JANUARY 2004

      

      Vince Ryker stood in the center of a field atop land that was part of a fortress known as the Citadel. Standing beside him was Vivian, who was using the phony surname of Richards.

      Ryker’s honey-blond hair had recently developed streaks of white. His beard was also speckled with signs of age, although he was only in his forties. Ryker had suffered trauma which had resulted in the loss of the lower half of his left leg. He had come close to dying from an infection and nearly bled to death from a serious wound to his throat.

      Spenser Hawke was to blame for all of it. He had also killed Ryker’s only son, thinking that Damon Ryker was his father’s apprentice.

      Ryker had made one of his offspring his apprentice, however it had been his daughter, not his son.

      “They’re here,” Vivian said. She was staring in the direction of an approaching jeep.

      “I’ll do the talking,” Ryker said. He had an artificial leg to replace the lower limb he’d lost, while his throat bore a scar leftover from his wound. They were constant reminders that he owed Spenser Hawke and his protégés a debt of blood. Ryker hoped the man approaching him in the jeep would become an ally in that effort.
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        * * *

      

      Jack Begley, director of the Citadel, rode in the rear passenger seat beside his friend, Serge. Serge was also the Captain of the Guard for the Citadel, a position Begley formally held.

      Their driver was new to the Citadel and was hired on as a guard. He was a cocky young man with a crewcut, named Rubin Knox.

      The Citadel once had the reputation of being an impregnable fortress. That ended the previous year when two men entered under the guise of being clients. They had killed an actual client of the Citadel, then posted the results on the web for anyone to see.

      Needless to say, business had been wanting of late. Luckily for Begley he had the resources to keep the Citadel running while restoring its reputation. Time, it would take time, but the Citadel would eventually become the preferred haven for those needing shelter.

      Since that fateful day when the Citadel had been breached, only one guest had stayed with them. That man, a Wall Street embezzler, had demanded and received a discount. Meanwhile, Begley had spent over a million dollars updating the Citadel’s security systems and equipment.

      He had also hired a doctor who was a skilled plastic surgeon. The new doctor was there to replace the fraud named Dr. Calavechi. The money was only available because the Citadel’s former head had stockpiled his funds instead of paying off his employees, whom he’d had murdered.

      Begley did things right. He knew that someday the Citadel would rise again in stature. He felt that one way to accomplish that feat would be to gain retribution against the men responsible for its fall. He had placed a bounty on each of the two. The blond man who had pretended to be a drug kingpin named Denny Haydon, and his dark-haired bodyguard named Max, Max, who had eyes like the Devil’s.

      When a man named Vincent Ryker made contact and said that he could help Begley identify and locate the men, Begley was ready to listen.

      No one had tried attacking the Citadel since it had been breached and Begley doubted that Ryker was intending to do so. For one thing, there was no one in residence, and thus, no target to kill. Secondly, the Citadel’s former impregnable status was like the loss of virginity. Once it had been taken away, you could never get it back.

      Despite that, Begley would revive the Citadel, he also ached to see the men who destroyed her dead.
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        * * *

      

      Knox stopped the jeep near Ryker and leered at Vivian. She was a beautiful young woman in her twenties, tall, and with hair and eyes the same general color of Ryker’s. Although, Vivian’s light-blue eyes lacked the coldness that Ryker’s possessed.

      Begley and Serge left the jeep and approached Ryker. Begley was wearing a gun on his belt while Serge carried an AR-15, which was pointed toward the ground. Ryker and Vivian were also armed, and their weapons were holstered. After looking the two of them over, Begley asked Ryker a question.

      “How much money do you want for the information you have?”

      “I don’t need money; I’m looking for an ally.”

      “Meaning what?”

      “The two men you’re searching for are assassins who were trained by a third man. I want that third man more than I want the other two. Right now, they all believe I’m dead. I need it to stay that way until that third man steps out into the open. That’s where you come in. If their mentor learns that they’re under attack or have been killed, he’ll come to where they are.”

      “And where are they?”

      “In California.”

      “What are their real names?”

      Ryker smiled. “Not so fast. I need to know if you’ll be able to handle them. These men are exceptional at surviving and defending themselves.”

      “I have more men inside the Citadel.”

      “How many men? These two we’re talking about would defeat anything less than ten men with ease.”

      “Bullshit!”

      That opinion came from Knox, who was still sitting in the jeep and puffing on a cigarette.

      Ryker looked his way. “You think you could kill them by yourself?”

      “Two guys? Shit yeah. I killed ten times that while I was in the Marines.”

      Begley sighed and looked back at Knox. “Just drive the jeep, okay?”

      “Yes sir,” Knox said. “But if one of us guards kill these men, do we get the reward you’re offering for them?”

      “I’ll gladly pay it, Knox,” Begley said, then, turning back to his guests, Begley spoke to Vivian.

      “What is your part in this?”

      “I met the men you’re looking for in England and have been keeping track of them ever since.”

      “They trust you?”

      “Yes.”

      “You’re Australian?”

      “I was raised there, but I was born here in America.”

      Begley took one more admiring glance at Vivian before speaking to Ryker.

      “I can send a force of twelve men against these assholes of yours, and I’ll be leading them myself. I want them dead.”

      “As long as you understand the risks.”

      “I’ll take some risks,” Knox said. “Mr. Begley is willing to pay fifty thousand apiece for them.”

      Ryker raised an eyebrow. “I was told that you were offering twenty-five grand each.”

      “I raised it,” Begley said, “since I wasn’t getting any nibbles.”

      “That will bring in the sharks, but you’ll be the only one who will know where to find them. The dark-haired man goes by the name of Xavier Zane, while his friend is named Romeo Slade.”

      “Romeo?” Knox said, with a laugh. “What, is the guy gay?”

      “Knox!” Begley shouted.

      “Sorry, sir.”

      “Give me their location, Ryker; then you can consider them dead.”

      “Supply me with an email address and I’ll have my apprentice contact you soon with a time, date, and location that would be optimal for an attack.”

      Begley looked over at Vivian. “And is your apprentice here also your daughter? I only ask because I see a slight resemblance.”

      Ryker smiled. “My daughter is the spitting image of her mother, but she is like me in every other way.”

      After a few details were worked out, Begley and Serge climbed back into the jeep. Before driving away, Knox sent Vivian a wink.

      Ryker walked over to his own vehicle, a black pickup truck. His movements were sure but there was a limp to his gait. Vivian climbed in beside him while asking a question.

      “What do you think the chances are that Begley will actually kill them?”

      “Not very good, but he might do enough damage to bring Spenser Hawke around, which is all I care about.”

      “It’s surprising that Hawke hasn’t shown yet. You’d think he’d want to see his friends in their new homes.”

      “That’s why I’ve been so patient. I assume it would just be a matter of time until he traveled here, but they’ve been in Robbin’s Cove since last year and he’s yet to visit.”

      “I’ll be making contact with Zane and Slade again tomorrow. I’ll try to find out where Hawke might be.”

      “No, Vivian. That would be too risky. We’ll just stick to the plan.”

      “All right, but they won’t suspect me of anything, not after Emma Hart vouched for me in England.”

      “They might find it strange when you show up in California.”

      “Emma’s told me about their new home when we’ve talked on the phone. I’ll just say that I grew curious and decided to come and see it for myself.”

      “Be very careful around Hawke’s apprentices, they are deadly.”

      “Maybe so, but soon they’ll just be dead.”

      Ryker laughed, started the truck, and drove away from the Citadel.
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      ROBBIN’S COVE, CALIFORNIA, JANUARY 2004

      

      Cody and May Ling left their house on a bright Sunday morning and walked a hundred feet to reach the home of Romeo and Emma. It was Emma’s turn to cook Sunday breakfast. Afterward, they were going into town for a day of shopping that would begin with a trip to the marina.

      Romeo was buying a boat. He wanted to look it over one more time before he made his final decision, but he was ready to take the plunge. Romeo discussed the boat while eating his breakfast of blueberry pancakes, eggs, and ham. They were gathered together at the kitchen table.

      “I figure we’ll take her on a long trip sometime during the summer. It will be great to be out on the open sea.”

      “We could visit my parents in Indonesia,” Emma suggested.

      “That would be cool,” Romeo said. “Cody and I have friends there too, remember Nadya and her father, Bagus?”

      Emma’s hand flew to her mouth. “Oh, yes, and I have sad news.”

      “What is it?” Cody asked.

      “That man, Bagus, I’m sorry to tell you this but he died. It happened shortly before my parents and I left for England.”

      Romeo pushed his plate aside. “Bagus is dead?”

      “He had a heart attack just as he was bringing his boat back in to the dock. He was already dead when they found him, and the boat was wrecked when it crashed into the dock pilings.”

      “Oh man, I wonder how Nadya is dealing with that?”

      “Not good, I would guess,” Cody said. “Nadya loved her father.”

      “I ran into her on the beach one day and she looked so sad,” Emma said. “She told me that she and her mother were moving to Jakarta to stay with relatives. I don’t think she was happy about the move.”

      “I wish I could talk to the little chick, she must be devastated,” Romeo said.

      “We’ll make a point of stopping in Jakarta to see her when we go visit my parents.”

      “You won’t mind?”

      Emma smiled. “Of course not. I know you and Xavier were close to the family.”

      They finished the meal. While discussing happier topics and sipping on their second cups of coffee, they heard the sound of a perimeter alarm chirping. To mitigate against surprise visitors, Cody had set up a pressure-sensitive sensor at the mouth of their long driveway. Moments after it was activated, through the open kitchen window they could hear a vehicle approaching.

      They left the table and went onto the front porch as the car was parking. It was a blue sedan. Cody assumed the car was a rental since he could see no dealership markings on it. Behind the wheel was a familiar face and someone he’d thought he might never see again.

      “Vivian?” May Ling said. “What is she doing here?”

      Emma was smiling wide at the sight of her friend.

      “I don’t know why she’s here, but I talked to her on the phone several times and told her all about our new homes. I guess she’s decided to visit.”

      Vivian left her vehicle and waved at them while grinning. When Emma walked over with Romeo to greet her, the two women hugged and exchanged kisses on the cheek.

      “This is a pleasant surprise,” Emma said. “What are you doing here?”

      “I broke up with Eddie in London and decided I needed to see some new sights. That’s when I thought of you. And I’ve missed you, Emma.”

      “Oh, I’ve missed you too, and I’m glad you came for a visit.”

      Vivian looked over at May Ling and Cody.

      “Hello, you two, and May Ling, Emma says that you’ve become quite the domestic goddess.”

      May Ling smiled, but Cody could tell it wasn’t genuine. May Ling had never liked Vivian, although she kept that opinion hidden from Emma, who adored Vivian.

      “I’ve been enjoying the house, yes…and how long will you be in the area?”

      “I’m not sure, and I still need to find a place to stay. I’ll find a hotel when I leave here.”

      “No, you won’t,” Emma said, as she wrapped an arm through Vivian’s. “You can be our guest, right Romeo?”

      Romeo shrugged. “We’ve got plenty of room. Are your bags in the trunk? I’ll carry them in.”

      Vivian smiled at Romeo. “Thank you, handsome, and the car isn’t locked.”

      “We have to run out for a bit,” Emma said, “and you can join us. We’re going to look at a boat Romeo will be buying.”

      “That sounds like fun. I love boats.”

      “I’m going to take her on one more test run,” Romeo said. “But yeah, I’ll be buying the boat.”

      As Vivian entered the house with Emma and Romeo, May Ling shook her head in disapproval.

      “Romeo and Emma have barely moved in and now they have a guest, an uninvited guest.”

      “They don’t seem to mind,” Cody said.

      “I just think it’s strange that Vivian has followed us here.”

      Cody narrowed his eyes. “It is a bit odd at that. I think I’ll give Eddie a call soon and find out what happened between them. They seemed happy together when we left for Ireland.”

      “Maybe Eddie Quinton realized that he could do better than Vivian. The man is a minor celebrity in England, and Vivian, well, she’s just Vivian.”

      Cody smiled. “You really don’t like her, do you?”

      “No, I do not.”

      “Emma loves her, so play nice, hmm?”

      “I will, for Emma’s sake, but I’m telling you, Xavier, there is something off about Vivian.”
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      THE CITADEL, OREGON, JANUARY 2004

      

      Rubin Knox entered Jack Begley’s office after realizing the door was unlocked. He thought he would have to pick the lock, but no, Begley was as lax with his office’s security as he was with his computer’s.

      Knox had gotten inside the office once before and looked through Begley’s computer files. Knox had no plan or nefarious intentions, he was just nosy and loved to get away with things. However, he did have a definite purpose today.

      Knox hoped to learn the location of the men Begley wanted to kill. Begley was willing to pay a hundred grand to anyone who put down the two men, who were named Xavier Zane and Romeo Slade. Knox wanted that money. He saw no reason why he should take a chance on losing it.

      Begley planned to attack the men with a force of twelve, with Knox among them. With that many other shooters involved, Knox might not kill even one of the men. No, it was better to go after the two alone and claim the bounty on each of them. Knox knew he possessed the skill to get the job done, for he had been trained as a sniper.

      Despite his boast that he had killed a score of men, Knox had only chalked up a total of seven confirmed kills while in the Marines. It was a respectable number, although Knox had an unfortunate habit of missing a shot when under pressure.

      Still, he’d discovered that he liked killing from a distance. Knox thought hand-to-hand combat was for fools. Why risk getting hurt when you could shoot a man from half a mile away?

      Once he had gained access to the computer, he checked Begley’s email account. He was disappointed when he failed to find a missive from Vivian giving the location of Zane and Slade. That was okay. Knox would just keep checking until the email came in. Once it did, he’d leave the Citadel on some pretense and head off to kill the two men.

      Knox had turned off the computer and was leaving the office when he heard someone approaching from around the corner. After closing the door quietly, he knocked on it, as if he had just arrived.

      Irina Devoe came into view dressed in her white nurses’ uniform. The exotic beauty was Jack Begley’s lover.

      “Jack isn’t in his office, Knox. He’s in the mess hall having breakfast.”

      “Thanks, I’ll go find him.” Knox moved closer to Irina. “Where are you off to? And would you like some company?”

      Irina smirked. “Jack gives me all the company I need.”

      “It never hurts to make new friends, baby.”

      “Jack might hurt you if he knew you were hitting on me.”

      Knox looked Irina over. “If you ever change your mind come find me, and call me Rubin.”

      “I won’t change my mind, Knox, and you’re not my type.”

      “Ouch, baby. You know how to hurt a man.”

      “Goodbye, Knox,” Irina said while walking away.

      Knox watched her, enjoying the sway of her hips.

      She’ll feel differently about me when I come back here with Zane’s and Slade’s scalps on my belt.

      Knox returned to his quarters within the Citadel, where he cleaned and readied his sniper rifle.
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        * * *

      

      Romeo was smiling wide as he piloted the boat he’d decided to buy. It was a Monterey 262 Cruiser that had been kept in immaculate condition. The five-year-old boat had many gadgets, including an automatic pilot.

      On board with him were Emma, Cody, May Ling, and Vivian. The boat’s current owner was present as well, his name was Sid Rodgers. Rodgers had lived in Robbin’s Cove his entire life. Sid Rodgers had been talking with Romeo as Romeo piloted the craft. They were several miles from shore when Sid pointed out a small island in the distance.

      “That’s called One-Man Island.”

      Romeo squinted as he studied the compact land mass.

      “Why is it called that, because of its size?”

      Sid laughed. He was in his fifties and a car salesman. He wore his dyed black hair a little long and dressed younger than his years. Romeo had met him when he and Cody bought their new trucks from Sid. When the subject of boats came up, Sid had mentioned that he was selling his.

      “The island isn’t so small, and it even has its own dock on the other side. It’s called One-Man because legend has it that two pirates met there to settle their differences with swords. When it was done, only one man left the island.”

      “Who owns it?”

      “I’m not sure, but it’s rented out most of the time.”

      “It looks private and isolated.”

      “It is, but there’s just an old house on it. I was there for a wedding two summers ago and they had to hold the reception outside under a tent. The house was too tight to accommodate all the guests. You also had to stay out of the water on the dock side of the shore, and the rest of the shoreline was rocky.”

      “Why no swimming near the dock?”

      “Riptides, some guy got carried away in one a month earlier. By the time he broke free he was too far away from shore to swim back. The poor bastard drowned. His friends said it looked like he was riding a missile as the rip carried him out. People still swim there sometimes, I’ve seen them, but I wouldn’t risk it.”

      Romeo offered Sid his hand. “I definitely want this boat.”

      “Cool beans,” Sid said. “Come back tomorrow when the Motor Vehicle office will be open, and we’ll handle the paperwork. I’ll be by the marina at noon.”

      “Sounds great,” Romeo said.

      They kept the boat out for several hours as Sid discussed the local seaways with Romeo. It was a beautiful day and the rest of Romeo’s group enjoyed the trip as well. As he was docking the boat, Romeo saw the man in the next slip wave to them. He was about Sid’s age and bore a resemblance. However, the man was muscular and had expressive blue eyes.

      “That’s my cousin, Bart. He fancies himself a ladies’ man and throws a lot of parties. He can be obnoxious sometimes, but he’s harmless.”

      “What’s he do for a living?” Romeo asked.

      “Bart’s retired. He made some money as a bodybuilder then hit it big by investing with one of those dot-com startups. Bart cashed-out just before the company went bust.”

      Bart met them at the dock. He ogled Emma and Vivian, then practically drooled on himself when he saw May Ling step off the boat.

      “Aren’t you going to introduce me to your friends, Sid?”

      The introductions were made. As he shook her hand, Bart held on to May Ling longer than necessary.

      “You are a true beauty, May Ling. If you ever want to go on a boat ride again, come see me.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” May Ling said, while pulling her hand free.

      Vivian was busy taking pictures of Romeo’s boat. She had also come up with an idea that would help Ryker keep a low-profile.
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        * * *

      

      After leaving the Marina, the two couples and Vivian went to a book store where they wandered the shelves for over an hour. At one point, Cody decided to browse the magazine rack. He came across Vivian holding a periodical dealing with firearms.

      “You have an interest in guns, Vivian?”

      Vivian looked up from the pages as if she’d been caught reading a porn mag. After setting it back on the shelf, she smiled at Cody.

      “I was just curious.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with curiosity.”

      “No, I guess not,” Vivian said, as she picked up a fashion magazine.

      After leaving the bookstore, the group decided to stop at a restaurant for lunch.

      When Emma expressed sadness over Vivian’s breakup with her boyfriend, Vivian said that it was all for the best.

      “Vivian,” May Ling said. “If you’re looking for a new boyfriend, Bart seemed to be available.”

      “He’s a bit old for me, May Ling. Besides, there’s a man in my life already.”

      “What’s he like?” Emma asked.

      Vivian smiled. “He’s wonderful. I hope the four of you will be meeting him very soon.”
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      Cody and Romeo were at their construction site, seated inside a trailer, where twin desks faced each other. The home’s concrete foundation had been poured weeks earlier and a large crew of carpenters had been busy ever since the concrete had cured. They were moving so fast that the framing would be completed within a week.

      The home would be over five-thousand square feet and three stories high when finished. Although it was a Saturday morning and no workers were on site, the boys were there to do an inventory of supplies and go over the invoices received during the previous week.

      It was boring work. Cody found it tedious while Romeo didn’t mind it. However, both of them were becoming restless after having gone months without working at their real trade of assassination.

      “We should give Roy a call soon,” Cody said. He was speaking of Roy Hutchins, the man who acted as a go-between for themselves and the clients. “He might have something we can work on.”

      “It would have to be a quick one,” Romeo said. “We can’t get off the site for more than a day or two.”

      “Maybe we should hire a general contractor to do the everyday construction manager tasks soon. Otherwise we’ll never be able to get away until the house is completed.”

      “Yeah, dude, that’s a good idea. I love building this house, but I don’t like being tied to it.”

      A beeping sound came from a gray box sitting on a wooden table. It was alerting them that someone had come onto the property. The jobsite was in a secluded location; there were concerns about thievery and vandalism. Cameras had also been installed and were pointed at the trailer and the piles of lumber used in the framing process.

      Romeo looked over at the box. “Someone’s coming along the road.”

      What would become the home’s driveway was still a wide gravel-covered surface. It had grooves in spots from where heavy trucks had traveled across and crushed the gravel deep into the soft, sandy soil beneath it.

      The boys smiled as they watched May Ling and Emma come bouncing along the road in May Ling’s sporty new red BMW.

      Cody left the trailer with Romeo and greeted the girls with a smile.

      “This is a surprise.”

      May Ling went to him and fell into his arms.

      “I missed you.”

      “I only left the house two hours ago.”

      “I know, but it’s Saturday. We should be spending the day together.”

      Cody kissed her. “I won’t be here much longer, I promise, and besides, didn’t you two have plans to go shopping?”

      May Ling made a sour face. “That was Vivian’s idea, but I’d rather spend the day with you at home.”

      “Speak of the Devil,” Romeo said, “I think I hear Vivian coming now.”

      The sound of a motorcycle grew louder, and Vivian appeared riding her bike. She had it shipped from Europe; it arrived a day after she had moved in with Romeo and Emma.

      When she had turned off the bike and removed her helmet, Vivian glared at May Ling, then smiled at Emma.

      “I returned from my run and found that you two had left, then I thought you might have come here.”

      Emma looked over at May Ling. “I thought you called Vivian and told her where we’d be.”

      “I guess I forgot,” May Ling said.

      Vivian checked her watch, saw that it was just after eleven a.m., and fought the urge to look around warily. Jack Begley and his people were scheduled to attack Cody and Romeo at noon.

      Vivian grinned at May Ling. “We should let the guys get back to work, and anyway, we have a day of shopping ahead of us, yes?”

      May Ling’s stare as she looked at Vivian was anything but friendly.

      “I just wanted to see Xavier.”

      “And you have,” Vivian said. “But I’m sure he has work to do, right, Xavier?”

      Cody gave May Ling a soft kiss on the lips.

      “Have fun shopping and I’ll be home when you get back. Maybe we’ll go see a movie later, okay?”

      “Yes,” May Ling said. “That sounds good.”

      Emma and May Ling kissed their men goodbye, then returned to May Ling’s car.

      “You hear that?” Romeo asked. “That sounds like one of the alarms is going off again.”

      “What alarms?” Vivian asked.

      Cody ignored her as he cocked his head to listen, and yes, he could just make out an alarm beeping in the trailer behind him. As Romeo looked along the road for a vehicle’s approach, Cody’s eyes searched the surrounding area. Beyond the wooden tool shed he spotted a man in the trees dressed in camouflage, with a rifle pointed his way.

      Cody shouted while bringing out the small gun he carried in his pocket.

      “Everybody get down!”

      The man with the rifle fired three times, with one of the shots shattering the windshield of May Ling’s car. The girls were seated inside the vehicle, and as Emma screamed, May Ling bled.
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      Rubin Knox let out a grunt of frustration as his first three shots missed his targets. The man with the dark hair had spotted him and shouted a warning to the others.

      Knox had volunteered to do a reconnaissance of the area surrounding the jobsite. Jack Begley, Serge, and another nine men would attack the site at noon. Knox had told Begley that they should have an idea what they were walking into before attacking.

      Begley hadn’t agreed, that is, until he spotted a car and then a motorcycle pass them and head toward the site. They had parked the two white vans they had on the side of the road in time to see the motorcycle turn onto the gravel road that led to the site. A look ahead showed no vehicles in the distance. Begley assumed that it had also visited the home under construction.

      As it had gone by them, they could see that the car contained two young women, but the motorcycle passed by so fast that they failed to determine that the rider had also been a female. Because of the helmet she was wearing, Vivian’s feminine face was obscured as well.

      “I should go have a look and see what’s going on,” Knox had told his boss, and Begley had agreed, while issuing an order. “Just observe and then report back here.”

      Knox had nodded that he would do as ordered, but he had no intention of letting a golden opportunity slip by him.

      With his sniper rifle and scope, he could put down two targets before they realized what was happening. Once he did that, the hundred grand bounty would be all his. It was an opportunity he had thought lost to him when he failed to get access to the location of Xavier Zane and Romeo Slade. He had sneaked into Begley’s office three times and found no email on the computer.

      Then, one came in just hours earlier. Knox had expected Begley to sit on the address for a day or two while he planned an attack, but no, Begley was ready to go within hours. Thankfully, Knox was getting a chance to head off alone to do recon.

      He intended to turn reconnaissance into two confirmed kills, then convert the kills into cash. When he drew near the trailer, Knox saw Emma and May Ling, but it was Vivian that caught his eye. She knew that they would be attacking today so why would she put herself in the line of fire?

      Whatever, Knox thought. At least the girls are distracting the targets. This will be easy as hell.

      That assessment changed when the men went on the alert and Knox had to dive for cover. His first three shots had missed the targets and now the men were returning fire.
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        * * *

      

      Out on the road and sitting in the lead van, Begley pounded the dashboard after hearing the rifle fire.

      “Damn you, Knox!”

      Sitting beside Begley in the driver’s seat, Serge made a comment.

      “Maybe the kid killed them?”

      That hope faded when the softer sound of return fire was heard. All Knox had done was alert the targets that they were under attack. Begley was about to head up the driveway when his phone rang. It was Vivian.
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        * * *

      

      When Knox began firing, Vivian slid off her bike and took cover behind the rear of May Ling’s car. She yanked a phone from her pocket and called Begley.

      “Don’t attack. I’m up here at the house.”

      “That’s Knox. The fool jumped the gun, but I’ve still got superior numbers. Take cover and we’ll come up there and kill them.”

      “No, Begley. Not while I’m here. Besides, you’ve lost the element of surprise.”

      “I don’t need surprise. We outnumber them six-to-one.”

      “That won’t matter, not with these men. Back off, and we’ll make a new plan.”

      “What about Knox? If he’s captured, he’ll talk.”

      “I’ll handle Knox,” Vivian said.
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        * * *

      

      While Romeo returned fire, Cody had rushed to the car to check on May Ling and Emma. Emma was all right, if frightened, but May Ling’s face and blouse were bloody.

      “Oh God, were you hit?”

      “I was cut by the windshield glass,” May Ling said, while pointing to a laceration at her scalp line.

      Cody escorted the girls behind the rear corner of the trailer then crawled beneath it. The trailer was sitting up on blocks and had a foot of space under it.

      “What are you doing?” May Ling asked.

      “We have weapons and ammo hidden beneath the trailer,” Cody told her.

      Romeo joined them and hugged Emma while hissing in sympathy at May Ling’s injury.

      “Where’s Vivian?” Emma said. “Oh Lord, where is she?”

      Vivian came from around the other side of the car. She had put her phone away after talking to Begley.

      “I’m here. What’s happening?”

      Cody emerged from beneath the trailer while holding two loaded AR-15’s.

      “We’ll explain later,” he said, as he handed May Ling the gun he had taken from his pocket. “Keep down back here, but if you need to, use that gun.”

      May Ling kissed him. “Be careful.”
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        * * *

      

      Begley was still considering joining the fight when he heard the faint but distinctive sound of machine gun fire. While he and his men were armed with AR-15’s of their own, he had been hoping to sneak up on his targets and overwhelm them. Now that Cody and Romeo were alerted to trouble, Begley was sure that he would suffer casualties even if they came out on top, and one of those killed might be him. He decided not to risk it.

      “Vivian is right. We’ll attack them another time. With her on the inside we’ll have a second chance.”

      Serge looked over at the driveway leading to the construction site as he started the van’s engine.

      “Damn that Knox. The kid was probably trying to cut everyone else out and get the reward for himself.”

      Begley turned in his seat to look back as the van began moving.

      “Knox is on his own now, and it serves him right.”
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        * * *

      

      Knox avoided getting killed by Romeo only because the Citadel guard stumbled over a tree root. Romeo’s rounds passed over Knox’s head and hit the lowest branch on a maple tree. Knox fell to the ground and yelped as his right knee came in contact with a stone. The ground was rocky where he was running, however the trees provided a degree of cover.

      A sound coming from his right caused Knox to look that way, and he saw Cody running toward him. Knox dropped to one knee, brought the rifle up to fire, and Cody hit him with three rounds in his chest. The impact of the rounds staggered Knox while sending pain coursing throughout his entire torso. He dropped his rifle, fell backwards, and moaned as he writhed in agony.

      Romeo reached him first. He was puzzled by the lack of blood until he spotted the bulletproof vest beneath the holes in Knox’s black T-shirt. Vest or not, Knox was in great pain from the impacts. He was gasping as he tried to recover from the abuse the rounds had dished out.

      When Cody stood over him, looking down with the most intense eyes Knox had ever seen, Knox managed to wheeze out a request.

      “Don’t kill me.”
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        * * *

      

      May Ling and Emma looked relieved to see their men in one piece. As for Vivian, she wore a worried expression when she saw that Knox was alive. The boys were leading Knox back with each of them gripping one of the man’s arms.

      When the girls began moving toward them, Cody cautioned them to stay where they were, out of sight behind the trailer.

      “We’re not sure it’s safe yet.”

      After pushing Knox to the ground behind the concealment of Cody’s pickup truck, Romeo went inside the trailer and returned with several extension cords. He bound Knox’s hands behind his back, then his ankles, as Cody kept watch for new attackers. Knox was recovering from the impact of the bullets and was able to take a normal breath again.

      “We can make a deal, right guys?”

      Vivian stared at Knox. When he met her gaze, she gave a slight shake of her head.

      “I can tell you who wants you dead and why?” Knox said.

      “Are you working alone?” Cody asked as he searched Knox’s pockets. Knox didn’t answer; he looked worried when Cody found the paper he had folded up in his wallet.

      It was a flyer that resembled a wanted poster. It had the sketches of two men on it drawn from the front and in profile.

      Jack Begley had hired an artist to draw pictures of Cody and Romeo. Beneath the sketches were words telling of the reward that would be paid for information that led to locating them.

      The boys had seen the sketch before. Roy Hutchins had gotten hold of one months earlier. While the men on the flyer resembled the boys, they weren’t perfect likenesses.

      Cody showed the flyer to Romeo. “His name is Rubin Knox, and he was carrying this.”

      “Begley’s reward, is that what you were after, dude?”

      Knox smiled weakly. “That flyer is old; the Citadel is offering fifty grand a piece for you guys now.”

      Cody pressed the barrel of his weapon against Knox’s head.

      “Are you working alone?”

      Knox flicked a glance at Vivian before speaking.

      “Yeah, I’m alone. I spotted you guys down in town last week and thought I’d try cashing in.”

      “You’re going to cash in all right,” Romeo said.

      Cody and Romeo yanked Knox to his feet. As they began dragging him toward the trees on the other side of the trailer, Cody called to May Ling.

      “We’ll be back soon. Call out if you see anything.”

      May Ling looked frightened. Still, she was gripping the gun Cody had given her and nodded her understanding.

      As they entered the trees, Knox figured he was running out of time.

      “Whoa, guys, we can still make a deal, right?”

      “No deal,” Cody said. “By the time we get done with you, we’ll know everything you know.”

      “You don’t need to torture me. Look, I lied, all right? I’m not working alone. There are two vans full of men out on the road ready to roll in here at noon.”

      “You’re lying again,” Romeo said, “If you had others with you, why attack us alone?”

      Cody stopped walking.

      “I want to check it out. I can see the road from that small ridge over there.”

      “Go. I’ll keep an eye on Knox,” Romeo said, “but I think it’s obvious he was working alone.”

      Cody made it to the ridge in seconds and looked down on the road. The two-lane byway was used predominantly by locals. Other than a pair of cars driving by there was nothing to see. Some distance beyond that, the avenue that bordered the shore was heavy with traffic.

      When he returned to Romeo, Cody gripped Knox’s arm again.

      “Nothing, he was lying.”

      “What?” Knox said, as he realized the cavalry wasn’t coming to save him.

      Cody and Romeo were again dragging Knox deeper into the woods when he began to squirm in their grip.

      “I wasn’t lying. I came here with eleven other men, and another thing, that girl back there, she—”

      A scream echoed through the trees cutting Knox’s words off in mid-stream.

      “That’s May Ling,” Cody said. He was off at a sprint an instant later. Before joining him, Romeo gave Knox a rough shove to force him onto the ground. Knox hit hard and released a grunt, as Romeo hurried to catch up to Cody.
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      Vivian ducked behind a dense growth of shrubs as she heard Cody and Romeo headed back toward the trailer.

      When she was certain they wouldn’t detect her movements, she rushed toward the area where they had left Knox. Vivian found Knox attempting to crawl away, with his ankles and wrists bound tight. When she whispered his name, he froze, then stared at her.

      “Cut me free, Vivian, before those two get back.”

      Vivian took out a knife as she moved behind Knox. Instead of using the blade to free him, Vivian set it down, then picked up a large stone.

      “Hurry,” Knox said.

      “Just hold still,” Vivian told him, as she raised the stone high.
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        * * *

      

      Cody arrived back at the trailer with his rifle leading the way and his eyes scanning for trouble. Emma and May Ling were where he’d left them, but Vivian wasn’t there.

      “What’s wrong?” Cody asked, as Romeo followed behind him.

      May Ling pointed to her right. “Someone was moving around behind those trees.”

      “I’ll check it out,” Romeo said.

      As Romeo moved off, Cody asked about Vivian.

      “She said she had to use the loo and walked toward those portable toilets on the left over there,” Emma said.

      Cody frowned. “She should have come out after hearing May Ling scream.”

      May Ling looked off to where the boys had dragged Knox.

      “That man, is he… did you…”

      “Not yet, but yes, he has to die. The son of a bitch nearly killed you and Emma.”

      May Ling released a soft sigh. “I understand, but don’t make him suffer, okay?”

      Cody kissed her. “I’m sorry you and Emma have to be involved in this.”

      Romeo returned while shaking his head. When he looked at May Ling he smiled.

      “There’s no one over there, but I did see a huge deer off in the distance. Could that be what you saw?”

      “Maybe, all I glimpsed was movement.”

      Vivian came into view as she emerged from the woods behind the portable toilets.

      “Where did you get to?” Cody asked.

      “I had to, you know, go. I would have used those dunnys, the toilets, but they’re both disgusting, so I went in the woods.”

      “You should have stayed close, and didn’t you hear May Ling’s scream?”

      “She screamed? Why?”

      “A false alarm,” Romeo said.

      Vivian crossed her arms over her chest. “Will somebody please tell me what’s going on? Someone shot at us and now you two are running around like bloody commandos.”

      “We can answer your questions later,” Cody said. “Right now, I want you ladies to get out of here and head someplace safe, but don’t go home until we call you. Rent hotel rooms for the night.”

      Romeo handed his key to Emma. “Take my truck. We’ll have a glass guy come out here and replace the windows in May Ling’s car soon. That round took out the windshield and a side window.”

      They kissed their women as Vivian stood by like the fifth wheel she was.

      May Ling tried to hand Cody back the small gun he gave her, but he told her to hang onto it.

      “Carry it in your purse, just in case.”
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        * * *

      

      After watching the girls depart in the truck, with Vivian following behind them on her motorcycle, Cody and Romeo returned to the spot where they had dropped Knox. They had been expecting to find that he had squirmed off into the nearby brush in an attempt to hide from them. Instead, Knox was lying on his back right where they had left him.

      He was dead.

      Romeo knelt down and studied Knox, whose blank eyes were staring up at the sky. After shifting the body, Romeo removed a blood-stained stone that was under Knox’s head.

      “Shit, the dude must have slammed his skull against this rock when I shoved him to the ground.”

      Cody turned Knox over and studied the wound.

      “His skull looks caved-in. Could he have hit the ground that hard?”

      Romeo shrugged. “Must be a freak accident. Not that it matters. He was dead either way.”

      “I guess,” Cody said. “But I think it’s weird. Someone could have bashed his head in.”

      “Could Vivian have done this?” Romeo said. “She was gone while we were checking out what May Ling saw. And Emma told us that Vivian saved her from that carjacker back in London by using martial arts skills.”

      “She’s living in your house, what do you think of her?”

      “I think she’s odd, but Emma loves her.”

      “May Ling doesn’t like her, and yeah, she’s odd.”

      “But why would she kill this dude?”

      “Maybe they knew each other. After Knox claimed that he came here with eleven other men he said something about a girl. He couldn’t have meant Emma or May Ling, so that leaves Vivian.”

      Romeo shook his head. “Knox was just making things up to try to stay alive. How could he know Vivian?”

      “Just keep an eye on her, okay?”

      “Hell yeah, but I hope this guy spotting us was a fluke, otherwise we’ll have to drop everything and move on.”

      Cody took the flyer from his pocket and stared at it.

      “Jack Begley is becoming a problem. We may have to get inside the Citadel again and kill him.”

      “As we both know, that’s easier said than done, and they won’t fall for the same trick twice.”

      Cody put the flyer away and turned to walk back toward the area where the trailer was.

      “I’ll get a tarp and some duct tape, then we’ll carry Knox to the truck and put him in the ground somewhere.”

      “With the amount of building that’s going on around here these days, someone will dig him up eventually.”

      “By then, we’ll probably have moved on and will be using different identities.”

      “Some business we’re in, hmm?”

      “It beats working at a car wash,” Cody said, as he ambled off toward the tool shed.
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      May Ling, Emma, and Vivian stayed at a hotel with the boys until Monday morning, then returned to their homes. There had been no new signs of trouble and Cody agreed with Romeo that Knox had just gotten lucky in spotting them.

      Vivian’s acceptance of their explanation that Knox was a drunk who had shot at them just to scare them seemed odd to Cody.

      She also never questioned their story about Knox being handed over to the police. If such a bizarre and violent event had happened in a small town like Robbin’s Cove, it would have made big news and landed on the front page of the local paper.

      Cody had purposely given Vivian a flimsy story to gauge her reaction. When she accepted it without asking any questions, he wondered if she had known Knox, and thought she might be working as a spy for Jack Begley.
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        * * *

      

      Cody smiled when Eddie Quinton answered his phone while laughing. It seemed that his ex-neighbor in London hadn’t changed a bit. Eddie was the happiest person Cody and Romeo had ever known. He laughed often with little provocation.

      “Xavier Zane, how are you, mate?”

      “I’m good, Eddie, and what about you?”

      More laughter, followed by, “I’m tops. I’ve got a new TV show. We’ve just started filming last week. Get this, I play a hit man. Can you imagine me as a hit man?”

      “Actually, no, but I’m sure you’ll do a great job at it.”

      After catching Eddie up on how Romeo, May Ling, and Emma were doing, Cody let Eddie know that Vivian had followed them to America.

      “Ah, I was really into that bird I was; it gave me a wallop to the heart when she broke up with me.”

      “If you don’t mind me being nosy, why did you two break up?”

      “I wish I knew, Xavier. I thought we were happy, then, one day she just packed up her things and told me to have a nice life.”

      “You had no warning?”

      “Zero, lad, but… I might know what was behind it. An actor mate of mine saw Vivian about a week later in Dublin. He said she was with another bloke, a tall man in his forties. Vivian probably went to the states to follow her new love; my mate says he had an American accent.”

      “Are you sure your friend said he saw Vivian in Dublin?”

      “Yeah.”

      “And when did you two break up?”

      “Oh, it happened right after you and Romeo left London. Hey, didn’t you all go to Ireland from here?”

      “Yeah, and we were in Dublin too.”

      “That’s a right odd coincidence.”

      “This American man your friend said he saw Vivian with, did your friend catch his name?”

      “He only saw them from a distance, and they weren’t kissing or anything, but he got the feeling that they were close. Anyway, lad, Vivian is in my past and I’m dating a new woman now.”

      “I wish you luck with the lady, and the new show.”

      “Thanks, and how are things with you and the beautiful May Ling?”

      “Things are perfect with May Ling, and I’ll tell everyone you said hello.”

      Eddie said, “Watch me on the telly,” and laughed as he was hanging up.
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        * * *

      

      When Cody went over to Romeo’s house to speak with Vivian, he received news that surprised him. Cody was in the kitchen having coffee with Romeo and Emma.

      “She’s moved out?”

      “Last night,” Emma said, “Vivian said she’ll be staying with her new man.”

      “What’s this guy’s name?”

      “Gerald Hart, but I haven’t met him yet.”

      “What’s up, Cody?” Romeo said. “Did you learn something new about Vivian?”

      “She was in Ireland the same time we were. Did she ever mention that, Emma?”

      “No, are you certain that’s right?”

      “I got that from Eddie Quinton. He also said that they broke up right after we’d left, and that the break up surprised him. Then, a friend of his saw Vivian with an American man in his forties. Does that sound like someone we know, Romeo?”

      “Begley has to be around forty or so,” Romeo said.

      “Yeah, it could be Begley. If he’s willing to pay to have us killed, he might have traveled to Europe to find us. Emma, if Vivian comes by let me know. I need to have a talk with her.”

      “All right, Xavier, but you’re wrong about Vivian. She wouldn’t be involved in anything shady. She’s my friend.”

      “I hope you’re right, Emma, but we need to know for certain.”

      Emma folded her hands on the table then stared down at them.

      “I don’t like the idea of my friend being interrogated.”

      “Hey, Emma.”

      She looked over at Cody. “Yes?”

      “I know a way we can check out Vivian without having to question her.”

      “You do, how?”

      “I’ll need your help; are you willing?”

      Emma nodded. “I trust Vivian; however, I also need to know that she’s not out to hurt Romeo. Tell me what you want me to do.”

      Cody smiled at her. “Thank you.”
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        * * *

      

      Work resumed on the home they were building, with the added measure of hiring two armed security guards to man the entrance to the driveway. Cody had also employed a company to install additional cameras around the property.

      They had made it possible to monitor the cameras by using a laptop computer. More motion detectors had also been added and could be monitored via the laptop.

      Framing was completed on the home by Thursday. With the skeleton in place it seemed as if the grand home would soon be a reality. It was the largest project the boys had ever tackled; they hoped to turn a nice profit on it. Real estate prices in the area were on the rise. With its view of the cove in the distance, the completed home would be sought by many.

      Roy Hutchins called Cody on Friday morning and asked him if he and Romeo were available to work. They were, as they had postponed the next phase of the building project in the hope of getting a contract.

      Money was flowing out at a steady pace with none coming in. Although they were far from destitute, neither Cody nor Romeo wanted to let their available funds dip too low. Even if that happened, they both had cash squirrelled away under aliases in several banks scattered throughout Arizona.

      If Hutchins hadn’t called them, they would have been calling him. The next day the boys took off for Washington state.
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      CAMAS, WASHINGTON, JANUARY 2004

      

      Roy Hutchins lived in the city of Camas in Washington state, which was about a twenty-five-minute drive from Portland, Oregon.

      Hutchins was wheelchair-bound and in his early-forties. His temples were graying, and he had vibrant blue eyes. There was a gun strapped to the side of his wheelchair in a holster. It was a .45 automatic.

      The boys always met with Hutchins at his house. It was a two-story home with three bedrooms and two bathrooms. One of the bedrooms had been a dining room, while the downstairs bathroom was a converted pantry. After his injury, Hutchins adapted the house to his needs.

      Hutchins had grown up in the home before leaving at sixteen to travel the world. After the death of his mother, he inherited the place. Hutchins had put the house on the market until he lost the use of his legs. Now it looked like he would someday die in the home he was born in.

      Behind the home was a meadow and a narrow band of trees, and beyond that an elevated roadway that was part of an exit ramp. The ramp led to the street that ran perpendicular to Hutchins’ block.

      Hutchins’ live-in girlfriend was named Bev. Bev was in her thirties and had blonde hair that she liked to streak with color. This time the color was yellow. Bev usually dressed like a hippy in a tie-dyed poncho and sandals, but today’s outfit was jeans and a white knit blouse. However, there was a peace symbol hanging from a chain around her neck. She also wore a black eye and a puffy lip.
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        * * *

      

      Bev pointed to her face as she opened the door to greet the boys.

      “Before you ask, no, Roy didn’t do this to me. It was an asshole named Owen Fisher.”

      “Tell us where we can find him, Bev, and he’ll never bother you again,” Romeo said.

      Hutchins rolled into the living room from the kitchen.

      “That’s why you’re here. I want to hire you to kill the bastard.”

      Cody walked farther into the house and took a seat on a sofa.

      “Tell us what’s going on, Roy.”
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        * * *

      

      Years earlier, Owen Fisher had worked as a collector for a loan shark and was a friend of Hutchins. At the time, Hutchins had been working as an assassin for a mob family with connections in St. Louis.

      “Owen always drank too much and later became a full-fledge alcoholic,” Hutchins said. “I lost touch with him years ago, then Bev and I ran into him when we were out shopping at the Walmart.”

      “He has something against you?” Romeo asked.

      “No, we were cool the last time I saw him, but Owen is in bad shape and looked one step away from the gutter. I swear nothing ages you like liquor. He looks fifty, but he can’t be much more than thirty-five. Anyway, Owen followed us home and pushed his way in here as Bev was wheeling me through the door. If I’d had my gun on me like usual, I would have blasted him, but I left it locked up here when we went out.”

      Cody looked over at Bev. “Why did Fisher hit you?”

      “Because I hit him first. I punched him in the face, then he returned the favor and knocked me down. When I tried to get up as he was going through my purse, he kicked me in the mouth. My teeth still ache.”

      “Just tell us where we can find him,” Cody said in a cold voice. He liked Bev. The thought of someone kicking her in the face angered him.

      “I don’t know where he is,” Hutchins said. “If I did, cripple or not, I’d go there and empty my gun into him. I was hoping you boys would track him down and kill him for me. Taking the money out of Bev’s purse was one thing, hurting her was another. I want that bastard put down.”

      The boys shared a look, then nodded at each other.

      “We’ll find him and let him know that he crossed the line,” Cody said. “Owen Fisher won’t ever bother you again.”
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        * * *

      

      Thanks to a hidden security camera above his front door, Hutchins had film of Fisher and his car. Fisher had dark hair, but his face was lined with wrinkles, as if he were older. His vehicle had Oregon plates and he had told Hutchins that he was living in Portland, which was only about a thirty-minute drive away.

      The security camera was a good one and filmed in color. They watched the tape on a TV with a large screen and Cody identified the car as being an old Dodge Challenger, but Hutchins corrected him.

      “Nope, that’s a Barracuda, a Plymouth. A guy in the neighborhood had one when I was a kid.”

      “I can’t make out the plate,” Romeo said. “But I’d recognize that car again because of the race decals on the rear window.”

      Hutchins pulled a slip of paper from his pocket.

      “I used one of my contacts to try to find Owen. The guy bribed a woman at the motor vehicles agency. She said that there were thirty-seven Plymouth Barracudas in the Portland area. Here’s a list of the addresses where they’re registered. None of them have Owen’s name on it, but a guy like him could be using a fake name to avoid an arrest warrant.”

      “Thirty-seven is a lot for an old car like that,” Romeo said.

      “I know, sorry about that,” Roy said.

      “I wasn’t complaining, and Cody and I will track him down one way or another.”

      “That’s why I called you. You guys are the best. Now, let’s talk money.”

      Cody shook his head. “We’ll be doing this for free, Roy.”

      “What? No way. I can pay you like any other client.”

      “This dude hurt Bev, Roy. We like Bev, and you,” Romeo told him. “We’re not taking money for helping out a friend.”

      Hutchins glanced over at Bev. “Do you believe these guys?”

      Bev rose from her seat and gave each of the boys a kiss on the cheek.

      “Thank you, guys. We owe you one.”

      “You’re welcome,” Cody said, “and we’ll call you when it’s done.”
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        * * *

      

      After reaching Portland, Cody and Romeo found an out of the way place to stay, then called home. May Ling sounded worried and told Cody to be careful.

      “I will be, but this guy we’re after isn’t much of a threat. He likes to beat women.”

      “I meant to be careful about everything. You can’t be sure that someone still isn’t after you, like that man at the building site.”

      “Romeo and I will watch our backs, but what about Vivian? Has Emma heard from her yet?”

      “Yes, and Vivian told Emma that she was off somewhere on a beach with her new man.”

      “If she was involved with Knox, maybe she got scared off and is gone for good.”

      “I hope so,” May Ling said.

      “I don’t know how long this will take, but I intend to be back home in a day or two.”

      “Xavier?”

      “Yeah?”

      “I love you, and I miss you. Come back to me in one piece, okay?”

      “I love you too, May Ling, and nothing will ever separate us.”

      May Ling giggled. “I like the sound of that.”

      Cody ended the call and went outside to wait in his truck for Romeo. When Romeo came out moments later, he was smiling.

      “Emma said to tell you hi and to be careful.”

      “May Ling said the same.”

      “Hey, Cody, I know this contract is a freebie for Roy, but I want to take another one soon that will pay some serious cash. I need to buy an engagement ring.”

      Cody grinned. “You and me both. I want to spend the rest of my life with May Ling.”

      “Emma is my life. God, how I love that girl.”

      Cody put the truck in gear and rolled out of the lot. His mind was on the woman he loved, but he was searching for a man to kill.
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      DALLAS, TEXAS, JANUARY 2004

      

      Vince Ryker entered a bar on Main Street and said a name to the bartender, who was a Mexican man with a pencil-thin mustache. The bartender motioned for Ryker to stay where he was, then, he picked up a phone that had been under the bar.

      While the man had been whispering into the phone, Ryker had looked around the large room. There were six men sitting at a round table playing cards, while three couples occupied the smaller tables on the right.

      The left side of the room had a pool table, juke box, and an old video game machine. At the rear were three doorways. One led to a hallway where the bathrooms and the small kitchen were. Another was a supply closet and the last one the bar’s back room and office.

      The song on the juke box was Mariposa Traicionera by a band named Maná. Everyone in the room except Ryker was Mexican.

      The phone conversation lasted only seconds before the call ended. Moments later, a pair of burly young men exited the back room and approached Ryker. These men were also Mexican. They had hard faces and dead-pan eyes.

      “Is your name Ryker?” the man on the right asked. Although Mexican, the guy had no accent. Ryker assumed the kid had been raised in America.

      “I’m Ryker.”

      “Are you carrying a weapon?”

      “I am,” Ryker said.

      “You must give it up before you will be able to see Mr. Garcia.”

      “That’s not gonna happen.”

      The two men looked Ryker over, taking in the white in his beard and the pale streaks in his hair. After smiling at each other, the man on the right jabbed a finger against Ryker’s chest.

      “Give us your gun or get hurt, grandpa.”

      Ryker grabbed the punk’s finger with one hand then shoved two of his own digits into the man’s eyes. The man’s reaction was instant and instinctive as he tried to back away from Ryker.

      While still gripping his finger, Ryker used it to pull the punk back toward him while making him twist around. He then released the dislocated finger and snaked an arm around the man’s neck, while freeing the gun holstered on the thug’s belt.

      The second man had been too shocked to respond at first. By the time he reached for his gun, Ryker was pointing his friend’s weapon at his face.

      “You yank that gun out and I pull this trigger,” Ryker told the punk. He was holding the other man up in front of himself as a shield. The guy looked like he was weeping as tears flowed from his irritated eyes. Despite his struggling, Ryker held him easily.

      The punk’s hand slid away from his weapon, and he held it up in warning.

      “Look around you; you’re outnumbered.”

      It was true, the six men who had been playing cards were on their feet and pointing weapons at Ryker. At the tables, the men there had stood and taken out weapons as well. The women they had been with were ducked down beneath the tables they’d been seated at. One of them was crying, while another was making the sign of the cross. As for the bartender, he was standing with his hands up in the air as if he were being robbed.

      Ryker grinned at the man who told him he was outnumbered, then he looked over the punk’s left shoulder and spoke to someone.

      “If the shit hits the fan, fire on the six at the table. I’ll kill the others.”

      Everyone’s eyes followed Ryker’s gaze and saw Vivian standing in the doorway that led to the kitchen. She was holding a Heckler & Koch MP5 submachine gun with a thirty-round magazine.

      Vivian smiled. “Did I hear right, did one of them call you grandpa?”

      “It’s the beard. I should have never grown it back after we left Ireland.”

      The door to the office opened and Ryker swiveled his gaze that way. The man who stood in the doorway showed no reaction to the scene he was viewing, but he did let his gaze linger on Vivian. She was wearing a short skirt, and her legs were long and shapely. When he turned his eyes on Ryker, he spoke English in a thick Spanish accent.

      “Did you come here to discuss business or to try to kill me?”

      “Your men wanted my gun. I don’t give up my gun.”

      The man issued orders in Spanish that told his men to lower their weapons. Once they did so, Ryker did the same and released the man he was holding.

      “Come into the office, Mr. Ryker, but leave your woman. I don’t do business with women.”

      “She’s not my woman,” Ryker said. He moved toward the office at a deliberate pace. If he walked slow enough, it was difficult to discern that he had an artificial leg. As he passed near Vivian, Ryker handed her the weapon he’d taken off the punk, “Try not to get into any trouble.”

      “Whatever you say, gramps.”

      After he stepped into the small office, Garcia closed the door, then took a seat behind a scarred wooden desk. There was a stack of unopened mail on the desk near a new laptop computer and the latest generation Blackberry. That told Ryker that Garcia was a man who liked his gadgets.

      Jorge Garcia was a former cartel member and a squat but powerfully built man of forty. Garcia never smiled. In fact, he never made any expression, and his deep-set eyes were hidden in shadow.

      Garcia waved a dark-brown hand at Ryker, bidding him to speak, but then he spoke first.

      “You said on the phone that you would tell me where I could find the men who killed Denny Haydon, so tell me.”

      “Right now, they’re in Portland, Oregon. I already have a group of men ready to kill them.”

      “But you’re here, that says to me that you don’t think these other men will be successful.”

      “I once faced off against these bastards when they were less experienced boys. They killed over a dozen of the mercenaries I had with me, so no, I don’t underestimate them.”

      “And did they also give you that scar on your throat?”

      “No, but the man who trained them did. That’s the man I’m after. With his apprentices dead, he’ll come to find out why and want vengeance. When he does, I’ll kill him.”

      “Are you certain that these are the same two I’ve been looking for, the men who killed Denny Haydon?”

      “One of them pretended to be Haydon while the other said he was Haydon’s bodyguard.”

      The beady deep-set eyes glittered for a moment as Garcia nodded.

      “That is them. They used Haydon’s identity to enter the Citadel.”

      “The man who runs the Citadel is named Jack Begley; he’s the one who’s after them in Oregon. Begley has already screwed up once, I suspect he’ll do it again. But, with any luck he’ll injure or kill at least one of them.”

      “And what if he kills them both?”

      “I could still use your help going after their mentor, although, I insist on killing that man myself. The sonofabitch murdered Damon. Damon was my only son.”

      Jorge Garcia said nothing for nearly a minute. Ryker waited patiently. He was rewarded when Garcia gave a curt nod.

      “I will kill the two bastardos who murdered Haydon and led to my downfall within the cartel. That I will do for me. This other man, this mentor, if you want my help with him, you will have to pay me.”

      “That sounds like a good deal, depending on your price, but tell me, how many men can you come up with?”

      “I know dozens of men who will kill for little. If I, put the word out, as they say, I could gather together a small army.”

      “What do you consider a small army?”

      “Fifty men, I’ll attack them with fifty men.”

      Ryker laughed. “These boys are good, but they won’t survive that many out to kill them. Hell, Garcia, I almost hope Begley fails again.”

      “So do I. I want to watch those men die in great pain.”

      Despite the passion implicit in his words, Garcia’s face showed no expression.

      “Let’s talk money,” Ryker said.
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        * * *

      

      Ryker walked out of the office to find that Vivian had joined the card game. He strolled over and tapped her on the shoulder.

      “We’re out of here.”

      “Too bad. I won the last hand.”

      “How much did you win?”

      “Three dollars.”

      “Not exactly high stakes,” Ryker said. As they were walking out, they passed the punk Ryker had poked in the eyes and used as a shield. The man stared at him.

      “Who taught you to fight?”

      “My mentor, who was taught by his mentor.”

      “How about teaching me?”

      Vivian laughed. “You’re too late; he’s already got an apprentice.”

      The punk looked her over. “A girl, really?”

      “See you around, boy,” Ryker said, and pushed open the door to leave.

      After they were seated in his rented car together, with the engine still off, Ryker told Vivian about his meeting with Garcia.
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        * * *

      

      “Fifty men?” Vivian said. “Damn, that should do it. I don’t care how deadly they are, Xavier and Romeo wouldn’t survive an attack that massive.”

      “Let’s hope they don’t survive Begley and his Citadel guards.”

      “Begley should be in Portland by now and ready to pounce on them.”

      “If he kills even one of them it will make Hawke come here to help. All I care about is finding and killing Spenser Hawke.”

      “What about Emma Hart? We don’t need to harm her, do we?”

      Ryker eyed Vivian with a sideways glance.

      “What? You like her?”

      “I was pretending at first, but yeah, I like Emma. It will be bad enough for her when Romeo dies.”

      Ryker shook his head in disgust. “Damn women, you’ve got to learn to separate your emotions from the work. I’ll kill Emma Hart and anyone else I need to kill to get revenge for Damon. You got that, girl?”

      Vivian reached over and took Ryker’s hand. “For Damon, whatever it takes.”

      Ryker started the car and pulled into traffic.

      “All right then, let’s get to the airport and head back to California. Maybe Begley will have some good news by the time we land.”

      “I hope he kills Xavier. I don’t like him at all, and he’s more dangerous than Romeo.”

      “From what I’ve seen, that boy would have been named a Tanner someday.”

      “There’s only one real Tanner, and that’s you.”

      “That’s something else that will get settled out of all this, control of the Tanner legacy. And damn Farnsworth for ever training Hawke in the first place.”

      Vivian took out her phone. “I’ll text Begley for a status report.” Miles passed, then Vivian said, “Jack Begley is in position. When Xavier and Romeo return, Begley and his people will move in and slaughter them.”

      “Let’s hope that’s how it turns out,” Ryker said, and the doubt in his voice was evident.
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      PORTLAND, OREGON, JANUARY 2004

      

      After a long evening of driving around the city, the boys found Owen Fisher’s car at an address that was the twenty-second on a list of thirty-seven.

      Fisher had registered the car under the name of Owen Taylor. Owen Taylor lived in a third-floor walk-up. Cody picked the lock on the door quicker than most would open it with a key. He was quieter about it as well and entered with his gun at the ready.

      Romeo followed, and moments later they had searched the three small rooms and discovered that the apartment was empty.

      “It’s after midnight,” Romeo whispered. “I thought we’d find the dude asleep.”

      Cody shielded a flashlight beam with his cupped hand as he looked around Fisher’s living room.

      “This place smells like it hasn’t been cleaned in years.”

      “Roy said Fisher was a drunk, so no wonder.”

      The living room was filthy, while in the bedroom, a plastic blowup doll lay atop grimy sheets. On the night stand was a jar of Vaseline and a box of tissues.

      “This dude is pathetic,” Romeo said.

      Cody moved aside an old pizza box that had a moldy slice still inside, to pick up a bright red flyer. The flyer had the name of a bar in large letters and looked as if a coupon had been torn off a corner of it. He showed it to Romeo.

      “This has today’s date, and this bar is only a few blocks from here. Let’s check it out.”

      Romeo agreed. Ten minutes later, they were in the bar and watching Owen Fisher. When he wasn’t shoving handfuls of peanuts into his mouth, Fisher was talking to the bartender about sports.

      The boys returned outside after having a beer and waited for Fisher to exit the bar. He did so, along with the rest of the die-hard drinkers when the bar closed at two a.m.

      Fisher began his walk home and swayed as he moved. He was drunk. Had he driven to the bar, he probably would have crashed his car on the way home. But then, he would never make it home.

      Romeo came up behind Fisher without the man ever hearing him and smashed the back of Fisher’s head with a sap. Cody had the trunk open by the time Romeo dragged Fisher over; they piled him atop a spare tire that was flat.

      They had placed Fisher inside his own car. After coming across a set of extra keys in Fisher’s apartment, Cody decided to use the vehicle.

      “I’ll take the car and follow you,” Romeo said. The boys had lived in the Portland area at one point and knew the surrounding terrain well. They already had a place picked out to kill Fisher.
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        * * *

      

      Owen Fisher came to a short time later and groaned as he felt the back of his head. He was tall, about six-foot-three. Although he had gone to fat, there were still indications that he had been muscular at one time. Hutchins said that Fisher had been a bone-breaker for a loan shark while a young man. Cody could imagine him in that role.

      He should have stuck to harming deadbeats. The moment he placed his hands on Bev, Fisher had sealed his fate.

      They were in a wooded area that was miles from another person. They had to carry Fisher into the trees, but only far enough to be away from the road.

      Fisher opened his eyes and gazed about with a look of confusion.

      “What’s going on? Who the hell are you guys?”

      “Roy Hutchins sent us,” Romeo said.

      Fisher’s eyes darted around. “Is Roy here?”

      “It’s a little hard to navigate in that wheelchair, especially in the woods,” Cody said.

      Fisher looked as if he were about to cry.

      “I didn’t mean to hurt Roy’s woman, but she fought back and tried to keep her purse.”

      “Her name is Bev. You crossed the line when you hit her,” Romeo said. He raised his hand and pointed a weapon at Fisher’s chest. The big man pleaded and begged him not to shoot.

      “No man, don’t kill me, not like this, I need to make peace.”

      “Roy doesn’t want to make peace with you,” Cody said. “He just wants you dead.”

      “Not Roy, God. I need to make peace with God.”

      “This isn’t a church,” Romeo said. He was about to pull the trigger when Cody held up a hand.

      “There’s no harm in letting him say a final prayer.”

      “I guess not.”

      Fisher looked up at the boys. “You’re gonna let me pray?”

      “Be quick about it,” Cody said.

      Fisher thanked him, then gripped the gold cross that was hanging around his neck. He prayed silently with his eyes closed, but Cody noticed that his lips were moving. After about a minute, Fisher opened his eyes. They appeared to hold peace where there had been only fear.

      “Are you done?” Cody asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Then you’re done,” Cody said, and Romeo pulled the trigger on Fisher.
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      PORTLAND, OREGON, JANUARY 2004, 2:53 a.m.

      

      Jack Begley stamped his feet again to try and warm them up. His toes felt like ice. It was forty-two degrees out, which wasn’t horrible, but he’d been outside for hours.

      Begley was standing with Serge and twelve of his guards amid a grouping of trees. Vivian had called with information that gave the location where Cody and Romeo would be staying while in Portland. The small dilapidated home looked like nothing more than an old shack to Begley.
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        * * *

      

      Vivian had called Emma and learned that Cody and Romeo would be in the Portland area looking at a property to flip. Vivian knew the boys used their real estate ventures as a cover for their real work as assassins.

      She assumed that if they were going to Portland that it would be to take a contract.

      “I have a friend in Portland,” Vivian had told Emma. “She lives in the Pearl District.”

      “I’ve heard that’s a nice area, but the boys won’t be near there, at least I don’t think so. Romeo said that they’ll be staying overnight at a property on, oh wait, I wrote it down. Here it is, they’ll be at One Woodland Lane to assess a small home. They said the house may need a lot of work.”

      “Why stay there?”

      “They lived near Portland for a time and had worked on other properties in the area. Romeo said they know the real estate market there well.”

      The Citadel, Vivian thought. They must have stayed in the area while they were casing the Citadel.

      “I hope they decide against doing the project,” Emma said, “or I’ll only see Romeo on the weekends.”

      Vivian had agreed that it would be better if they stuck to flipping homes near Robbin’s Cove, then Emma asked her about her new boyfriend.

      “I’d like to meet him sometime.”

      Vivian had smiled into the phone. “I may just bring him by soon.”
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        * * *

      

      At his first sight of the shack, Begley wondered why anyone would stay there, then he remembered that the men he was after were assassins. If they were in the area to kill someone, maybe they didn’t want to risk renting a room.

      Just to be sure, Begley had one of his men enter through an unlocked window. That man reported finding two backpacks and a pair of sleeping bags.

      “I don’t think there’s any power in the house,” the guard told Begley, “but they could stay warm if they lit a log in the fireplace.”

      “Whatever they’re doing won’t take long if they decided to rough it like that, so we’ll wait for them to return,” Begley said.

      “I just thought of something,” Serge said. “What if they’re out at the Citadel? Maybe they know that Knox was working for you.”

      “You mean I might be their target?”

      “It’s possible.”

      “Shit, and here I am with most of the guards with me.”

      “Relax, there’s no way they could make it inside the Citadel again, but they might be there checking things out.”

      Begley took his phone from an inside pocket of his jacket. “I’ll call Irina and tell her to have the guards go on alert until we get back.”
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        * * *

      

      That was over five hours ago. Begley was beginning to wonder if Cody and Romeo were even coming back, or maybe they would be gone all night.

      Serge echoed his thoughts a moment later. “Maybe these guys picked up some women and went home with them. If so, we’re wasting our time here.”

      Begley was about to agree and tell everyone to head back to the vans they had parked off the road. That’s when one of his men hissed a warning.

      “I see headlights.”

      Begley grinned at Serge. “We’ve got them.”
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        * * *

      

      The tiny home sat at the end of a crumbling road and was the only structure in the small cul-de-sac. The only reason someone would drive down the road was to reach the house.

      “Somebody could be lost,” Serge said. “We should hold our fire until we know for sure.”

      Another whisper came from the guard who had first spotted the headlights. He was squinting against the glare, but he caught a glimpse of the vehicle’s interior as the front end dipped.

      “The driver has dark hair and the passenger is blonde, with long hair.”

      “That’s them all right,” Begley said. “Okay, this is it. We light them up the second they come into range. Don’t give them a chance to fire back.”

      The vehicle came closer and jounced over the uneven road at a slow pace. As it drew near, the silhouette of two figures could be seen in the front seats, and yes, one had blonde hair.

      “It looks like they’re slowing down,” Serge said. “Maybe they suspect something.”

      Begley gave the order to fire and was the first to shoot. He and his men were armed with AR-15’s and carried two thirty-round magazines each. Five seconds after the first round had been fired, over a hundred had joined it.

      The car had bounced in and out of a hole in the road just before Begley had fired, and the figures inside the car had slipped out of view. Begley wondered briefly if he and his guards had been spotted before the barrage began. It didn’t matter, not even the engine block would protect the car’s occupants from the amount of firepower being used.

      As the car swerved toward a tree, dozens of rounds were fired through the passenger door, and blood spatter could be seen erupting from the flesh beyond it.

      Once everyone had emptied their weapons and the spare magazines, over a thousand rounds had been fired. The car reminded Begley of the vehicle Bonnie and Clyde had been killed in. Begley moved toward the scene of slaughter while laughing.

      “Nothing could survive that,” Serge said, as he walked beside Begley and freed a flashlight from his belt.

      As his men huddled together behind him, Begley stared into the car. The body that had occupied the driver’s seat was almost unrecognizable as human due to the damage done to it by the bullets. Still, Begley could tell that beneath the blood it had dark hair. The other form in the vehicle was blonde, and it had likewise been destroyed by countless rounds. But… something was very wrong.

      “Shine that light more on the passenger side, Serge,” Begley said.

      Serge complied, then gasped. “What the hell?”

      Lying inside the car, a car that was an old Plymouth Barracuda, was the body of Owen Fisher. Fisher’s blonde passenger had been the blow-up doll taken from his apartment. It had worn a blonde wig made of human hair, since it was a deluxe model.

      “It was a trick!” Begley screamed. “It was a trick!”

      He could have saved his breath. His words were drowned out by the sound of gunfire, and the dying screams of his men.
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            Kill The Living

          

        

      

    

    
      PORTLAND, OREGON, JANUARY 2004

      

      Cody and Romeo opened up on Jack Begley’s guards as the fools stood grouped together with their backs turned, near Owen Fisher’s bullet-riddled car.

      More rounds struck the car as blood streaked it from the exit wounds of dying men. Two of the guards tried to fire back only to realize that their weapons were empty. They had used every round in their magazines to fire at Fisher’s car.

      Cody had put a heavy stone on the vehicle’s gas pedal and sent it down the lane. The rock stayed in place for several seconds before it slipped off. Regardless of that, the vehicle’s momentum had been enough to keep it moving. Once Begley and his crew riveted their attention on the car, Cody and Romeo moved in while among the trees.

      Cody started firing first, as planned. When he was out of rounds, Romeo kept shooting. Cody reloaded just as Romeo ran out and it was Romeo’s turn to reload. Two guards freed sidearms while another man removed a small pistol from an ankle holster. They never got the chance to use those weapons. Cody had shot the men with the sidearms, then Romeo had placed a bullet in the chest of the guard with the small pistol. He followed that up with a second round placed just below the man’s nose.

      Although they had faced odds of seven-to-one, the battle was a lopsided slaughter. When Cody raised up a fist as a signal to cease firing, twelve Citadel guards lay on the ground dead or dying. As for Begley, he had crawled over the hood of the car while the men behind him took the brunt of the assault. Serge had followed his lead and limped along behind him through the woods. One of Cody’s rounds had hit Serge in the back of his right thigh.

      Like the rest of the men, Begley and Serge had exhausted the ammunition in their rifles, although Serge had worn a Beretta strapped to his hip. He carried it as he slogged through the trees behind Begley. They navigated through terrain lit only by a quarter moon.

      Begley came to an abrupt stop when they reached a clearing. He had expected to see the vans they had arrived in. Nothing was there. Serge hobbled past him while pointing south.

      “We’re down this way, closer to the road.”

      Begley tossed a panicked look over his shoulder before sprinting past Serge. When he saw the vans, he let out a cry of joy. After yanking open the driver’s side door on the lead van, Begley remembered that Serge had the key.

      “Hurry!”

      “I’m moving as fast as I can. The bastards shot me.”

      “You’re hit?”

      “My leg, and it’s bleeding bad.”

      Begley stared at his friend and wondered how he hadn’t noticed the wound until it was pointed out to him. Then he realized that it was because of the fear that gripped him. He was more frightened than he could ever remember being before, not even in the army.

      “Shit, Serge, I’m sorry. We’ll get you to the doctor as soon as we get back to the Citadel.”

      “We’d better hurry,” Serge said, as he climbed up into the van with a grunt.

      Begley took the key from Serge and started the engine. When they reached the road, they saw that the lane was empty.

      “We’re good,” Begley said, “we’ll be back at the Citadel in no time.”

      “Floor this thing, Jack. We can’t let them catch us. Christ almighty, they killed everybody. Twelve guys dead just like that. Ryker was right, those bastards are unreal.”

      “The hell with Ryker and that bitch of his. This is their fault. They sent us into a trap.”

      Serge groaned as he tore at his pants to check his wound. He’d been hit in the rear of the leg, and yet, there was a ragged wound on the front of his thigh.

      “The slug went right through me. I’m lucky it didn’t hit an artery.”

      “That’s still bleeding bad, buddy.”

      Serge nodded, “Faster, Jack, drive faster.”
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        * * *

      

      Not far away, Cody and Romeo were racing to catch up to Begley.

      They knew for certain that Begley and Vivian were working together. The only way Begley could have known about the small house on Woodland Lane would be if Vivian told him about it.

      Emma had given Vivian that address as a test. If Vivian had been uninvolved the white lie would have been meaningless. Because of her complicity with Begley that small untruth had become a mighty weapon.

      Before attacking Jack Begley, Romeo had called Emma and woken her to give her the news. He told her that Vivian was not her friend and to call the police if she showed up. Were Vivian to appear once Romeo and Cody returned home, they would deal with her.

      Emma had answered him while crying.

      “She’s been pretending this whole time?”

      “It looks that way, I’m sorry, baby.”

      “Romeo, I still don’t want to see her get hurt, please?”

      “I won’t hurt her unless she does something stupid, like try to hurt us herself.”

      “If Vivian does that, then I don’t care what happens to her.”
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        * * *

      

      Cody pointed out the windshield of his pickup truck.

      “There’s a van up ahead that’s really motoring. That must be Begley.”

      “Yeah, and it looks like he’s headed straight for the Citadel.”

      “He’ll have to go through the gates with that vehicle. I can’t see him abandoning it to enter one of the secret tunnels. That would leave him on foot for a time and make him more vulnerable.”

      “Bro, do you remember that trail we found when we were doing surveillance on the Citadel? It ended at a hill that looked out over the front gate.” Romeo reached behind the seats and grabbed a black case. It was long and had two combination locks on it. Inside was a rifle with a scope. “Head for that hill, Cody. We’ll make sure Begley never sees the inside of the Citadel again.”
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      OUTSIDE PORTLAND, OREGON, JANUARY 2004

      

      In the van, Begley made a sound of joy as the headlights in his rear-view mirror took a right turn and disappeared from view.

      “I was sure that was Zane and Slade in that pickup, but it turned off the road back there.”

      While Begley had been watching the truck grow closer in his mirror, Serge had called the Citadel and told Irina to have the doctor standing by.

      “I don’t know about you, Jack, but I’m done going after these men. They’re too damn dangerous to keep fucking with.”

      “You’re right, but I’ll increase the reward and let bounty hunters and mercenaries have a go at them. Damn it though, I wanted to kill those bastards myself.”

      “Be glad you’re still in one piece. I hurt like hell and I’m getting weak from the blood loss.”

      Begley looked over and saw that Serge had attempted to use his belt as a tourniquet. Despite that, Serge continued to bleed.

      “Hang in there, buddy; we’re almost at the gate.”

      Begley left the road to cut across the large clearing where weeks earlier he had conspired with Vince Ryker to kill Cody and Romeo. After crossing the clearing, Begley entered the trees while traveling atop a narrow trail.

      “Give the Citadel another call and tell them to open the first gate,” Begley said.

      “There’s no need. As worried as Irina sounded about you, she’s probably got the guards ready to spring it open.”

      Serge was right. As they emerged from the trees and neared the gate, they saw a glow erupt from that area. The gate was opening and light from the compound was streaming outward.

      Begley heard the first shot an instant after the van shuddered. Three more rounds sounded off in rapid succession. One of them passed through the engine compartment and dug its way into the heel of Begley’s right shoe.

      The impact made his foot slip off the gas pedal, but it didn’t matter, the four shots had disabled the vehicle. The van was moving forward only on the power of its momentum.

      “They’re here!” Serge shouted. “I saw flashes up on the hill to our right.”

      The van came to a stop about forty feet from the gate as one of the Citadel guards fired up at the spot where the muzzle flashes had appeared. The guard’s shots were right on target but hit nothing. Romeo, who was wielding the rifle, had moved to the left after firing.

      Romeo’s next shot killed the guard, then he followed it up by targeting the van.
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        * * *

      

      Begley was abandoning the van as the guard was being killed. Serge followed him out the driver’s side door, but he was moving stiffly due to his leg wound. Romeo fired a rifle round that passed through the van’s roof and struck Serge in his back, beneath the left shoulder. Serge tumbled from the van and lay face-up on the ground at Begley’s feet.

      Begley was keeping low. When he stared over at his friend, he looked ill from seeing the blood leaking from yet another ragged exit wound.

      Serge held out a hand toward Begley. “I’m hit again, Jack, but I can make it. Help me get to my feet.”

      Begley made no move other than to cower behind the rear wheel well. When Romeo sent three more shots ripping through the van, Begley’s face turned white.

      There were more guards at the gate. They fired up at the cliff with no effect. The sidearms they were using didn’t have the range. When one of the men sprinted over to the fallen guard to claim the rifle he’d dropped, Romeo sent a round through his head.

      “We can’t stay here,” Serge said as he sat up. “We have to make a run for the gate.”

      Begley looked at his friend’s bloody leg. “Can you run?”

      “If you help me.”

      Begley imagined the two of them trying to cross forty feet of open space with Serge hobbling along like a cripple. He was certain it would mean death for both of them.

      More shots sounded off and the two remaining guards went down, and yet, the sound was different. When Begley peeked out around a corner of the vehicle, he saw Cody coming down the steep hill while carrying an AR-15.

      “No!” Begley cried, as panic blossomed in his breast. Abandoning Serge to fend for himself, Begley ran for the gate while whimpering in fear.

      He was fifteen feet from the opening when Cody hit him with three shots across his back. Begley went down in a forward sprawl before rolling over.

      Cody had reached the van and found Serge. The Captain of the Citadel’s guards had fallen onto his back again and his weapon had slipped from his hand. Serge looked up at Cody, his pale face was awash with astonishment at Begley’s behavior.

      “I can’t believe he abandoned me to die.”

      Cody kicked the gun out of Serge’s reach and moved in to finish off Begley. He paused when he saw Irina rush from shelter and throw herself atop Begley, to shield him from harm.

      “Don’t shoot Jack! No more! Please don’t kill him, Max.”

      “Max” was the name Irina had known Cody by when he and Romeo had infiltrated the Citadel as guests. Cody looked into Irina’s pleading eyes and hesitated. Lying beneath her, Begley appeared to be near death. blood leaked from his open mouth and was spreading out beneath him.

      Three more guards emerged, each bore a scoped rifle. Cody fired a hurried shot in their direction before racing back toward the van. Romeo covered his retreat by shooting into the guards while taking their fire.

      A fourth guard rushed out from the gate and went in pursuit of Cody while brandishing a shotgun. When he reached the van, the guard used it for cover as he cautiously bent low and peeked around the vehicle. The man’s eyes went wide when he found that Cody had grabbed Serge and was using him as a shield. Cody recognized him as the tall guard named O’Keefe, whose rib he had broken during a fight.

      As O’Keefe froze at the sight of his boss in the line of fire, Cody sent off a series of shots from the AR-15. The van stopped most of them, however one slug found its mark and buried itself into the tall guard’s hip. O’Keefe let out a scream, fell backwards, then began crawling back toward the gate.

      Cody let him go, then watched as another guard came to O’Keefe’s aid and helped him to his feet. As that was happening, two other guards were carrying Begley inside. Once everyone was out of the line of fire, the gate slammed shut.

      Cody released the abandoned Serge and watched him collapse to the ground, to lie at his feet.

      When Romeo answered his call, Cody began breathing again.

      “I was getting worried when you stopped firing.”

      “I’ve only got one round left; I was saving it to help you retreat.”

      “Thanks, but I’ll need you to come get me. I’ve got a prisoner.”

      “That guy Serge? Why keep him alive?”

      “We need to find out if this was all Begley and Vivian or whether it was something else.”

      Serge spoke up then. His voice was so weak it was nearly a whisper.

      “Vivian has a partner. Keep me alive… let me live… and I’ll give you his name.”

      Cody stared down at Serge. He couldn’t torture the man. In his weakened condition, and with the amount of blood he’d lost, Serge would likely die before he could talk. Cody spoke into the phone.

      “Come get us, Romeo. I don’t think this is over yet.”
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      SAN FRANCISCO, JANUARY 2004

      

      Cody was impressed. A year earlier Roy Hutchins had given the boys a number to call in case they were ever injured. Hutchins told them they would receive excellent care without having to enter a hospital, which would lead to the police becoming involved.

      Spenser had used such an underground doctor when Cody had been gravely wounded and the man had saved his life. Serge was just as fortunate, because he was being treated by a thoracic surgeon named Dr. Smith.

      Cody was certain that Smith wasn’t the man’s real name, but whomever he was, he was skilled and had people helping him. After calling the number he’d been given, Cody was instructed to meet an ambulance in the parking lot of a factory that was no longer in operation.

      Smith wasn’t on that ambulance, but another doctor, an Indian woman named Dr. Patel checked Serge’s wounds. Romeo had already treated Serge and stopped the bleeding, but the man needed surgery.

      Serge had passed out on the trip to the factory, but Dr. Patel said he was strong enough to travel by ambulance and would receive care on the way.

      “On the way to where?” Romeo asked.

      “San Francisco, we have a facility there with a surgeon.”

      “Can one of us ride with him?” Cody asked. “That’s a long trip and he might regain consciousness.”

      “It is allowed,” Dr. Patel said in her accented English.

      “What would you do if he wasn’t strong enough to travel by ambulance?” Romeo asked.

      “He would have been airlifted; we have a helicopter.”

      “Cool,” Romeo said. “And this dude better know something big; this is costing us a small fortune.”

      Dr. Patel smiled. “Yes, we are not inexpensive.”
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        * * *

      

      The long drive was uneventful. Cody rode with Serge inside the ambulance while Romeo followed in the pickup truck. They stopped once for gas at a station that had a store that sold food, and everyone grabbed something for the road.

      The underground clinic was hidden at the rear of a building that warehoused goods donated to a charity. Dr. Patel said that it was just one of many locations they used.

      Serge never woke and his condition worsened despite the I.V. drip he was receiving. Once they reached San Francisco, Dr. Smith took over Serge’s care. Cody was surprised to discover that the doctor was only in his early thirties. The man claimed to be a thoracic surgeon.

      Smith had a full head of wavy brown hair and alert brown eyes to match. He had greeted them wearing a suit but removed the jacket to cover himself with a surgical gown.

      By this time, the boys had been awake for more than a day and needed rest. They were escorted to a room with three cots and told that they would be called if the patient woke up. Although they had no reason to distrust the doctor or his staff, they took turns sleeping in two-hour shifts. Spenser had trained them to be cautious and to never assume anything.

      Refreshed by their naps, the boys left the room to discover that Serge was in a coma but expected to come out of it within a day or two. For an additional fee, a guard would be posted outside the ward.

      “I don’t think a guard is necessary,” Dr. Smith said. “As much blood as that man lost, he’ll be too weak to run, and that leg of his will also hinder his movements.”

      “Call us as soon as he wakes, and we’ll be back,” Cody assured the doctor.

      “Are you nearby?”

      “We’re about an hour away.”

      “There’s one more thing.”

      “Yeah?”

      “I understand you’re only keeping this man alive to get information out of him. Once you have it and he becomes dispensable, he cannot be harmed here, understood?”

      “Understood, and the man is just a lackey. If he helps us, I’ll let him live.”

      “Why?”

      “That was the deal he asked for. If he holds up his end, we’ll hold up ours.”

      The doctor offered his hand. “We’ll keep you updated on his condition.”

      “Thank you.”
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        * * *

      

      The boys arrived back home around nine p.m. and were met by May Ling and Emma. The girls wore worried expressions and checked them over with their eyes for injuries.

      “I’m fine,” Cody told May Ling, “but I’m hungry and need a shower and some rest.”

      “The same goes for me, babe,” Romeo told Emma.

      The two couples parted and entered their respective homes. Once inside, Cody lowered himself onto the sofa. May Ling joined him and stared into his eyes.

      “It’s not over, is it?”

      “No, we think Vivian might have been working with someone else.”

      “I’m worried. Why don’t you get help? What about your mentor?”

      “Spenser? We don’t need Spenser. Romeo and I can handle anything that comes along. Spenser trained us to be able to do so.”

      May Ling caressed him. “I’m still worried.”

      “Don’t be. Romeo and I will deal with this and then life can get back to normal.”

      “Normal? Xavier, I don’t think our lives will ever be normal, not given who you are.”

      “I’m sorry, May Ling. I know you deserve better than this.”

      “As long as we’re together I can withstand anything.”

      Cody kissed her. “I love you.”
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        * * *

      

      At the Citadel, Jack Begley groaned as he brought a cell phone to his ear. Every little movement made his wounds ache. Mere hours after being operated on, he was fighting weakness and fatigue to complete the simple act of making a phone call.

      His second attack on Cody and Romeo was a disaster that made the first bungled attempt look like a success in comparison. He placed the blame for the initial failure on the missing Knox, whom Begley assumed had been killed and disposed of. However, the debacle he suffered through in the early morning hours was the fault of Vince Ryker.

      Standing beside his bed inside the Citadel’s infirmary, a worried Irina stared down at Begley.

      “Jack, can’t this call wait? The doctor said you needed to rest.”

      “No, I have to speak to Ryker… I’ll rest later.”

      “Look at you. Just talking is wearing you out. You nearly died you know?”

      Begley closed his eyes as his face reddened with shame.

      “I bet I’m doing better than Serge.”

      “I feel bad about Serge too, but you couldn’t have helped him, you barely made it back in here alive yourself.”

      “Thanks to you,” Begley said.

      Although he had been in great pain and on the edge of unconsciousness, Begley remembered Irina shielding him from further injury by using her own body. Begley had been attracted to Irina Devoe because of her exotic good looks. He had thought she was drawn to him to a degree because he was in a position of power. Her actions said otherwise and spoke of the love she held in her heart for him.

      Irina had saved his life, and Begley’s fondness for her had increased beyond her physical beauty. Still, Begley didn’t love Irina. He had only ever loved one woman. That was his wife Ann, who was God only knew where.

      After taking over the Citadel from a murderous con artist named Richard Abadandi, Begley had hired a private detective to find Ann. He wasn’t foolish enough to believe that Ann would ever come back and live with him inside the Citadel, but he wanted to know that she was all right.

      Things between them had ended not only badly but abruptly. They had been under the threat of violence from Abadandi’s assassin, a man named Clark Hawthorne. Hawthorne was dead, and Ann knew that, but she had no way to know that Abadandi had been slain as well. For all Begley knew, Ann was living under the impression that someone still wanted her dead.

      So far, the search for Ann had come up empty. As for poor Serge, Begley assumed he was tortured for information and buried in a shallow grave. Serge had been his best friend and Begley had abandoned him as if he meant nothing. He had to live with that shame for the rest of his life.

      After finding the right number in the phone’s directory, Begley called Ryker. The phone was laid against his cheek; in his depleted state the device felt ten times heavier than it actually was. When the phone was answered, Begley hurled an accusation.

      “You set me up, Ryker.”

      “Who is this, Begley?”

      “That shack of a house you sent me to was a trap… I’m the only one that, that…” Begley had to stop talking to catch his breath, and Ryker cut in.

      “I didn’t send you into a trap, but I warned you that those boys were dangerous.”

      “Vivian, your daughter, maybe she’s the one who set me up.”

      “My daughter?” Ryker said in a hushed voice, as if he were considering the idea. His daughter had gotten close to Cody and Romeo, and he knew she liked Emma. Was it possible that she would betray him?

      Ryker shook his head at the thought. No matter how much his daughter might enjoy interacting with their enemies she would never forget that they had killed her brother. Despite that, it might be prudent to withhold information from her in the future.

      Begley began speaking again.

      “Vivian is the one who told me that Zane and Slade would be at that house… but instead of ambushing them… they set us up.”

      “Why are you panting, Begley?”

      “I, I was wounded… that bastard Zane shot me three times.”

      “And what about your men?”

      “Dead, all dead because of you.”

      “You knew the risks when you went after those boys. If it makes you feel any better, I have another partner stepping up to take them down.”

      “What other partner?”

      “You don’t need to know that, but the man will be attacking with a small army. Zane and Slade will be dead in a matter of days.”

      “If you’re smart, you’ll keep Vivian out of the loop.”

      “I trust Vivian; I think she was just outsmarted and given bad information.”

      “I hope you kill those bastards, Ryker… but I’m out of it now.”

      Begley ended the call and handed the phone to Irina.

      “You didn’t tell him about Serge, Jack. Serge might have told Max about Ryker.”

      “I hope he did, then it might be Ryker walking into a trap.”

      Irina leaned over the bed and kissed Begley.

      “Get some sleep and I’ll be here when you wake.”

      Irina went to the door, after opening it, she hit the light switch and the room grew dark. As she stood silhouetted in the light from the hallway, Begley called to her.

      “His name isn’t Max. He goes by the name of Xavier Zane.”

      “I know, but I still think of him as Max.”

      “Whatever his name is, if I ever see him again, I’ll kill him.”

      “Rest, Jack, close your eyes and get some sleep.”

      Irina left Begley lying in the dark, his only company was the monitors that checked his vital signs. Their soft clicks and the drip of the liquid in the I.V. stand were discernable in the quiet room. Despite his weakness and exhaustion, Begley lay awake for over an hour thinking of Cody, while desiring his death.
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      ROBBIN’S COVE, CALIFORNIA, FEBRUARY 2004

      

      Although winter, the first day in February saw the temperature reach high into the seventies in Robbin’s Cove. Romeo and the others boarded his boat for a day of rest and recreation.

      They’d yet to learn anything from Serge. The Citadel guard had lapsed into a coma after surviving surgery, but Dr. Smith was hopeful that he would emerge out of it once he became stronger.

      As they sailed, Emma spoke of her desire to go to nursing school, while May Ling was considering returning to college to obtain her master’s degree. She had majored in European history and had a desire to teach it at the college-level someday.

      Upon arriving at the dock, their neighbor Bart greeted them while eyeing May Ling like she was a gift he couldn’t wait to unwrap. When Cody asked the older man what he was staring at, Bart looked over at him and swallowed hard.

      “Nothing, just being friendly,” Bart said.

      “May Ling doesn’t need any new friends,” Cody told him, and Bart scampered back to his own boat.

      The weather on the water was wonderful and the breeze revitalizing. To Cody and Romeo’s surprise, May Ling also knew how to sail, although she said she hadn’t much experience. Romeo bid her to pilot the boat for a while, then later activated the automatic helm control to test it out. The device worked well, and Romeo cut the engines when it was time for lunch.

      During the meal, they discussed Vivian. Emma was heartsick over her friend’s betrayal and puzzled by her intentions.

      “Why was she in our lives for months if she was working for that man Begley?”

      “I guess Begley was waiting for us to return to the states,” Cody said.

      “Yes, but you and Romeo have been here for some time now, why the delay in attacking you? It’s almost as if they were waiting for something to happen.”

      “Xavier,” May Ling said. “Do you think it’s safe for you to work on the home you’re building again?”

      “We’re getting back to work tomorrow. With Begley handled, we shouldn’t face any more threats.”

      “You should still be careful, that jobsite is isolated.”

      “We’ll take added precautions, and with all the cameras we have out there now, we’ll see anyone coming.”

      “What about Vivian?” Emma said. “Do you think she’ll try to hurt you?”

      “Vivian was probably just acting as a minion for Begley. She’s long gone,” Romeo said.
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        * * *

      

      Not only was Vivian not gone, but she was only twelve miles south of them and on a boat of her own. It was a rented speed boat. Vivian’s destination was One-Man Island. After learning about the island from Sid Rodgers, Vivian inquired about it and discovered that it was available to rent for the winter months. The secluded isle was perfect for Ryker, as it allowed him to stay in the area without the risk of being spotted.

      Vivian docked her boat beside the one Ryker was using, then left her craft while holding a bag full of groceries. To her right, the dock continued on as it rose and became a pier that sat twenty feet above the water. It was a good spot for fishing or ocean viewing, but Vivian had been warned by the realtor handling the property not to use it for diving. The waters around One-Man Island were notorious for their strong currents.
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        * * *

      

      Ryker met her out on the porch of the old weather-beaten home that sat east of the pier. He had been working out with a pair of eighty-pound dumbbells and was sweaty. Since the injury to his leg, Ryker had given up running, however, he did extensive workouts with weights and concentrated on doing high repetitions until he was exhausted. Although not as efficient as running to increase cardiovascular endurance, the weights kept him in shape. He had also packed eight more pounds of muscle on what had already been a brawny frame.

      Vivian knew of Begley’s defeat. As she put the food away, she asked Ryker when Jorge Garcia would be attacking the boys.

      Ryker hesitated in answering her. Perhaps Begley had been right, and he should keep things closer to his vest, even from those nearest to him. Vivian had also admitted that she liked Emma Hart.

      “Garcia is still gathering men. I’m not sure when he’ll finally be ready.”

      “I could have a go at them.”

      “No, Vivian. I doubt that would have been successful when they trusted you. Now that they know that you were working with Begley, you’d never get near enough.”

      Vivian shook her head in disgust.

      “That bitch Emma lied to me like a pro and made me send Begley into a trap.”

      “I thought you had grown fond of her?”

      “That was before she used me. I don’t like being used and made a fool of.”

      Ryker picked up one of the TV dinners Vivian had bought, but she plucked it from his hand.

      “Don’t eat that. I’m going to cook up a pasta dish when I get back.”

      “Get back from where?”

      “The dock. I have a load of canned goods to bring in.”

      “Do you need help?”

      “It’s just one box. I’ll be right back.”

      As Vivian left to head back to the dock, Ryker watched her. She believed that Garcia wasn’t prepared to move forward. The truth was that the man was eager and had plans to attack the boys in three days, after traveling to California from Dallas.

      Ryker smiled. Once Spenser’s apprentices were dead, he would come to Robbin’s Cove full of fury and looking for revenge.

      Spenser would find that vengeance, but he’d be on the receiving end of it. All hell was about to break loose in Robbin’s Cove.
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      After returning from their day on the water, Cody called Dr. Smith and inquired about Serge’s condition.

      He learned that the Citadel guard was still in a coma but showing signs of coming out of it as his blood pressure improved.

      Serge had come damn close to dying according to the doctor, and Cody had almost let him. But Serge had said that Vivian had a partner. That partner was probably the same man she was spotted with in Ireland. The likelihood that it had been Begley was next to nil now that Serge had revealed another conspirator.

      Whoever he was, once Cody had his name, he would track the man down and make him lead him to Vivian. Romeo had promised not to harm Vivian, but Cody had made no such pledge. Anyone who threatened him was by extension threatening May Ling, and they would die.

      The one exception to that would be Serge. By saving the man’s life, Cody had entered into a deal with the Citadel mercenary. He’d keep his word. Besides, after Begley abandoned him to die alone, Cody guessed that Serge held no love for his boss and would no longer do his bidding.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, Cody and Romeo were back on the jobsite where workers were adding sheets of plywood onto the framing. It was a large experienced crew and they were making fast work of the task. Cody felt confident enough that he had let go of the two guards they’d hired.

      The cameras hidden around the property, along with the motion detectors, would provide a warning were anyone to trespass. And if it were a serious threat, the rent-a-guards would have been endangered.

      On the off chance that Begley was foolish enough to send more men at them, Cody had upped their arsenal.

      While in Oregon, he had acquired four hand grenades along with two bricks of .223 Remington ammo, and spare magazines. Combined with their skill, Cody was confident that he and Romeo could survive any attack.

      The plywood had been secured to the home’s frame before a storm blew in on Wednesday night. The gale was accompanied by torrential rains and was expected to last through Thursday. Work on the home was postponed, but Cody and Romeo went to the site to do paperwork and place orders for the following day.

      They also met with the men installing the two metal support columns, and the subcontractor who would build the home’s fireplaces.

      The metal support columns weren’t needed in Cody’s opinion, but the town’s building inspector believed differently. It added onto the cost of the home and the welder was scheduled to come back and finish the next day.

      With the house coming together, Cody and Romeo felt pride in the project. They had always wanted to supervise the building of a home. It was as rewarding as they had hoped.

      As they stood looking out a window in the trailer, Romeo smiled.

      “I wouldn’t mind living here myself, but man that is one big house.”

      “Emma wants to have kids, right? Just make sure you have enough to fill it.”

      “Don’t laugh. She said she’d like to have at least four. Emma was lonely sometimes growing up as an only child.”

      The wind shifted, and rain spattered hard against the window. It was coming down so heavy that the house was suddenly nothing more than a huge shadow behind the glass. Romeo grabbed one of a pair of hooded black raincoats off a hook.

      “I want to check the house again and make sure that plastic we put over the cut-outs is holding up to this wind.”

      Cody slid open a drawer on the desk and removed a heavy-duty stapler.

      “I’ll come with you.”

      Cody’s phone rang. When he answered it he heard Dr. Smith.

      “Mr. Zane, our mutual friend emerged from his coma early this morning.”

      “Good, and what sort of shape is he in?”

      “He’s weak from his brush with death, but I expect he’ll recover fully. By the way, the payment you gave us entitles him to three more days of care, so there is no rush to get here.”

      “Hold on for a moment, Doctor; I need to fill my partner in.”

      Cody told Romeo that Serge was awake, then asked a question.

      “Do you want to drive there and back or question Serge over the phone?”

      “Let’s try the phone, dude. If he talks, then we’ll save ourselves some time.”

      Cody asked the doctor to place Serge on the phone. The doctor told him to hold while he arranged things on his end. After placing his phone in speaker mode, Cody waited for the call to be transferred. There was silence on the line for so long that Cody thought the connection had been dropped, then, Serge spoke.

      “Zane?”

      “That’s right, and since we’re talking you know I kept my end of our deal.”

      “I’m alive, yeah, but for how long?”

      “I’m on speakerphone with Romeo, Serge. You tell us everything you know, and we’ll have no reason to see you again. We paid a lot of money to keep you alive, whether you stay that way is up to you.”

      “I’ll talk. I’m not fool enough to try and come at you two again. And to hell with Jack Begley. That cowardly bastard left me to die.”

      “What do you know about Vivian?”

      “Vivian and her father contacted us saying that they knew who you really were and where we could find you. Begley leapt at the chance and we met with them outside the Citadel.”

      “Vivian’s father? What does he look like?”

      “He’s in his forties, maybe even his fifties given all the white in his beard. But the guy is in shape, with a scar on his throat.”

      “Vivian’s last name is Richards; did you get a first name for the father?”

      “I’m not sure what Vivian’s last name is, but the guy said his name was Ryker, Vince Ryker.”

      Cody and Romeo’s posture grew rigid as they stared at each other.

      “Did you say Vince Ryker?” Romeo asked.

      “Who was that? Was that you, Haydon, I mean Slade?”

      “Yeah, now what about Ryker?”

      “I can tell by your voice that the name means something to you. So, I guess I helped you?”

      “We thought Ryker died over two years ago,” Cody said. “We also believed that his son was his apprentice, not his daughter.”

      “He’s alive, and he wants you two dead.”

      “What else can you tell us about him?” Cody asked.

      “That’s about it; I only met him once.”

      “All right, and that clinic will nurse you for three more days and then kick you loose. If either of us ever sees you again, Serge, the doctor will have wasted his time, understand?”

      “You’ll never see me again, and I’m through with the Citadel.”

      Cody ended the call and put his phone away. “Ryker is alive; we have to tell Spenser.”

      Romeo flipped up the hood on his raincoat. “We’ll call him from home. With Ryker around, I don’t feel right leaving Emma alone.”

      “Yeah, we should place May Ling and Emma somewhere that Vivian doesn’t know about.”

      “That bitch is his daughter, and Ryker trained her too.”

      “Having her become friends with Emma was a sly move. We’re lucky she didn’t try shooting us in the back.”

      “Let’s get home, Cody. I’m getting a bad feeling about all this.”

      They had shut off the lights and were nearly out the door when the laptop beeped. It was warning that a motion detector had been activated. It was the third time the warning had sounded, the other two incidents occurred when it was set off by fallen tree branches.

      Cody had been about to state that it was likely a false alarm when another sensor went off, followed by the rest of them.

      “What the hell?” Romeo said.

      Cody brought up the cameras in a grid that displayed all eight of them. Each camera showed a view of a different segment of the surrounding terrain. Together, they revealed sights that placed them on high alert. Men, dozens of men, and each one was cradling a shotgun or holding a handgun.

      “That’s a lot of dudes,” Romeo said. “Shit, Cody, who are those guys?”

      As he was talking, Romeo was on the move and headed toward the second-hand gun safe they had put in the trailer. It held their rifles, ammo, and the four grenades.

      Cody was studying the images on the laptop. A rough estimate of the murky figures moving through the rain put the forces against them at more than forty men. They had placed the motion detectors five-hundred feet from the house, but the cameras were nearer. That meant they only had seconds until there was contact.

      Romeo passed a rifle to Cody, along with two grenades and spare magazines, then he stared at the laptop. Although Romeo didn’t possess the iron nerves that Cody exhibited, he showed no signs of panic. Romeo knew his capabilities and that of his partner. Experience had taught him that they would find a way to survive. Although he might never become one, Romeo had the stuff to be a Tanner. He didn’t panic; he triumphed over odds.

      “We need to get out of here,” Romeo told Cody.

      “Yeah, the trailer is a deathtrap now.”

      “Do you think we can sneak past them? With this downpour, visibility is low.”

      “Let’s go see,” Cody said.

      They stepped out into a rain so hard that they felt the weight of it as it pounded on their shoulders. The sound the water made as it slapped the hoods of their raincoats was loud, loud enough to drown out any sounds made by the men approaching them on all sides.

      Thinking to improve his vision and hearing, Romeo lowered his hood. He regretted it in an instant as water struck his eyes and momentarily blinded him. As Romeo was raising his hood again, Cody grabbed his arm while using his rifle to point.

      The men were closing in and were so near to each other that there was no room to slip past them. While the grenades could open a hole in the line of men, they would also give away their position and intention. The remaining men would shoot them dead before they made it a hundred feet. Attempting to start their trucks would have the same effect, and they’d be handy targets behind the wheel of a vehicle.

      “The house,” Cody mouthed. Romeo nodded his understanding and they rushed toward the unfinished home in a low crouch. As they did so, death moved in from every side.
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      Jorge Garcia sloshed along the driveway beside six other men as he closed in on Cody and Romeo, the men he blamed for his downfall.

      More than a year earlier, Garcia’s friend and subordinate Denny Haydon disappeared while leaving behind a number of dead cartel soldiers. Even worse, millions in profit had either gone missing or been destroyed by fire.

      Garcia’s superior blamed him, then the man gave him three days to find Haydon. It was a ridiculous request, but his failure would give Garcia’s boss a reason to get rid of him. His superior inside the cartel had hated him because Garcia killed an acquaintance of the man. It had been business done on orders, but Garcia was still the one who had pulled the trigger. Only one day later and with no success at locating Haydon, Garcia was attacked in his San Diego hotel room and nearly killed.

      He fled and was replaced in the cartel by someone who turned out to be an undercover agent of the Mexican government. Arrests followed six months later, then, a stronger cartel moved in and took over. The cartel Garcia had spent his life helping to build was no more.

      The only good thing that came out of that situation was the death of his former boss. The man’s charred body was discovered in the desert after he’d been burned alive. Garcia would like to thank the man who did it.

      The young men he was closing in on would share a worse fate than his boss if Garcia had his way. He had given his thugs orders to that effect. They were to capture Cody and Romeo alive if possible. If they did so, Garcia promised to double their fee.

      That compensation varied depending on who the man was. The twelve men who made up Garcia’s crew were being well-paid. The other men, the thugs he’d recruited for the attack, most were satisfied with a pittance and the chance to have an adventure.

      Many of the men were natives of Dallas, both black and white, with some immigrants from El Salvador mixed in. While a few of them wore rain gear like Garcia had on, most had just poked holes in heavy garbage bags. They were wearing the makeshift raincoats over their shoes and street clothes. Garcia didn’t care if they lived or died. He intended to use them as pawns. Besides, the more that died, the less money he’d have to pay out.

      Garcia had liked Denny Haydon, which was rare for him. He wanted the men who killed his friend to suffer before they died.

      The man on Garcia’s right pointed at something up ahead on the left. Garcia looked and saw a darkened construction trailer along with two pickup trucks. They were just three more gray shapes in the torrential rain, as the sky was so dark that there was barely any daylight.

      As they drew closer, the home came into view. It was still in an early state of construction and the scent of its wet wood frame could be detected on the air. It was the aroma of wet pine.

      Garcia sent forth three men to check out the trucks and the trailer. As the men entered the job trailer, Garcia expected to hear gunfire. But no, it remained silent, and the men returned just moments later. Because of the rain, the man giving a report of what was found had to speak near Garcia’s ear.

      “There’s a laptop on the desk beeping like crazy and an open safe that has some loose rounds in a box.”

      “What about the trucks?”

      “No one is in them. Should we flatten the tires?”

      Garcia’s phone vibrated in his pocket. When he dug it out from beneath the layer of rain protection he wore, he saw a text message. The other men with him had reached the house and found two pairs of wet footprints inside.

      The news pleased Garcia, but he didn’t smile. Garcia never smiled, nor did he permit his face to express what he was feeling. He had learned as a young boy growing up in a slum to never let anyone know what was going on inside him. If others knew your feelings, they knew your thoughts. Thoughts were precious things that controlled the very essence of your life. Garcia had learned that lesson early as well. It had taken him from the slums and made him a rich man.

      Garcia gestured for the other men to follow him to the house. His prey was cornered. Now it was time to capture them.
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        * * *

      

      The inside of the home was like a maze without walls. It was a wooden skeleton made of 2"x4", 2"x6" and 2"x8" lumber made of pine. Rain drummed hard onto the plywood roof and outer walls and filled the home with a ceaseless noise.

      After entering, Cody had led Romeo up the stairs and into what would become the attic. Although the sub-flooring had been installed, there were still gaps through which you could view the floors below. Cody and Romeo lay on the attic floor and gazed downward, watching as Garcia’s men entered the home.

      Romeo leaned over and whispered to Cody. “We can take out a lot of these guys with the grenades.”

      Cody shook his head. “Once we dropped the first one, they could shoot up at us. We need to end this quickly.”

      “How? There are three dozen guys down there, and more coming in.”

      “We’ll use the grenades, but in a different way… and I’m not sure it will work.”

      “What’s your plan?”

      Cody explained, and Romeo got a sick look on his face.

      “We might die too.”

      “I know, but if we tried to fight our way past them, we’d never make it.”

      Romeo balled a hand up into a fist. “Damn Ryker, these guys are here because of him, just like Begley and his guards. The bastard won’t come at us himself.”

      “We’ll deal with Ryker, but first we have to survive this.”

      Romeo looked up to where a thick piece of plastic was secured over a hole in the roof. It was a cut-out for a narrow skylight, as a part of the attic was designed to be used as a spare bedroom or office space. The hole was big enough to fit through sideways. Romeo went first, after prying off the plastic.

      The boys climbed out onto the roof. They were kept from sliding off by supporting themselves on narrow strips of wood hammered into the plywood sheeting. Those safety strips were installed for the roofers who would have followed.

      They searched to see if anyone outside was looking up at the roof. They saw no one, however, visibility while peering through sheets of rain was difficult. As water poured down through the hole and into the attic, Cody and Romeo took out their grenades.
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        * * *

      

      From where he stood just inside the home’s doorway, Garcia could discern a difference in the sound inside the house. He and his men were staying on the ground-floor and guarding the home’s perimeter while the others climbed the stairs to flush out Cody and Romeo.

      Garcia had reiterated his order that they were to be taken alive if possible, while also reminding his mercenaries that the two were deadly.

      Most of the men had looked back at him as if he were telling a joke. They were fifty, fifty armed men on the trail of two. Two men were not deadly, not when you were an army of fifty.

      Rain, Garcia thought. Rain was entering the house from somewhere. He thought that Cody and Romeo might have climbed out of one of the holes that were there for the windows. If so, it would do them no good. He had a man stationed on each corner of the house who was ready for such a thing.

      Then, above the rain came the clunking noises. When Garcia cocked his head to determine where it was coming from, he saw two objects drop from a hole near a flight of unfinished stairs. They landed side by side near a metal support column. When Garcia realized they were grenades, he leapt backwards through the open door.

      Madre de Dios! Although there was a sense of panic in Garcia’s mind and movements, his face was as impassive and inexpressive as always.
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      Vince Ryker parked behind the rented bus with Texas plates that he figured must belong to Jorge Garcia. It was parked on a side street a block from the house Cody and Romeo were building. In front of the bus was a black Lincoln Town Car. It also had Texas plates, and there was a portable GPS navigation system atop the dashboard.

      Vivian was seated beside Ryker and wearing a stylish raincoat, hat, and boot set. The outfit was pink, and the wet hat rested atop the dashboard. Vivian laughed as she pointed out the window.

      “Garcia brought in a busload of men? That should put Xavier and Romeo in the ground.”

      Ryker frowned. “We’ll see.”

      “Are you serious? You think they have a chance?”

      “Even though they’re not legit, those boys were still trained as Tanners. If Garcia and his men had come at me in my prime, I would have made them pay dearly. Two of me… I don’t know.”

      “But you can’t really think they’ll survive an attack like this.”

      Ryker laughed. “No, they’ll soon be dead, but I’ll tell you something. Garcia could rent a smaller bus to head back to Dallas. I’ve seen these boys in action, especially Zane. I expect a lot of men will die today.”

      “As long as two of them are Xavier and Romeo I don’t care how many of them die.”

      Ryker shrugged. “Well yeah, why would you?”
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        * * *

      

      As he had reached in his pocket for the grenades, Cody’s hand brushed against the stapler he had been carrying. After using the tool to staple his raincoat to the roof, he handed it to Romeo to do the same.

      “Staples? You think they’ll help us to hold on?”

      “It can’t hurt,” Cody said.

      When they were ready to pull the pins, Romeo looked sickened by what they were about to do.

      “I really wanted to finish this house.”

      “Me too, but now it will save our lives, ready?”

      “Yeah, and let’s hope it’s enough.”

      The boys laid flat at the apex of the slanted roof with one of them on either side of it. Cody was closer to the hole they had climbed through and had a clear shot at the staircase. He pulled the pin on the first grenade and hurled it through the opening, that was followed by his second grenade and the ones Romeo had.

      The explosives had a four to five second fuse and a blast radius of about fifty feet. While they would certainly kill or injure many of the men climbing the stairs, those men were not Cody’s primary target. The goal was for one of the grenades to reach the first floor and explode near the acetylene gas cylinders the welders had left behind.

      The first grenade made it to the second-floor landing where it bounced and hit one of Garcia’s thugs in the shin. The fool picked it up and looked at it. The second grenade bounced off the stairs and went through the opening that led down to the ground floor, as Cody had intended. The third grenade followed that path as well, while the fourth one clunked down the stairs on a route that took it past Garcia’s men.

      The first grenade had the shortest fuse and went off in the hand of the imbecile who was holding it. The fool and three of the men nearest him died while others were injured. When the two grenades near the acetylene tanks went off, they ignited the gas in the tanks with a devastating effect.
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        * * *

      

      Outside the house, Garcia lay on his back in a patch of mud and watched the explosions take place. The man he had left near the front door was headed toward him when a broken section of a 2"x4" pierced the hood’s chest.

      At the same instant, the man was knocked backwards by the force of the gas explosion. In the wake of the explosion came fire and the cries and screams of men. All of it was eclipsed, even the roar of the rain, by the sound that followed.

      The nascent house groaned as if dealt a death blow, it then shuddered, followed by its collapse. Forty-five men had been inside the house. The grenades had killed nine outright, while the gas explosion had claimed seven more. The twenty-nine survivors, many of whom were wounded, were seeking to flee back outside when the home fell down upon them.

      Garcia scurried backwards through the mud and just managed not to become another of the dead. He still suffered a blow to his skull as a chunk of wood grazed his temple. In the aftermath of the home’s destruction, men struggled to free themselves, while others wailed in agony from their injuries.
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        * * *

      

      Ryker pounded a fist against his knee after hearing the explosion. He knew that something had gone horribly wrong and that Garcia’s men were dying. Beside him, Vivian donned her rain hat and opened the door on her side.

      “I’m going to the house to see what’s happened.”

      “Be damn careful.”

      “I will be,” Vivian said, and rushed from the vehicle. Ryker thought about following her but knew that he’d have trouble navigating his artificial leg over loose gravel and mud. He cursed his missing lower limb and damned the soul of Spenser Hawke. He owed that man so much, so damn much.

      Ryker saw Vivian head into the trees. Just before he lost sight of her, he saw her take out her gun.
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        * * *

      

      After tossing the grenades, Cody had reached out across the top of the roof to take hold of Romeo’s hands. When the gas exploded, they felt the house shake, followed by the tremble and the collapse. A wooden beam broke through the plywood sheeting inches from where Cody lay. Had it been any closer it would have skewered him.

      The falling roof canted more toward Romeo’s side than Cody’s. The impact of its collapse sent Cody’s lower half into the air and hurled him away from the roof. His progress halted as the staples he’d shot through his raincoat held for an instant. Then, Cody’s weight proved too much for the thin metal strips and the coat ripped free.

      He fell beside Romeo and went sliding off the other side of the roof. Their fall was brief but brutal. They slammed into the ground facing forward. Had his initial descent from the roof not been aborted by the staples securing him to its surface, Cody would have landed on a jagged tree stump and been impaled. That was a fact he would never know, but it was a fact all the same.

      Instead, the two of them fell into mud. They lay there for several moments as rain pattered against their backs, and the pain of their rough landing subsided.

      “Romeo?” Cody muttered, and received no answer. When he turned his head, he saw that Romeo looked dazed.

      Cody dragged himself to his feet, wiped mud from his face, and checked on his friend. There was a broken board near Romeo’s head that he must have struck when he fell. As Cody helped him to his feet, Romeo stumbled and went down to one knee.

      Movement caught Cody’s eye as one of Garcia’s men crawled out from beneath the debris. The man looked bloody and was bleeding from his right side. Cody left Romeo and went to the thug while unslinging his rifle from his back. After aiming the rifle at the punk’s face, Cody leaned down and asked him who he worked for. The man was still lying in the mud. He had to speak to Cody while looking down, otherwise the rain blinded him. When Cody realized he didn’t understand English he repeated his question in Spanish. The man answered.

      “I’m here with Jorge Garcia.”

      “Not a man named Ryker?”

      “Si, the American with the woman, Vince Ryker.”

      “Where is Ryker?”

      The man had no idea, but he knew he was facing death. When asked, he gave a description of Garcia, then begged for his life.

      “Please, I want to live, please?”

      As an answer, Cody bludgeoned the back of the man’s head three times. He used the same piece of wood that had injured Romeo, while wielding it like a club.

      Turning, Cody was relieved to find that Romeo was on his feet and had his rifle in hand. Blood trickled from a cut but was washed away by the rain as soon as it appeared.

      “How are you doing?”

      “I’m seeing double, but I can move.”

      “There must be more survivors, so keep your head on a swivel.”

      They moved toward the area of the trailers and the pickup trucks. Cody became aware that he was limping even as he felt the first hint of pain in his right ankle. With Romeo’s head injury and the ache in his ankle, they wouldn’t be outrunning anyone. His midsection was also on fire, as if he’d taken a beating.

      As they rounded a corner of the debris pile that had been the house, they spotted six men gathered together. One of the men smiled at them, believing them to be more survivors. His smile disappeared as Cody and Romeo raised their rifles and fired.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Upon reaching the jobsite, Vivian had taken out her phone to call Ryker and describe what she was seeing. She was on a hill that bordered the house and saw that the home had been demolished.

      As for the men, they were mere shapes silhouetted by the rain. When two of the shapes opened fire on six others, Vivian let out a gasp.

      Ryker heard the sound of the shots coming over Vivian’s phone and asked her what was happening.

      “They’re… they’re still alive. Xavier and Romeo are still alive, and, and they’re winning.”

      “Get back here, now. I’ve had enough of this shit.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      “Just get back here.”

      Vivian did as ordered and made it to the truck with the sound of gunfire echoing behind her. As she climbed into the cab of the pickup, she gripped Ryker’s arm.

      “Are you planning on joining the fight?”

      “To hell with those boys. I want Hawke, and I’m going to bring him here.”

      “How?”

      “I’ve been a fool, Vivian. I see that now. I was obsessed with defeating Hawke by using the element of surprise, but I don’t need it. I’ll face Spenser Hawke head-on.”

      “You’re going to reveal yourself?”

      “I’m going to issue a challenge to the man. I’ll be signing it in blood.”

      Ryker pulled back onto the road and headed toward the homes owned by Cody and Romeo.

      Vivian studied him and saw the rage in his eyes. A shiver went down her spine. Someone was going to die.
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      Cody felt the tug as a round passed through the flap of his raincoat, which was whipping in the wind. He was facing off against two survivors of the house collapse while Romeo traded shots with a second pair. Cody was turned sideways to present as small a target as possible while the men he battled faced forward with their knees slightly bent. He struck one man in the forehead and the second man took two in the chest.

      With his targets dispatched, he whirled about to aid Romeo. Cody found that his friend had already put down the two thugs that threatened him. They had encountered eleven survivors and killed them all.

      “How’s your head?” Cody asked.

      “Better, the double-vision went away, but I’m a little dizzy still.”

      “Follow me and we’ll check out the rest of the property.”

      Romeo grabbed his arm. “No, man, let’s do this right. You go that way and I’ll meet you on the other side.”

      Cody wore a worried frown. “What if you pass out?”

      “I’m good, Cody. Now let’s finish this.”

      After scanning for trouble, Cody studied his friend carefully. Romeo’s pupils weren’t dilated, so there was a good chance that he hadn’t suffered a concussion.

      “All right, we’ll split up, but be damn careful.”

      “You too, bro,” Romeo said, as he turned to head left.
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        * * *

      

      Jorge Garcia was looking down at the bodies of six men. He had heard an exchange of gunfire and rushed toward the sound, while keeping to the cover of the trees. Three of Garcia’s men were with him. They were members of his regular crew and not the recruits he had hired. He was coming to the conclusion that they were the only survivors.

      A single gunshot sounded off from somewhere close and Garcia saw one of his men jump. He couldn’t fault the man for being nervous, as his own nerves were on edge.

      Fifty men had cornered two inside a house. Now, those two were prowling the ruins of that home and killing anyone they came across.

      Who the hell are these men? Garcia thought.

      His remaining crew was staring at him, looking for guidance. He gazed back at them with his stoic face then pointed at the trees while mouthing the words, Nosotros vamos, meaning, “We go.”

      The men looked relieved and headed into the shelter of the trees and toward the spot where Garcia had parked his Lincoln. The four of them would fit comfortably inside the luxury vehicle. As for the bus the other forty-six men had ridden in to get there, it was no longer needed, unless someone put it to use as a hearse.
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        * * *

      

      Cody smiled as he watched Romeo round a corner of the home’s wreckage. Like Garcia and his men, he had heard the single gunshot that had been fired.

      “There was just one more guy,” Romeo said. “He had a broken leg with the bone sticking out of it, but he tried to shoot me, so I put him down.”

      They moved through the rain and stood by the tool shed. Only then did Cody notice that the storm’s intensity had lessened and that the sky had brightened a shade. As they gazed at the house, the ruined house, the horrible truth dawned on them.

      “We’re fucked,” Romeo said, stating the situation succinctly.

      The land sale, the home, and all its permits were listed under the identities of Xavier Zane and Romeo Slade. Dozens of men lay dead about the property and there was evidence of gunplay and the use of illegal explosives.

      Thanks to the rain and the seclusion of their location, the slaughter and chaos had yet to be discovered or reported. That would change, and soon.

      The same was true of their homes, which were also listed under those identities, along with their bank accounts and vehicle registrations.

      “We’ll have to start over,” Cody said, as he took out his phone. “Call Emma and tell her to pack bags for both of you.”

      “Oh God, Cody. We have to tell the girls that they’re losing their homes.”

      “Yeah, there’s no other way.”

      “Damn, Ryker! Damn him all to hell.”

      Cody dialed, and when May Ling picked up, he sighed. “I need you to listen carefully…”
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        * * *

      

      As one of Garcia’s men drove, Garcia called Ryker. Although he didn’t know it, Ryker was only a few miles away from his location.

      “Zane and Slade are still alive, Ryker. They killed most of my men by bringing a house down around them with grenades. You never said they would have grenades.”

      “I didn’t know, and I don’t care anymore. I’m done using surrogates, from now on this fight is mine. Go back to Dallas, Garcia, or go to hell. I don’t care what you do anymore.”

      The line went dead, and Garcia stared at his phone. If Ryker thought he was going back to Dallas like a whipped dog he was loco. No, this fight was far from over.
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        * * *

      

      At Cody’s house, May Ling was rushing about as she packed bags with their belongings. There were tears in her eyes.

      When the pickup truck sped into the driveway, she was on the floor of the bedroom closet. May Ling was emptying the hidden space where Cody told her he had stashed money. May Ling stuffed the cash into an open suitcase on the bed, then hurried from the room while carrying two heavy bags.

      After sitting them by the door, she noticed a shadow moving beyond the door’s beveled glass inset. The shadow took the shape of a man, and that man was rushing forward while limping. Before May Ling could reach for the knob, the door was kicked inward, accompanied by the sound of splintering wood. As it slammed into the wall beside it, the glass in the door shattered, and a man entered. It was Vince Ryker.
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            Sorrow

          

        

      

    

    
      ROBBIN’S COVE, CALIFORNIA, FEBRUARY 2004

      

      Cody and Romeo stood beside their pickup trucks and watched as flames spread throughout the job trailer. They had set it on fire to erase their prints and DNA.

      Before setting that blaze, they’d lit a fire in the tool shed and kicked over the portable toilets so that the rain could get inside them. The wind’s intensity had lessened but the rain still came down steadily. As for the ruins of the house, if there were prints or hair samples inside that could be salvaged, then so be it. The wood was too wet to burn, and the small fires created by the blast of the acetylene tanks had been doused by the rain.

      Now and then a moan or a wretched cry for help emanated from within the demolished home. Cody and Romeo ignored their pleas. They had no pity for the men who’d tried to kill them.

      The boys climbed inside their vehicles. The pickup trucks would also need to be discarded soon. Anything tying them to the identities of Xavier Zane and Romeo Slade were a danger to them now and they would need to start over.

      As smoke rose into the cloudy sky, the boys drove home to gather their women. Afterward, they would have to find shelter and regroup. In a way, it felt like the world was ending, and in a way, it was.
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        * * *

      

      Vivian shoved Emma inside Cody’s home with enough force to send the smaller woman tumbling to the carpet.

      May Ling made a move to help Emma up, but she was held back by Vince Ryker.

      “The bitch was packing bags to leave,” Vivian told Ryker.

      “That means those boys are headed here, so we need to make this quick.”

      Emma rose on her own and stared at Ryker. “Who are you?”

      Ryker ignored her and took out a knife with a six-inch blade, which he held out to his protégée.

      “Kill her!”

      Vivian looked startled by the request and asked a question. “Does Emma really need to die?”

      “I want to know that my daughter hasn’t lost her nerve.”

      “Daughter?” Emma said, her voice a shocked whisper. “This man is your father?”

      Emma’s question was ignored. When she took a quick step to bolt for the open doorway, Ryker reached out and yanked her back by her hair.

      “A message needs to be sent. I want Hawke to know that I’m here and that I intend to kill all of them. I’m Tanner, not Hawke, and my apprentice needs to be as dedicated and ruthless as I am.”

      The blade was snatched from Ryker’s hand, and Emma watched as a woman she’d considered a friend moved toward her with murderous intent. Ryker released Emma; she backpedaled away from him while holding up a hand in a gesture that bid her attacker to stop.

      “What are you doing?”

      Her assailant said nothing, but her eyes spoke volumes. There was violence in those eyes, along with a determination to kill.

      “You’re mad! Stay away from me.”

      “Kill her,” Ryker said. “Let our enemies know what it feels like to lose someone they love.”

      The blade rose high and Emma screamed in terror.
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        * * *

      

      Cody and Romeo reached the house minutes later. When they saw the front doors of their homes sitting open, they rushed from their trucks with their rifles in hand.

      May Ling was on the floor in the living room looking as if she had bathed in blood. When Cody moved toward her, he did so on legs gone weak.

      Romeo entered moments later after having found his home empty. When he entered Cody’s house and viewed the terrible vengeance wrought by Ryker, he sank to his knees, as a wail escaped his lips.

      Emma was dead. She’d been brutally murdered with over a dozen stab wounds on her torso. The knife was still protruding from her body. Emma’s large blue eyes looked dull as they stared into eternity. The expression frozen on her face was one of terror mixed with incomprehension.

      Emma was cradled in May Ling’s arms as the other woman’s tears mixed with her blood. When she looked over at Romeo, May Ling choked back a sob as she spoke in a hoarse voice.

      “Vivian did this… but that man, Ryker, he told me to give you both a message. He, he said, ‘Tell Hawke and his boys that this is only the beginning.”

      Romeo rose from the floor, stumbled across the room, and reached down to scoop Emma into his arms. After settling on the sofa with her body, Romeo wept in great sobs of howling grief.
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            The Call Goes Out

          

        

      

    

    
      ROBBIN’S COVE, CALIFORNIA, FEBRUARY 2004

      

      Cody helped May Ling up from the floor and crushed her to his breast. He was aware that he had come perilously close to losing her. After guiding May Ling toward the bedroom to shower and change, Cody sat on the side of the bed and took out his phone.

      When his call was answered, the cheeriness in the voice made Cody wince.

      “Hey, Cody, it’s good to hear from you, boy.”

      “Spenser… Spenser, Romeo needs you.”

      The tone of Spenser’s voice changed after having heard Cody speak. In a soft voice he asked, “What’s happened?”

      “Ryker,” Cody said. “Vince Ryker is alive.”
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        * * *

      

      After making the call, Cody returned to the living room to find it empty. When he looked out the open doorway, he saw Romeo placing Emma into the rear of his truck. After using seatbelts to keep the body from sliding onto the floor, Romeo shut the door then rested his forehead on the truck’s roof.

      “I’m so sorry, Romeo,” Cody said.

      Romeo lifted his head and looked at him with reddened eyes.

      “We need to leave here.”

      “Yes,” Cody said. “And… we can’t leave behind a trace.”

      Romeo nodded in understanding and returned to his house. By the time he emerged, May Ling had changed into fresh clothes and was sitting in Cody’s truck.

      Cody had warned her, had explained to her what they needed to do, but he saw her anguished expression as he set fire to her home and car.

      The rain was down to a mist. Fueled by gasoline, the fire would burn well. Romeo had also set his house ablaze. As they were leaving the property, Cody paused to get out and grab the chainsaw he had taken from the tool shed, before also burning that. He used the saw to fell a tree that would block the driveway. The barricade would slow the firefighters and ensure that the homes burnt fully. They didn’t need their prints being recovered by the authorities.

      As May Ling wept beside him, Cody followed Romeo.
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        * * *

      

      Emma’s body was left inside an ambulance that was parked outside the emergency room entrance of the local hospital. It was the best they could do for her. Cody could only imagine the pain Romeo was suffering through and knew his friend was in hell.

      At the marina, they parked the pickup trucks in the rear corner of the parking lot, then lugged their bags over to Romeo’s boat. By the time they were ready to set sail, the trucks were sending two plumes of black smoke into the air.

      Their exit from the dock went unnoticed as the burning trucks riveted the attention of everyone else present. Romeo took them out to sea as his tears mixed with the misty rain.
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        * * *

      

      HOURS LATER

      

      The boat drifted without anchor under what had become a clear sky full of stars. Romeo was below deck enduring his grief as Cody and May Ling sat huddled together beneath a blanket near the wheel.

      With the passage of time, Cody assumed that a search was on for them. They would be wanted for questioning concerning the massacre at the jobsite, the arson fires, and the murder of Emma. They were now fugitives.

      It ached Cody to know that he had dragged May Ling into it. When he suggested that she turn herself in and blame everything on him and Romeo, May Ling held onto him tighter.

      “I don’t care what happens as long as we’re together.”

      “You didn’t bargain on living a life on the run, and that’s what we’ll be doing.”

      “For how long?”

      “Forever, but I don’t think anyone will continue looking for us after a time. We also have the resources and contacts to get new identities.”

      May Ling turned toward him and stared into his eyes.

      “Let’s do that, just the two of us. Let’s get new identities and begin a whole new life. We could live in Europe and no one will ever find us.”

      “You mean now?”

      “Yes, Xavier, forget this feud you have with Ryker and start over. Emma’s dead because of that man and you and Romeo nearly died too. I want us to go off together and start over. Will you do that, please?”

      “May Ling, I can’t, not until Ryker is dead, and even then… I have obligations.”

      “Who are you obligated to?”

      “Romeo for one. I can’t just abandon him.”

      “I understand how you feel, and I know it’s selfish, but I don’t care. I want us to get away from all this violence and hatred. I want to live a normal life and grow old with you someday. I love you, Xavier. I don’t want to risk losing you.”

      Cody kissed May Ling while tasting her tears. “I love you too, but I won’t abandon my friend or run from a fight. Ryker will be handled, trust me.”

      May Ling rested her head on his chest “I’m so scared of losing you.”

      “You won’t lose me. I’ll take anything Ryker throws at me and come out on top.”

      “You said you called your mentor; when will he be here?”

      “Soon, but he was some distance away.”

      “Good, the more help you have the better.”

      “Spenser is more than help. He’s a Tanner.”

      “What does that mean?”

      Cody’s features hardened. “It means Vince Ryker will soon be dead.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            133

          

          
            Friends Helping Friends

          

        

      

    

    
      CAMAS, WASHINGTON, FEBRUARY 2004

      

      Cody called Roy Hutchins to ask if he knew of a place where they could hide a boat. Hutchins used his contacts to locate a private boat house that the boys could dock the boat in for a small fee to the absent homeowner. He also said that he would have a vehicle delivered to the same address that the boys could use. The fee for the car wasn’t small, but they couldn’t risk driving around in a stolen vehicle.

      “If you need help with anything else just name it,” Hutchins said. “Bev and I owe you boys for handling Fisher.”

      “I do need a favor, Roy,” Cody said, “and it’s a big one.”
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        * * *

      

      They arrived at the house in the late afternoon.

      Cody and Romeo would be out searching for Ryker, possibly for days, and Cody didn’t want to leave May Ling alone in a hotel someplace. Not only could the police find her, but Ryker or Vivian might track her down. If she stayed at Roy Hutchins’ house, May Ling would have company, and also a degree of protection.

      Bev opened the door to welcome them. When she saw Romeo’s face, and the deep grieving reflected in his eyes, she reached out and gave him a hug.

      “Roy told me what happened; I’m so sorry for your loss.”

      “Thank you, Bev,” Romeo muttered.

      Cody introduced May Ling to Hutchins and Bev. She sent the couple a nervous smile.

      “I appreciate you letting me stay with you. I’ll try to be no bother.”

      Hutchins smiled back at her. “We’re glad to have you, May Ling, and Bev is happy to have another woman around the place for a change.”

      Bev agreed with that and offered to show May Ling to the room she would be using upstairs. As the women climbed the steps, Hutchins asked about Ryker.

      “Just how bad is this dude?”

      “He’s about as lethal as they come, Roy,” Cody said. “But there’s no way he’ll be able to track us here. By the way, I gave Spenser this address. He should be meeting us here in a day or two.”

      Hutchins grinned. “I haven’t seen Hawke since he was about your age. With the three of you after him, I’d say that Vince Ryker’s days are numbered.”

      Romeo’s hands balled into a pair of quaking fists.

      “I’ll make him pay for killing Emma. She didn’t deserve to…” Romeo’s voice broke and he turned toward the door. “I’ll wait for you in the car, Xavier.”

      “I won’t be long,” Cody said.

      After Romeo went outside, Hutchins pointed at the door.

      “That boy is in a world of grief. You look after him, you hear?”

      “I am, but there’s no way to help him. Emma’s gone, nothing will ever change that.”

      “Don’t you worry about your lady; I’ll guard her with my life.”

      “I can’t thank you enough, Roy.”

      “Nonsense, it’s like you said about handling Fisher, we’re friends, and friends do favors for friends.”

      Cody looked at the staircase. “I’ll go say goodbye to May Ling, then we’ll head back to look for Ryker and his daughter.”

      Hutchins made a face of displeasure. “I don’t envy you having to kill a woman. I only ever took a contract on one of them. She was a nasty piece of work. I still didn’t like putting her down.”

      Cody shook his head. “I won’t have that problem, not with Vivian. Killing her will be a pleasure.”
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        * * *

      

      At that moment, back in Robbin’s Cove, Vivian was on her motorcycle and following behind Ryker’s truck. They were headed toward the far right corner of a movie theater parking lot to have a meeting with Jorge Garcia.

      Garcia had reached out to Ryker again, and Ryker had reconsidered using Garcia to help with Spenser. Garcia was down to three men. They were all young and Vivian had played cards with one of them when she was in Dallas. As Vivian parked her bike, they swarmed around her while smiling.

      As his men made passes at Vivian, Garcia climbed into Ryker’s black pickup truck. After settling in his seat, he tossed a thumb in the direction of Vivian.

      “I hope you do not take offense at my men talking to the girl.”

      A thin smile appeared on Ryker’s face.

      “I told you before, she’s not my woman.”

      Garcia nodded, then used his chin to gesture at the newspaper sitting on the dash. On the front page was a photo of the demolished home below the headline—MASSACRE!

      “Yesterday’s… disaster with my other men made big news. I also understand that a woman was killed who was involved with Zane and Slade.”

      “My daughter killed Slade’s slut as a way to get some justice for my son’s murder.”

      Garcia looked back at Vivian. “Ah, a daughter, that is why she’s not your woman, and she is ruthless too. Had it been me, I would not have killed this other girl. Had you grabbed her, you could have used her to bring our enemies to you, and on your terms.”

      “I thought about that, but I just wanted blood… and, I still have an ace up my sleeve.”

      “I’ll kill these boys for free, but I’ll want money to help you with Spenser Hawke.”

      Ryker pulled an envelope from the inside pocket of his denim jacket and passed it over to Garcia.

      “That’s ten-thousand. Once Hawke is dead, I’ll give you another ten.”

      Garcia took the envelope and shoved it into his side pants pocket.

      “Zane and Slade will be looking for you. Do you and the girl have a place that is safe?”

      “We do, but they might come hunting for you too.”

      “I don’t think so. You killed one of their women, that places me on… the back burner, as you say here. I’m sure they want you dead more than anyone in the world.”

      “I feel their pain,” Ryker said, “and it’s one of the best sensations I’ve ever experienced.”
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        * * *

      

      The boys arrived back in the Robbin’s Cove area and began their search for Ryker. May Ling had seen the black pickup truck he’d driven away in. It had a license plate from a different state, however, she hadn’t been close enough to see which one it was.

      The boys remembered that Vivian had a motorcycle and were keeping an eye out for it. As they searched, they were also being sought by the police. It made it that much more difficult to track down Ryker.

      At a motel where they were asking about Ryker and Vivian, Romeo saw that there was a flyer on the desk. It was an alert for anyone checking in using the names of Xavier Zane or Romeo Slade. There were no photos of him or Cody, but it did list a detailed description. After that, they decided to stop entering motel and hotel offices and concentrate on spotting black pickup trucks with out of state plates.
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        * * *

      

      Ryker’s truck was parked at the Robbin’s Cove’ marina, as he prepared to pilot a boat to One-Man Island. After he’d turned off the engine, a text came in.

      On Ryker’s phone was the address of Roy Hutchins’ house in Washington State. Cody and Romeo had tucked May Ling away there thinking she’d be safe. Ryker was certain that it would also be the place where they would meet up with Spenser Hawke.

      At last, Hawke would be within Ryker’s reach. Once Cody and Romeo were taken out, Ryker knew that it would come down to a battle between himself and Spenser. Tanner against Tanner, with only one man walking away.

      Ryker cleared the text from the screen and called Vivian. When she answered, he told her where the boys were and where Spenser Hawke would soon be.

      “We’ll leave here tomorrow and drive up there in my truck.”

      “How early do you want to leave?” Vivian asked.

      “There’s no rush, and I’d rather strike at them during the night.”

      “I’m on my way; I’ll meet you on the island and we’ll make plans.”
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        * * *

      

      Not far away, Jorge Garcia was so pleased with himself that his lips nearly formed into an uncharacteristic smile. While it made no sense that Ryker may have orchestrated the debacle at the jobsite, Garcia had taken precautions against being blindsided again.

      When he had been sitting in Ryker’s truck, he had planted a listening device that doubled as a tracker. Having overheard Ryker’s conversation with Vivian, Garcia now knew where Cody and Romeo had placed May Ling.

      His men had attached a second tracking device onto Vivian’s motorcycle as they distracted her with their flirting.

      While Ryker was content to wait for Spenser Hawke’s arrival at Hutchins’ home, Garcia didn’t give a damn about the man. Garcia’s targets were Xavier and Romeo. If he grabbed Xavier’s woman, Garcia reasoned he would have an advantage that could turn the tide in their next encounter.

      After fueling his Town Car and having a good meal, Garcia pointed his vehicle toward Washington State, and the home of Roy Hutchins.
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      CAMAS, WASHINGTON, FEBRUARY 2004, 7:14 a.m.

      

      Jorge Garcia’s Lincoln Town Car was parked down the street from Roy Hutchins’ home. The wintertime sunrise was still minutes away, but night was fleeing rapidly.

      Garcia had sent one of his men to check out the home and the cars parked near it. The man was coming back now; Garcia could tell by the expression on his face that he was pleased by what he’d seen.

      “There’s a guy in a wheelchair and a woman in the kitchen. I could make them out through a crack in the window blinds.”

      “How old is the woman?” Garcia asked.

      “Not too old, but I saw her kiss the guy in the wheelchair, so Zane’s girl must be upstairs.”

      “What about the men, any sign of them?”

      “No, and there are no cars on the block with California license plates.”

      Garcia studied the quiet street. Other than a man going the other way while walking a dog, no one was moving about.

      “All right, we go in hard, move fast, and we’ll have the girl and be back on the highway in less than a minute. One more thing, we leave no witnesses behind.”

      Garcia’s men took out their guns while nodding their understanding. After starting his engine, Garcia coasted slowly toward the house.
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        * * *

      

      Inside the home, May Ling looked out the window of the bedroom she was in. The sun had yet to rise fully on what was a cold winter morning.

      The window gave May Ling a view of the rear of the home. There was a meadow which glistened dully in the gray dawn. Beyond the meadow lay an area filled with trees, and past that, the highway and an off-ramp that led to the home she was in. May Ling gazed out at the section of highway she could see and willed Cody to appear there. She’d had a nightmare in which he was dead at the hands of Vince Ryker.

      The clouds filling the sky reflected May Ling’s mood. When she thought of Emma’s death, she pushed the thought from her mind, then went downstairs to say good morning to her hosts. Before leaving the room, May Ling grabbed her phone, along with a neon green change purse with keys attached.
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        * * *

      

      Bev and Hutchins were in the home’s tidy kitchen where Bev was cooking breakfast. Hutchins greeted May Ling with a smile and gave her good news.

      “Your boyfriend called about twenty minutes ago; he said that they would be back here soon.”

      May Ling grinned. “I’m glad. I’ve missed him.”

      Bev asked May Ling if she liked oatmeal and May Ling said that she did. Bev filled a measuring cup halfway, then she added more water before sitting the cup inside the microwave to boil the water.

      “We have eggs and bacon too, hon, but Roy and I both like oatmeal and juice as an appetizer. We usually have a big breakfast and skip lunch.”

      “I’ll just have a little oatmeal; I’m not very hungry,” May Ling said.

      Bev pointed at the small broom closet she had converted into a pantry. She asked May Ling to grab the container of oatmeal she kept on the third shelf from the top. After placing the oatmeal in the bowls, Bev used an oven mitt to grab the hot measuring cup from the microwave.

      As Bev was pouring water into the first bowl, one of Garcia’s men kicked in the back door and pointed a gun at Hutchins. Hutchins was armed, but he was too slow to free the gun he kept strapped to the side of the wheelchair. The man fired and hit Hutchins in the stomach.

      Bev screamed as she tossed the remainder of the boiling water into the punk’s face. It burnt him on his right cheek and dribbled along his neck. May Ling saw the skin bloom bright red from the contact, then noticed the man’s three gold teeth as he grimaced from the pain. After letting loose with a string of Spanish curses, the man shot Bev twice in the chest.

      As Bev collapsed to the floor, Hutchins let out an incoherent scream and fired at the thug. His shot struck the guy in the same spot the hot water had, while causing far more damage. Blood and brains erupted in a spray of gore from the man’s head and he toppled backwards. His feet were in the kitchen, but his ruined skull leaked brains into the yard.

      Hutchins, slumped and bloody in his wheelchair, moaned as he looked down at Bev’s unmoving form. A moment later, he groaned in agony from the wound that was killing him. With his life leaking away from the hole in his gut, Hutchins looked up at May Ling.

      “Hide, honey, hide.”
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        * * *

      

      While the gunfight had been happening in the kitchen, Garcia had been bashing in the front door. It had proven a tougher job than the door in the kitchen. He didn’t gain entrance until Hutchins had killed his man.

      Once inside, Garcia gestured for his remaining two men to go up the staircase and locate May Ling. As they did so, he called out to the man who had entered through the rear.

      Having received no answer, Garcia crept toward the kitchen with a shotgun leading the way. When he peeked around the corner, he saw Bev lying dead on the floor and Hutchins in his wheelchair. Beneath the chair, a puddle of blood was forming.

      Hutchins moved, and Garcia ducked back. When Hutchins fired, he barely had enough strength to pull the trigger; the round went six feet wide of Garcia’s position. The bullet entered the oven’s glass door, shattering it.

      Garcia peered around the corner again. Hutchins’ head was limp and resting against the back of the wheelchair, while the gun was hanging loose from his trigger finger.

      Garcia rushed into the room with the shotgun poised to fire. One look into Hutchins’ eyes and he knew it wouldn’t be necessary. Roy Hutchins was dead.

      May Ling erupted from the tiny pantry and smashed a jar of pickles into the back of Garcia’s head. The jar shattered, leaving splinters of glass in Garcia scalp and a laceration across May Ling’s right palm. Garcia groaned and staggered, but he held on to the shotgun.

      From elsewhere in the house came the sound of footsteps as the other two men pounded down the stairs. Garcia shook his head to clear it and reached out with his free hand to take hold of May Ling’s blouse. May Ling grabbed a carving knife from a set on the counter, spun in Garcia’s grip, and plunged the blade into his chest.

      A flicker of shock and pain registered on Garcia’s face before it returned to its usual granite countenance. May Ling gripped the shotgun, intending to wrench it from Garcia’s hands, but the man held it tightly despite his knife wound.

      When she heard the other two men headed down the hallway, May Ling released the weapon and bolted out the open back door. Garcia forgot all about wanting to take May Ling captive and fired a shot after her. The buckshot splintered the door frame and sent plaster dust into the air.

      When his men entered the kitchen, their eyes expanded at the sight of the blade embedded in their boss’s chest. Blood flowed down Garcia’s shirt and dribbled onto his shoes.

      He yanked the blade free as he leaned back against the counter. There was a small sucking sound as the knife came free. When he looked back at his men, Garcia issued new orders while pointing the bloody blade at the rear door.

      “I want that bitch dead.”

      The Mexican thugs rushed outside while stepping over the bodies of Bev and their dead colleague. They were determined to kill an unarmed woman.
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        * * *

      

      Outside the house, Cody was driving along the street while wondering why so many of Hutchins’ neighbors were coming outside to look around.

      Those neighbors had heard the gunshots that Cody and Romeo had been too far away to have noticed.

      “Stop the car!” Romeo shouted, and Cody slammed on the brakes.

      When he looked to where Romeo was pointing, through a narrow gap between two houses, Cody saw May Ling sprinting across the meadow behind Hutchins’ house. On her trail were two men with guns, and they were gaining on her.

      Cody shoved the car’s shifter into park and leapt from the vehicle, as the first rays of sunlight cleared the trees.

      “No! No!” Cody shouted as he jolted into a run. Romeo was beside him and they were both far behind the trio they followed. Cody pumped his legs with all he had, and his recently injured ankle protested. He ignored the pain and focused on the men in front of him. They were closing in on May Ling, and one of them took a shot at her.

      May Ling’s stride didn’t falter. Cody felt relieved as he realized the round must have missed her. Still, the men were growing closer to May Ling and the sparse trees she was running toward offered little shelter. That said, the pines still held shadows the rising sun had yet to devour.

      Cody willed himself to run faster. It was no use, as he was already moving as quickly as he could. Stopping to fire at the men chasing May Ling would be useless, as they were out of range of the weapons he and Romeo carried. He was also aware that if his round missed it might strike May Ling instead.

      Up ahead, May Ling had reached the trees and headed to the right before disappearing from view. Her pursuers were less than thirty feet behind her. As the men followed May Ling’s path into the trees, they raised their weapons to take aim at her back.

      Cody lost sight of them an instant later. Above the pounding of his feet and the whoosh of wind in his ears he heard the distinct sound of six shots. Unbidden tears blurred his vision only to be borne away by the wind. The silence after the echo of the shots was the worst thing Cody had ever heard.

      There was only one reason for that silence to exist. The men had killed their target and no longer needed to fire their weapons.

      Once Cody and Romeo reached the tree line, they were forced to slow to maneuver among the ground cover and the trees. Romeo saw the body first, then, the one sprawled beside it.

      Garcia’s men were dead and lying face down atop the ground. Beyond them, May Ling was safe and cradled amid the protective embrace of the man who had saved her.

      Cody and Romeo rushed over to them and May Ling transferred herself into Cody’s arms. He held her tightly and kissed her.

      “Are you all right?”

      “Yes,” May Ling said in a breathless voice, although Cody felt her trembling.

      Cody looked over at the man who had saved her.

      “Thank you, Spenser, oh God, thank you.”

      “I saw her being chased as I was driving off the exit ramp. I was just able to intercept them in time.”

      After speaking, Spenser looked over at Romeo with a face expressing the compassion and sympathy he felt.

      “I’m so sorry for your loss, son.”

      When Spenser opened his arms, Romeo went over and fell into them, as more tears of grief poured forth from Romeo’s wounded soul.
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      CAMAS, WASHINGTON, FEBRUARY 2004

      

      Jorge Garcia was a mess. Blood flowed down his front from the stab wound. Still more blood trickled down his back from the slivers of glass jutting out from his neck.

      After his two remaining men went off to kill May Ling, Garcia had ripped open his shirt to assess his knife wound. It was a deep laceration, but it appeared the blade hadn’t struck anything vital, such as a lung or an artery. Still, it was bleeding freely.

      Garcia grabbed a handful of paper towels and pressed them to his chest, to absorb the blood. There was a first-aid kit in his bag back at his motel, but that was a long drive away. As he stood there waiting for his men to return, Garcia kept an ear out for the sound of sirens. Surely neighbors had heard the gunfire and were calling the police.

      Garcia looked down at the dead woman on the floor and the man in the wheelchair and wondered who they were. The thought that men such as Zane and Slade could have friends seemed odd to him.

      When he finally became aware of the odor, he realized that he had been smelling the unpleasant scent for some time. It was mingled with the scent of food. Gas, Garcia was smelling natural gas.

      Looking at the stove, Garcia saw bacon frying. Burning was actually a better term, since the strips of meat were blackening. Then, he remembered that the man in the wheelchair had fired a shot that went into the oven. The round must have loosened a gas connection.

      The level of gas in the kitchen was beginning to make his eyes water, and that was with the rear door sitting open. Garcia took a step toward the door to look for his men and saw a sight through the window that froze him.

      Men matching the description he had of Zane and Slade were walking out of the trees and into the meadow. With them was the girl who had stabbed him along with a bearded man. Garcia gave a slight shake of his head. His last two men were dead, and he had failed again. Although wounded, at least he was still alive. He intended to stay that way.

      Garcia was turning from the window to head to his car when an idea struck him. Why not use the gas leak as a weapon? Garcia shut the back door, after having to kick the feet of his dead street soldier out of the way. Afterward, he opened the door on the oven.

      With the door sitting agape he could hear the hiss of the gas escaping through a damaged connector. As he walked out of the front of the home, Garcia spied several people standing in their doorways. When one of them took a phone out of his pocket to film him or take his picture, Garcia raised up his shotgun. The man fumbled his phone, gripped his wife’s hand, and rushed back into his home. When he looked for the others who had been gawking at him, Garcia saw that they had sought shelter as well.

      After closing the damaged front door on Hutchins’ home as best as he could, Garcia got back in his car, which was double-parked. He then drove off toward the nearby highway. If fate were kind, his luck would change, and Zane and the others would be blown to bits as they entered the house.

      Garcia left the scene as blood continued to run down his chest.
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        * * *

      

      Spenser had checked the bodies of the men he’d killed and found a key card from a motel outside Robbin’s Cove. The men were also carrying driver’s licenses from Texas.

      With those clues to work on, Cody and Romeo planned to drive back to California to check out the motel. While they were doing that, Spenser was going with May Ling to the home where Romeo had stowed his boat in a private boathouse.

      The home was located in a small bay with nine others. It wasn’t a part of the deal they had made, but since the owner wasn’t currently living there it seemed prudent to make use of it. The house was just a short drive north of Robbin’s Cove and would be a good base while they hunted down Ryker and his people.

      May Ling had given Cody and Romeo the tragic news of Bev’s and Hutchins’ deaths while saying that Hutchins died to protect her.

      Cody assumed that May Ling’s attackers were connected to the same men who had tried to kill them at the jobsite. He had no idea why the man who hired them wanted him and Romeo dead. He did believe that it was connected to Vince Ryker.

      The man he’d questioned after the house collapse had said his boss’s name was Jorge Garcia. May Ling’s description of her attacker matched the one Cody had for the Mexican. He and Romeo planned to rush back to California in the hope of finding Garcia at the motel that matched the key card they found.

      Remembering Hutchins’ gawking neighbors, Cody knew that the police would arrive at any moment. He told May Ling that the things she’d left inside Hutchins’ home would have to stay there.

      “My suitcase is in there, but I have my phone,” May Ling said.

      “We’ll stop somewhere on the way to the house, so you can shop, okay?” Spenser told her.

      “Yes, and thank you again for saving me.”

      “Thank God I arrived when I did.”

      Cody gave Spenser the address of the home and kissed May Ling goodbye.

      “We’ll meet up later, but we need to check out that mo—”

      The roar of the gas explosion was tremendous and sent debris flying in all directions. What was left of the roof of Hutchins’ home collapsed inward as fire spread throughout the structure.

      “What the hell?” Romeo said. “Was that rigged up by Garcia?”

      Cody nodded. “He probably hoped we’d go back to the house.”

      “You boys be careful checking out that motel,” Spenser told them. “And call me afterward.”
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        * * *

      

      Cody and Romeo had taken the long drive between Camas, Oregon, and Robbin’s Cove, California often over the past several days. It was beginning to seem like a shorter trip than it was. Although they drove above the speed limit, they didn’t push their luck.

      They were wanted for questioning in the deaths of dozens of men and several arson fires. Getting pulled over for a speeding ticket would be monumentally stupid.

      Spenser’s truck stayed with them for most of the trip but then turned off on the exit where the house was located. Little was said between Cody and Romeo during the drive, except to exchange thoughts of sadness over the loss of Bev and Hutchins.

      “Roy told me that he would protect May Ling with his life, and he did,” Cody said. “I only wish we could kill Ryker more than once.”

      “If I get the chance, I’ll make him suffer,” Romeo said, “and Vivian too. That bitch killed Emma. I can’t wait to get my hands on her.”
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        * * *

      

      Garcia made it to his motel room and rushed into the bathroom to urinate. He had been holding it in for hours. After taking care of that, he looked at himself in the mirror. He was shocked at his appearance. His shirt was ripped and bloody, while the wad of paper towels he’d pressed against the wound was brown from dried blood.

      He had picked the glass shards from the back of his neck as he drove. More stiff dried blood was caked there.

      He knew that Cody and Romeo could have possession of one of his men’s room key cards and be headed his way. He still took the time to see to his wound. The paper towels were stuck to his chest, sealed there by clotted blood. As soon as he ripped the towels away, the wound began bleeding freely again.

      Garcia grabbed a fresh white wash cloth and pressed it to the wound. After donning a new shirt, he took his suitcase from the closet and emptied the dresser drawers into it. He glanced around the room to check that he had left nothing behind, then Garcia was back at his car. Blood was seeping through the wash cloth and staining his shirt, but it was a burgundy color and the stain wasn’t very noticeable.

      Garcia left by the motel exit. Four seconds later, Cody drove into the parking lot and went looking for him.
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        * * *

      

      Ryker turned red with anger when he learned of Garcia’s raid on Roy Hutchins’ house. He then wondered how the man could have possibly discovered the location. That was when he recalled Garcia’s love of gadgets.

      Leaving One-Man Island by using the small boat he’d rented, Ryker returned to his truck, which was parked at the marina. The search took less than a minute. As Ryker held up the transponder and listening device Garcia had planted in his truck, his hand shook from the rage he was feeling.

      Among other things, Garcia had ruined Ryker’s plans to attack Spenser in Oregon. Garcia’s audacity at bugging the truck was unforgivable. The man had to be taught a lesson.
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        * * *

      

      “That’s a tracker, isn’t it?” Romeo said.

      “Yeah,” Cody said. “And see that tiny speaker? It can pick up voices too.”

      In his haste to flee his motel room, Garcia had left behind the tracker and receiver he used to listen in on Ryker’s call. Cody had found it and a notebook in the drawer on the bedside table. The black device had a small screen at its center. It lit up with a crude green map whenever one of its corresponding transponders was near enough to be detected. Beneath the speaker was a knob for adjusting the volume.

      “It looks like it has a range of four miles. I wonder if this is how he found May Ling?” Cody said.

      “No way. Garcia was nowhere near the car we’re using now, and we checked it for trackers and bugs when we got it.”

      “Yeah,” Cody said. After flipping open the notebook, he read the words scribbled down in Spanish. “This was to track Ryker. Garcia placed a bug on his vehicle. There’s also something here about an island, but it doesn’t say which one.”

      “There are a few tourists’ islands around here. Maybe Ryker is staying on one.”

      Cody looked out the window of the motel room and saw that it had grown darker since they entered the room. Being winter, the days were short. Sleep had been a series of naps over the last few days and food something they’d grabbed on the run. They were both weary, Romeo more so, as his grief over Emma’s death wore on him.

      “Let’s go to the house and grab a meal and a good night’s sleep, then tomorrow we can use the boat to search for Ryker on one of the islands.”

      Romeo agreed, and he took the wheel as they drove away from the motel. As they neared the exit off the highway where the bay house was located, Cody spoke his fear out loud.

      “May Ling will leave me soon, and I can’t blame her one damn bit. Because of me she’s nearly been killed twice.”

      “What do you plan to do?”

      “Nothing, as much as I love her, I’ll let her go. She might be safer away from me.”

      “I only wish Emma had left me. It would have been better for her if we’d never gotten together again.”

      Cody turned in his seat. “You saved Emma’s life in England. Don’t ever forget that. If not for you, she would have died months ago. And Romeo, they were the best months of her life, and she loved you.”

      “I thought I missed her when she left me in Indonesia, but oh man, this is ten times worse. I can no longer hope that I’ll see Emma again someday. It also hurts to think that her parents might believe I’m the one who harmed her, and I can’t even attend her funeral.”

      Cody gripped Romeo’s shoulder and gave it a squeeze while remaining silent. There were no words that could assuage Romeo’s grief, and only time would lessen its sting.
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      ROBBIN’S COVE, CALIFORNIA, FEBRUARY 2004

      

      The following morning, Ryker’s phone rang. He was in Robbin’s Cove and having a late breakfast with Vivian at the local diner. Ryker recognized the number as belonging to Garcia. After taking a deep breath to calm himself, he answered the call.

      “There’s been… trouble. I need medical attention,” Garcia said. “Do you know a place that won’t ask questions?”

      “I can do you better than that. Vivian has medical skills.”

      “Really? Can she stitch up a deep cut on my chest? I’ve tried bandaging it, but it keeps bleeding.”

      “Yeah, Garcia, Vivian can handle that with no problem. Tell me where you are, and I’ll send her to you.”

      Garcia gave him the location of his new accommodations. As Ryker wrote it down on a napkin, he smiled at Vivian. After ending the call, Ryker slid the napkin over to her.

      “Garcia has a lone stab wound that needs company; see that it makes new friends.”

      Vivian laughed. “He has out-lived his usefulness. I’ll also find out if he has any of the money left that you paid him.”

      “If you find any, keep it. We’ll call it a bonus.”

      “Once I’ve taken care of Garcia, what then?”

      “Come back to the island. Today is the day.”

      Vivian sat up straighter and grinned wide.

      “How are you going to do it?”

      “First Zane, then Slade, and finally, Hawke.”

      Vivian slid out of the booth. “I’ll deal with Garcia quickly,” she said. When she looked at the address written on the napkin, she pouted. “Damn it, he’s on that resort north of here, Cork Island. That means I’ll have to take the ferry. I’m surprised that resort isn’t closed down for the winter.”

      “Most of it probably is, but I bet people still fish there. Garcia said that bungalow he’s in is the last one at the end of the beach. This time of year, there won’t be many people around.”

      “And one less when I’m done there,” Vivian said. After grabbing her helmet off the seat, she went off to kill Garcia.
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        * * *

      

      Miles away, Cody looked out at the water from a second-floor window. He was at the house where they had hidden Romeo’s boat.

      The home sat on the water in a small inlet and was one of ten homes used mainly for summer entertaining by their wealthy owners. So far, Cody could tell that only two of the other houses were occupied. Upon arrival, Spenser had made short work of disabling the home’s alarm system and had also stocked it with enough food for days.

      After Cody and Romeo arrived, Spenser went to work in the boathouse. He skillfully altered the registration numbers on Romeo’s boat so that it wouldn’t reveal who actually owned it. Painfully, for Romeo, the boat’s name had to be changed as well.

      Romeo had christened the boat Lady Emma. Seeing her name come off the vessel made Emma’s death somehow more real.

      Spenser told Cody that he should stay with May Ling while he and Romeo searched for Ryker. Cody hated to sit on the sidelines, but there was no way he would leave May Ling alone until the danger had passed.

      Romeo had taken his boat to check out the resort islands in the area, while Spenser drove his truck, to search more motels and hotels for Ryker. Spenser would also rent a boat and keep it on standby in case he was needed to assist Romeo on one of the islands.
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        * * *

      

      Cody thought May Ling might be distant after her recent brush with death. She surprised him by joining him in the shower that morning, and later taking him back to bed to make love.

      After the lovemaking, May Ling had grown quiet, and she barely uttered a word as the four of them ate breakfast together. However, once Spenser and Romeo had left the house, May Ling approached Cody and led him to sit with her on the bed.

      The modern home had four bedrooms. Cody and May Ling had been given the master suite which had its own bathroom complete with sauna.

      While still holding his hand, May Ling spoke.

      “I know you said no to the idea before, but I want us to leave here together.”

      “And you know I can’t do that.”

      “Not can’t, won’t, but I want you to reconsider before it’s too late.”

      “Too late for what?”

      May Ling wiped at sudden tears. “I’m so afraid that you’ll be killed, Xavier. If we stay here, if this keeps going on… leave here with me, please?”

      Cody hugged her. “I can’t leave here and let Spenser and Romeo handle Ryker alone… but you can leave.”

      May Ling broke free of his embrace and looked at him.

      “What are you saying?”

      “There’s no reason you can’t get far from here and take yourself out of harm’s way. I should have suggested it when Emma was killed… I guess I was being selfish.”

      “You mean just leave you to go off and hide somewhere?”

      “It would keep you safe and I don’t want anything to happen to you. I… I can’t lose another loved one, May Ling. Even losing Emma hurt me more than I let on. She was Romeo’s girl, but she was my friend and I failed to protect her. My whole life has been about becoming good enough to shield the people I love from any threat, and, and yet Emma is dead… I failed her.”

      “But you don’t have to go through life fearing that you’ll lose me, Xavier. We can leave right now and start over; don’t you see that?”

      “I know it seems possible to you, but I’m not built that way. We will start over somewhere, but first Ryker has to be put down. The man is too dangerous to let live.”

      May Ling’s tears increased.

      “It’s not fair. We were so happy, so good together, and oh how I love you so much.”

      Cody placed an arm around her and pulled her close again.

      “I love you too, and we’ll get through this, you’ll see.”

      Cody’s words seemed to make May Ling cry harder, and she sobbed within his arms.
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        * * *

      

      Vivian took a ferry to the island Garcia was staying on. As the ferry barge made the trip, Vivian had sat straddled atop her motorcycle. She was wearing black jeans and boots, accompanied by a midnight leather jacket that had a sheepskin lining. Beneath the jacket was a white blouse.

      Cork Island had a resort that hosted parties during the summer months. With the water temperature hovering in the fifties, the beaches were quiet.

      Vivian’s motorcycle was the first vehicle to depart the ferry. After taking a wrong turn, she found her way to Garcia’s bungalow by riding along the narrow strip of asphalt that ran parallel to the beach. That path allowed her to be seen by fewer people.

      The slender lane was prohibited to normal traffic and meant for the golf carts used by the beach patrol. Vivian saw two people walking a dog and a lone man strolling along the shore. The sky was a gray mass of clouds and the weather cool.

      Garcia’s bungalow was a squat one room building that had a tiny kitchen and an even smaller bathroom. However, it boasted a queen-size bed and a console TV. To make things look good, Vivian had stopped at a drugstore and grabbed a bagful of medical supplies.

      Garcia greeted her with his usual passive expression, although he was happy to see her. His efforts at stopping his wound from bleeding had been haphazard at best; he had awoken to a bloody T-shirt. On the back of his neck was a wide bandage where glass from the pickle jar had cut him.

      Vivian took off her jacket, then smiled and asked to use Garcia’s bathroom, so she could wash her hands.

      When she came out, she was wearing a pair of latex gloves and had donned one of those cheap plastic raincoats that come folded up in a small package. The thing was a bright iridescent blue and made a crinkling sound at her slightest movement.

      Garcia pointed at her. “Why are you wearing that?”

      “I have a date after this and I don’t want to get blood on my new blouse.”

      “A date? You must realize that Zane and Slade are out looking for you.”

      Vivian smiled as she reached into the bag of supplies.

      “I don’t fear them. Now here, hold this while I examine that wound.”

      Garcia took the object Vivian had handed him, then realized it was the tracking device he had placed in Ryker’s truck.

      When the knife slipped between his ribs Garcia thought Vivian had punched him. The truth became obvious when she withdrew the blade and he saw that it was coated with blood.

      Vivian managed to stab him once more before he shoved her away. Garcia, weakened from the blood he had already lost, was slow in his movements. His gun was laying atop the dresser. Vivian beat him to it, then buried the blade in his stomach.

      “You fucked with the wrong man, Garcia. Planting that bug was stupid.”

      Garcia backed away from her while taking a swing. Vivian blocked the feeble blow with her arm and slashed the knife across Garcia’s face. The blade opened up his right cheek and sliced open a nostril. Garcia turned to run into the bathroom, bumped into a corner of the bed, and went down. Vivian pounced on him and stabbed him repeatedly in the back as he tried to crawl away. For once, the expression on Garcia’s face was easy to read. He was terrified.
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      NORTHERN CALIFORNIA, FEBRUARY 2004

      

      At the bay home they were using as a base, May Ling muted the TV and eased herself off the sofa. Cody had fallen asleep while sitting beside her and watching a movie.

      May Ling stared down at Cody for over a minute before she went into the bedroom. When she came out again, she had a travel bag in one hand and a note in the other.

      The note explained to Cody that she was going away so that he wouldn’t have to worry about her. May Ling wrote that she would contact him the next day and not to worry about her or try to find her.

      As May Ling exited the home quietly through the door leading to the attached garage, there were tears in her eyes.

      The homes along the street had been constructed in such a fashion so that their ground floors sat higher than street level. That precaution was taken to prevent flooding when the waters of the inlet rose during a storm. Consequently, the driveway slanted downhill toward the street.

      May Ling put their vehicle in neutral and let it coast down and away from the house before starting the engine. She had to fight the urge to turn back as she drove away wiping at tears.
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        * * *

      

      While out searching for Ryker in resort island bars, Romeo heard the tracker activate. After using the device to home in on the location of the transponder, Romeo spotted Vivian climbing on her motorcycle. She was parked beside a bungalow. After shoving her helmet on her head, Vivian started her engine.

      Romeo had wheels, but they were unfit to give chase. After docking his boat, he had rented one of the scooters tourists used to get around on the island. He did so by using a phony I.D. Spenser had supplied him with. As much as he ached to attack Vivian and make her pay for killing Emma, he was willing to let her go. Bigger game was on his mind. Romeo was wondering if Vince Ryker was inside the bungalow Vivian had just left.

      Vivian took off without noticing him. Romeo had expected her to leave by driving up to the street that ran behind the line of bungalows. Instead, Vivian rode her motorcycle across a cobblestone path and onto the strip of asphalt that bordered the beach.

      Romeo left his scooter at the curb and approached the bungalow with his gun hanging loosely at his side. The only rear window in the bungalow was small and set high. Romeo guessed it was in the bathroom and he could see that a thick curtain was pulled across it.

      As he moved around toward the front, he passed a Lincoln Town Car with Texas plates. He recalled that the men Spenser killed outside Hutchins’ house had carried Texas driver’s licenses.

      Garcia, Romeo thought, and the disappointment of Ryker’s likely absence made his shoulders droop. Once he was at the front of the bungalow, he had to conceal his weapon and wait for several seconds, as a couple on the beach went by. They were young, and the woman bore a casual resemblance to Emma.

      Romeo ached for Emma. It was a longing that would go unsatisfied for the rest of his life. Once the couple passed without glancing his way, Romeo peered around the corner and into a window of the cottage.

      Garcia lay on the floor near the entrance to the bathroom. His head was turned to one side, displaying the gash on his face and a single unseeing eye. Garcia was shirtless and bloody from the numerous knife wounds across his back. The weapon that had killed him was beside him, covered in blood. The scene brought to mind Emma’s murder.

      Romeo gazed off in the direction Vivian had taken as hatred burned inside him.
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        * * *

      

      Bart Rodgers grinned as he watched May Ling walk toward his boat. He kept looking past her to make certain she was alone. He had heard that her boyfriend and his buddy were wanted for questioning having to do with a bunch of murders and arsons. If he caught sight of them, he’d call the police.

      “Hello there,” Bart said, as May Ling grew closer. “I never thought I’d see you again.”

      “I need help,” May Ling said. “Will you help me?”

      Bart stared at her legs as he answered. “You got smart and left that boyfriend of yours?”

      May Ling nodded. “I need to get away, and I can’t use my I.D. to rent a car.”

      “The cops are looking for you, do you know that?”

      “I didn’t do anything.”

      Bart smiled. “I believe you.”

      “Can you give me a ride on your boat?”

      “Come aboard, May Ling. I’ll take you out of here.”

      May Ling climbed onto the boat, then reached out and touched Bart on his arm.

      “Thank you.”

      That single touch birthed wild fantasies in Bart’s lustful mind. He couldn’t wait to be alone out at sea with May Ling.
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        * * *

      

      Vivian moved along the utility road while lost in thoughts of what was to come. After months of planning, scheming, and patience, Xavier, Romeo, and Spenser Hawke would finally die. A smile came to her lips as she thought of Xavier being dead. Vivian had never liked him. It was his eyes, those unique eyes that seemed to stare into you and pierce your soul.

      She had never met Spenser Hawke, but she couldn’t imagine that he was more formidable than Xavier. If the truth be told, Vivian feared Xavier; she was glad that she wouldn’t have to go up against him.

      She was approaching the last mile of the road, where it rose up and joined the street above it. That was near the end of the beach where a fifteen-foot high rock wall had been erected to separate the shoreline.

      Beyond that wall were multi-million-dollar homes and private beaches.

      As Vivian became lost in thought about what the day ahead would bring, she was startled from her thoughts by a loud sound behind her. By the time she recognized the growing rumble as the approach of an engine, it was too late.
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        * * *

      

      Romeo, behind the wheel of Garcia’s Lincoln, slammed into the rear of Vivian’s motorcycle while going over sixty miles an hour.

      The impact of Romeo’s attack sent Vivian and her bike into the air. She left the narrow utility road and landed hard atop the sand near the base of the wall. The force of the crash left her dazed, and Vivian was disoriented. When her motorcycle landed on her right leg it fractured her femur and broke her tibia bone. Vivian tore off her helmet and moaned from the pain in her neck. Getting hit from behind had injured the tendons there. Her leg would cause far greater pain, but she had yet to feel it and was numb and dismayed.

      Things became very clear to her when she looked to her right and saw Romeo coming down off the roadway at a run.

      Vivian shouted, “No!” while reaching into her jacket for the small gun she had. Vivian brought out the weapon then screamed in distress as Romeo slapped it out of her hand.

      Romeo had a gun, but he wasn’t holding it. Instead, he was wielding the knife Vivian had used on Garcia. A knife similar to the one used on Emma.

      Romeo kicked her in the face. “Emma trusted you, loved you as a friend, and you killed her!”

      Vivian swallowed bits of her own front teeth as her lips split open and sent blood down her throat. After gagging, Vivian held up her hands in an effort to fend off the knife. She mumbled pleas to Romeo from her wounded mouth while professing her innocence.

      “Don’t! Don’t do it. I didn’t kill her! I didn’t kill Emma.”

      “You lying bitch,” Romeo said, as he kicked her again.

      Stunned into silence and fighting to remain conscious, Vivian’s hands dropped to the sand. Her eyes regained focus just in time to see Romeo raise the knife high.

      “This is for Emma.”

      The knife came down and entered Vivian’s chest, puncturing a lung. A dozen knife wounds later, and Romeo paused to look at his handiwork. Vivian was gasping for a breath that would never come as her lungs were ruined and her heart had been nicked by the knife.

      “Go to hell, Vivian!”

      Romeo buried the blade in her forehead.
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        * * *

      

      Bart Rodgers looked around warily while out at sea and saw no other boats in sight. He left the wheel to let the boat drift, then went below to the cabin, where May Ling was sitting in the vessel’s small galley. A shelf above the table held a few of Bart’s bodybuilding trophies. Bart had offered May Ling a drink, but she’d declined it.

      “Are we almost there?” May Ling asked.

      Bart only stared at her while licking his lips.

      May Ling was seated in a small booth. Bart slid in beside her, trapping her, and placed his arm around her shoulders.

      “Why don’t you and I have some fun, hmm?”

      May Ling struggled to get away as Bart laughed. She was on his boat, out at sea, and nobody knew she was there. And with her legal difficulties, she couldn’t go to the cops. Christmas had come early.
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        * * *

      

      The attack on Vivian and its emotional toll left Romeo weak. He was down on his knees and breathing through his mouth when a male voice came from the other side of the rock wall.

      “What’s happening over there? I heard a woman screaming. Miss? Ma’am? Are you all right? Hello?”

      Romeo looked around. Farther along the beach people were pointing toward him. A look down at himself revealed that he was splattered in blood from his murder of Vivian.

      He rushed into the surf while unzipping the jacket he wore, then used the chilled seawater to wash the blood from his face, hands, and hair. He left his bloody jacket floating upon the waves and went back toward Garcia’s car. As he passed Vivian, he looked at her dead body, then bent down and went through the saddlebags on her motorcycle.

      Vivian’s purse was in there. A quick peek inside revealed the usual accoutrements of a young woman. There was also a thick envelope that contained cash. It was money Vivian had found in Garcia’s room after killing him.

      Romeo took the purse. The Lincoln Town Car had a puddle of coolant beneath it. The crash had damaged the front end and ruptured the radiator. Prior to taking the vehicle, Romeo had loaded his scooter into the car’s cavernous trunk. His training with Spenser had him conditioned to think ahead and plan for contingencies. The scooter’s engine protested, but then caught on the third try.

      Romeo headed for his boat. Once aboard he would go through Vivian’s purse and look for anything that might lead him to Ryker’s location.
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, On One-Man Island, Ryker watched as an unfamiliar boat docked. He went out to investigate while carrying a rifle. As he grew closer, he recognized the boat’s pilot and waved in greeting.

      A mechanical whirling sound came as the anchor was dropped into the water, then an extendable gangplank was lowered onto the dock. Ryker hobbled up the ramp and onto the boat. When he peered down into the combination cabin and galley, he saw a body lying down there, the body of a man.

      The dead man was Bart Rodgers. The right side of his head was bloody; he’d been struck several times with one of his heavy trophies.

      Ryker grinned at the boat’s pilot. “I’m glad to see you’ve made it, but you’re running late.”

      May Ling left the wheel and approached Ryker.

      “Hello, Father.”
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      “What the hell do you mean he’s still alive?” Ryker asked his daughter and protégée.

      May Ling looked up at him with pleading eyes.

      “Xavier doesn’t have to die, he doesn’t. I know I can bring him around to my side.”

      “You’re crazy if you believe that, and what if he followed you here?”

      “He can’t. I drugged his coffee. He’ll be out for hours.”

      “You were supposed to poison him.”

      “I couldn’t do it. I’ll kill anyone else you ask me to, I even killed Emma, but I can’t hurt Xavier.”

      “If you can’t kill him then I’ll have Vivian do it,” Ryker said.

      May Ling made a face of disgust at the mention of Vivian. She had never liked the woman her father had hired to help them. Ryker first met Vivian when May Ling’s half-brother Damon was dating Vivian’s younger sister in Australia.

      Vivian was a mercenary. Ryker had contacted her months earlier and brought her into his plans for revenge.

      It was Vivian who had tracked Cody and Romeo down and located them in England. Then Ryker had sent her and May Ling in to befriend the boys and gain their trust. Vivian was the one whom he had wanted to get close to Cody, while May Ling was to hang back and observe.

      Vivian was on her way to attend Eddie Quinton’s party in London, but she became stuck underground in a subway car after an accident delayed her arrival. May Ling was at that party, and when she and Cody locked eyes, it was love at first sight.

      Ryker was furious when he learned of the relationship, and yet, it did place them at an advantage. May Ling could report back the boys’ movements and let him know when Spenser Hawke appeared. May Ling’s stated dislike for Vivian, although genuine, was also part of the plan. If it was believed that they held animosity toward each other, it would take suspicion off May Ling once Vivian showed her true colors.

      May Ling’s feelings for Cody had her torn. On the day of Begley’s planned attack at the jobsite, May Ling had traveled there to try to get Cody to leave early. Vivian had discovered her attempt and gone there to stop her.

      After Vivian reported that behavior to Ryker, he obtained a poison that was a derivative of Tetrodotoxin. The neurotoxin would kill quickly and had been combined with a powerful sedative.

      When Vivian delivered the poison to May Ling, she included a message from her father.

      “Vince says this will kill your boyfriend painlessly, and there’s to be no more attempts to warn him.”

      Still, when Jack Begley and his men were ambushed in Oregon, May Ling had known about the trap Cody set with Emma’s help. She hadn’t said anything to her father. If she had warned Ryker, Cody may have died. Afterward, she lied to Ryker and told him that she had been kept in the dark about the scheme.

      As a test of her loyalty, Ryker had later handed her a knife and told her to kill Emma. May Ling had done so reluctantly while also performing the act without reservation. Although she liked Emma well enough, she had always had little regard for anyone other than her family. That had changed when she’d met Cody.

      “Father, I’m begging you to let me have a chance to save Xavier. I… I … love him, and he loves me too.”

      “Love? I could understand you using him for your pleasure, as disgusted as that makes me feel, but love? You can’t be serious.”

      “It just happened, and Xavier loves me, he does.”

      Ryker was shaking his head vehemently.

      “Love you or not he’ll never trust you again after we kill his friends. If given a chance, he’d kill you. He’ll kill you for helping me and betraying him. May Ling, that boy is no joke.”

      May Ling hung her head and leaned against the boat’s railing. She knew her father was speaking the truth, but they were words she did not want to hear.

      Ryker’s expression softened. He opened his arms and May Ling went to him and hugged him.

      “It will be tough for you, baby, I understand that, but Zane has to die; I know it and you know it too.”

      As her eyes grew moist, May Ling nodded against her father’s chest.
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        * * *

      

      Romeo was on the water again after fleeing Cork Island on his boat. He had gone through Vivian’s purse. Along with the money he’d found, he also held a rental agreement for the house and grounds of One-Man Island.

      Thinking it was possible that Ryker was there, Romeo charted a course for the small island. The smart thing would have been to grab Vivian and make her talk. Hatred had overcome good sense and Romeo had killed Vivian instead.

      He hoped that giving in to his desire for revenge wouldn’t spawn regret. It wouldn’t, not if Ryker were on One-Man Island.

      Romeo used a satellite phone to make contact with Spenser, who was in his truck and checking motels along the highway.

      “Any luck?” Spenser asked. “I’ve had none.”

      “I found Vivian,” Romeo said in a flat voice.

      There was silence between them for long moments, then Spenser spoke.

      “I guess I’ll never get to meet her.”

      “Damn straight,” Romeo said, “and I have a line on Ryker too. He might be on a strip of land called One-Man Island, I’ll give you the coordinates, but wait for me when you get there.”

      Spenser copied the information down, then gave Romeo some alarming news.

      “Cody isn’t answering his phone. I can’t reach May Ling either. That worries me.”

      “Shit, but there’s no way Ryker could have found them.”

      “That’s what we thought about Roy Hutchins’ place.”

      “Maybe there’s something wrong with their phone reception.”

      “Let’s hope so, but I’m going back to the house to check on him and May Ling.”

      “All right, and call me when you get there.”
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        * * *

      

      Ryker and May Ling carried Bart’s body up from the cabin and laid him out on the deck.

      “What was Zane wearing when you left him?”

      “Why do you ask?”

      “I have an idea.”

      “Xavier was wearing jeans and a black T-shirt.”

      Ryker looked pleased as he pointed down at Bart. “He’s got on jeans and a dark-blue shirt; that’s close enough.”

      “Close enough for what?”

      “We’re going to bait a hook.”
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        * * *

      

      A few minutes later, May Ling helped her father dump Bart’s body off the end of the pier.

      “If the fish don’t get him the currents will,” Ryker said.

      May Ling climbed into the speed boat Ryker had been using and started the engine.

      “Send that message, then get back here,” Ryker told her, “and be careful that no one spots you.”

      “I just need to get within range of a cell tower. I shouldn’t be long.”

      Ryker smiled at her. “We’re close, baby. We’re so close to getting revenge for Damon and eliminating these Tanner wannabes.”

      “Yes,” May Ling said.

      Ryker lost his smile as he saw the pain in her eyes.

      “Why the hell did you fall in love with that boy?”

      “It just happened.”

      “He has to die, just like Slade and Hawke. They all have to die, or we’ll never be safe.”

      “I understand,” May Ling said.

      “Go, and be quick.”

      “I’ll be right back.”

      Ryker watched his daughter speed away toward the mainland in the distance.

      She’ll kill him. When it comes down to it, she’ll kill Zane, love or not. That girl is just like me.

      As May Ling hurried toward shore while disappearing from view, Ryker wondered what was keeping Vivian.
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      Spenser was only a few short miles away from the bayside house where Cody was sleeping in a drug-induced stupor. When Spenser’s phone received a text, the message contained only two words.

      ONE DOWN.

      It had been sent from May Ling’s phone, to be followed by a photo. After pulling to the curb, Spenser opened the attachment, then groaned.

      The photo was taken by Ryker in selfie fashion. It showed a frightened and weeping May Ling down on her knees. She was at Ryker’s feet with a gun pressed to her head. In the background was a body lying on the deck of a boat. The body had dark hair.

      Emotions swirled in Spenser’s mind as he tried to cope with the thought that Cody could be dead.

      Another text came in. It gave the location of One-Man Island and issued an ultimatum.

      IF I DON’T SEE YOU HERE SOON, HAWKE, SHE’S DEAD.

      Spenser gripped his cell phone with enough force that a crack appeared along its case. Picking the satellite phone up from the seat beside him, he called Romeo.
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        * * *

      

      Spenser told Romeo about the photo and the danger that May Ling was in. Romeo had gone numb thinking that his best friend might be dead. That numbness faded to be replaced by rage. Although he had agreed to wait for Spenser to join him off the coast of the island, Romeo couldn’t wait. He pushed his boat to its top speed and prepared himself for the fight of his life.
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        * * *

      

      May Ling had returned to the island after sending off the text. Ryker gave her the gun that was strapped on his hip and told her to get on Bart’s boat and wait.

      “There’s no hurry though, my guess is that Hawke and Slade are at least an hour away.”

      “Why isn’t Vivian here?” May Ling asked.

      The corners of Ryker’s mouth drifted downward.

      “I sent her off to kill Garcia, now I’m wondering if he’s killed her instead.”

      “The man I stabbed at that house in Oregon, that was Garcia?”

      “It was, and the fool was too smart for his own good.”

      “You never told him I was your daughter; he thought I was just Xavier’s girlfriend.”

      “Is that a mistake you’re making too, May Ling, or can I count on you?”

      A bitter expression darkened May Ling’s beautiful face at what lay before her, but Ryker was pleased to see resolve in her eyes.

      “I’ll kill Xavier when I return to the house.”

      “Don’t give that boy a chance; shoot his sly ass the second you walk in the door. I learned the hard way in Utah how clever he can be.”

      “He is remarkable, and so is Romeo. Don’t underestimate Romeo either, Father.”

      “Anyone approaching the island can be seen from miles away. There’s no chance for them to sneak up on me. Thanks to this rifle, I can kill them before they ever dock the boat.”

      “They could shoot back at you.”

      “True, but firing from a bobbing vessel is a tougher proposition.”

      As they waited and scanned the horizon, Ryker told May Ling about his plans for the future. He wanted them to travel the world together while fulfilling contracts. It was what he himself had done with his mentor, Farnsworth.

      May Ling saw the boat first. It was far out at sea but moving toward the island on a steady course. Remembering that Bart had kept a pair of binoculars on the bridge of his boat, May Ling fetched them, while Ryker studied the vessel through the scope on his rifle.

      “Does it look familiar, May Ling?”

      “That could be Romeo’s boat, but its too far away to tell for sure.”

      When the boat was about a mile from the dock its course changed, taking it in a direction that would have it going around the island.

      “If that’s Slade, he’s checking things out before he approaches. You’d better hide on the boat, baby,” Ryker told May Ling.

      “What if he drops anchor on the other side of the island?”

      “If he tries that it will still take him some time to make it here by foot. I’ll pretend to use you as a hostage and then you can shoot him while his guard is down.”

      “That’s a good plan,” May Ling said as she moved toward the boat to hide. “But please be careful. I’ve already come close to losing you once.”

      “Yes, you did, and today we get payback.”

      The boat reappeared as it circled the island in a wide oval. May Ling called to Ryker from the boat. She was out of sight while sitting on the steps that led down to the galley.

      “Can you see the pilot through your scope?”

      “No, the angle is wrong, but the boat is on a path to circle back around.”

      Minutes passed as the boat made its way westward, only to swerve slowly back on a course to go behind the island again. Ryker moved toward the end of the pier and looked out through the scope. As the boat drew closer, he could see the helm at maximum magnification. The blurry image revealed that no one was at the wheel.

      The answer for what he was seeing came into Ryker’s consciousness at the same instant his ears registered the sound of pounding feet on the boards behind him.

      Automatic pilot, the boat’s running on autopilot.

      Ryker was bringing the rifle around when Romeo slammed into him. They hit the wooden surface of the dock hard and Ryker lost his grip on the rifle. The scoped weapon slid several feet then slipped off the end of the pier and into the water. Before Ryker knew what was happening, Romeo was beating him to death.
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      After taking his boat out of sight of the pier, Romeo slowed the engine.

      He then fed a course into the automatic pilot and slipped over the side and into the water. This section of the island had a rocky shore that Romeo had to navigate past before reaching dry land.

      He skirted around the house while staying hidden from view among the small pine trees that grew on the island. Ordinarily, Romeo would have checked out the home and made certain that no one was inside. He didn’t have time for that; Ryker could discover his ruse once the boat came back around.

      Romeo increased his pace when he saw that Ryker was holding a rifle with a scope. If Ryker glimpsed the empty helm, he would lose the element of surprise.

      Ryker did catch on, but not in time. Romeo ducked under the rifle he swung around and tackled Ryker, to land on the pier.

      Romeo’s first blow struck Ryker in the throat, while the second fist thrown smashed into the side of his head. A right to the nose followed and started blood flowing, then a final punch caused Ryker to cut the inside of his bottom lip on a tooth. Romeo gripped Ryker by the collar of his shirt and shook him.

      “Where’s Xavier? Is he wounded, or is he… where is he?”

      Ryker was dazed, but he managed to smile a bloody grin.

      “My daughter will kill you.”

      “She’s dead, Ryker. Vivian is dead! I made your daughter pay for killing Emma.”

      Ryker’s grin widened. “Vivian didn’t kill your slut, and she wasn’t my daughter. My daughter killed your woman, and she’s behind you.”

      Romeo heard the scrape of a rubber sole on wood. Whipping his head around, he saw May Ling closing in on him while gripping a gun in both hands.

      “May Ling?”

      Romeo was lifting Ryker up to use as a shield, but he was too late. He saw the muzzle flash at the same instant he registered the pain on his left side. As Romeo reached for his gun, May Ling shot him again, hitting him in his right shoulder. It made Romeo fumble his weapon. Romeo turned to dive off the pier, to get away, but a third shot struck him in the back. That round broke a rib, exited in a spray of blood beneath his left collarbone, then glanced off his temple.

      Romeo collapsed a foot from the edge of the pier and lost consciousness. His last sight was of May Ling taking aim once more.
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        * * *

      

      Ryker rose from the dock, inadvertently blocking May Ling’s shot. A glance down at Romeo told him that his daughter’s rounds had inflicted serious damage. If Romeo wasn’t dead, he soon would be.

      May Ling lowered her arms and met her father as he moved toward her.

      “Are you all right?”

      Ryker spit out a wad of blood. “The boy packs a punch,” he said. His voice was a bit hoarse due to the blow Romeo had landed on his throat.

      May Ling caressed his cheek. “Let’s go in the house and clean you up.”

      Ryker smiled. “Hawke is next. Killing him is going to be the best feeling ever. And he’s mine, you hear me, May Ling? Hawke is mine.”

      “Yes, Father, and it was difficult pretending to like him while knowing he killed my brother. He saved my life in Oregon and I still despise him for murdering Damon.”

      After speaking, May Ling checked her watch. The drug she had given Cody would keep him out for hours but grew less effective as time went on. Doing the calculations in her head, May Ling figured she still had two to three hours before he would awaken.

      They were headed to the house when they heard the splash. It was Romeo. He had come to and found the strength to crawl off the end of the pier. May Ling made a move to run to the pier and take more shots at him, but Ryker called her back.

      “The condition he’s in, he’ll drown, or get washed out to sea like that body we tossed over. Either way, he’s finished.”

      “I want to make certain,” May Ling said. She returned to the dock and saw a slick of fresh blood at the end of it. She looked down into the water with dismay. Romeo wasn’t there. She raised her gaze and saw that a strong current had taken him westward. May Ling steadied the gun, took aim, and fired. She got off three shots before giving it up as useless.

      Romeo’s limp form was bobbing in the water while moving away from her at several miles an hour. The closest she had come to hitting him was about a yard shy. If the rifle hadn’t gone into the water, she could have used its scope, but it was gone.

      She returned to her father, and as they walked toward the house, May Ling discussed an idea she had about dealing with Spenser.

      “I like it,” Ryker said, “and I’m glad to see you’re back on board.”

      “I never left, but I couldn’t help falling in love.”

      Ryker reached out and took her hand. “You’re young, May Ling, there will be other men.”

      “But no one like Xavier Zane.”

      Ryker snorted. “Thank God for that.”
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        * * *

      

      Later, as Romeo had done before him, Spenser came onto the island at its eastern end. His boat was smaller, and he had traveled to One-Man Island from the direction of the mainland. To avoid detection, Spenser had cut his engine and let the current carry him toward the rocky shore. After taking the time to check the house for hostiles, he moved toward the pier.

      Spenser had come upon Romeo’s boat on his journey to the island. The boat had run ashore on a speck of land not much bigger than a sandbar. The impact had ripped open the boat’s bottom section on rocks. There was no sign of Romeo on board and Spenser wondered what it all meant.

      After realizing that the automatic helm had been engaged, his assumption was that Romeo had gone after Ryker alone. Spenser damned his former apprentice’s impetuousness, but knew that if their roles had been reversed, he would have done the same. He only hoped it hadn’t cost Romeo dearly.

      Spenser carried a rifle, but it had no scope attached. With no way to reach the pier that offered cover or concealment, Spenser walked toward it with his head on a swivel and the rifle held up and ready to fire.

      Ryker was on the boat. He had been watching Spenser’s advance while ducked down out of sight. When he revealed himself, he did so while holding May Ling in front of him as a shield. Spenser stayed out of easy range of the gun Ryker was holding and lowered his rifle. May Ling looked frightened, and her face was wet with tears.

      “Where are Xavier and Romeo?” Spenser shouted.

      “The blond boy’s body washed out to sea, but the other one is still breathing,” Ryker told him. “Drop that rifle and I’ll let the girl take off.”

      Spenser felt a momentary weakness in his knees at the news of Romeo’s death. He then steeled himself to face Ryker and save May Ling and Cody.

      “I’m not a fool, Ryker; you’ll shoot us both If I disarm myself.”

      “You killed my boy, Hawke! You murdered Damon and shoved him into a shallow grave. I don’t give a shit about this girl but you’re a dead man either way. If you want her to die too that’s fine by me.”

      May Ling called out to Spenser.

      “Xavier needs a doctor. Please do something, Spenser.”

      Spenser weighed his options, which didn’t include doing anything as stupid as dropping his rifle. As he was considering risking a shot at Ryker, May Ling stamped on Ryker’s foot while raking her nails across his face. As Ryker reacted to the pain, May Ling yanked her arm from his grip.

      There was no pain. May Ling had stomped on her father’s artificial foot while pretending to scratch him. They knew that Spenser was too far away to detect the subterfuge. As Ryker feigned injury, May Ling bolted toward Spenser.

      Spenser raised the rifle and fired at Ryker, but the man had already ducked out of sight and down the steps that led to the boat’s cabin. The round passed over Ryker’s head and May Ling reached Spenser without being fired upon.

      As she had done in the woods behind Roy Hutchins’ house, May Ling sought shelter from an attacker under Spenser’s protection. As he draped an arm over her shoulders, May Ling smiled and freed the knife she had hidden behind her back.
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      Romeo felt himself being lifted out of the water and remained conscious long enough to see the faces of three men. Two of them were wearing weathered cloth hats with fish hooks stuck in them. Before he passed out again, Romeo heard one fisherman ask the others if he were alive.

      “Yeah, but not for long the way he’s bleeding.”

      With that appraisal ringing in his ears, Romeo blacked-out again.

      When he came to a minute later, one of the men was wrapping his torso with gauze in an effort to stanch the flow of blood from his wounds. Another of the men was at a radio set. He looked to be about fifty and wore a graying beard. Romeo summoned up enough strength to speak.

      “No cops.”

      The man lowered the radio and shook his head.

      “Those are gunshot wounds, fella; we have to report it. Anyway, you need a doctor.”

      “I have a doctor… he’ll, he’ll come to you.”

      “I still have to call the cops.”

      “Money, I’ll give you money to be quiet.”

      There was silence on the boat as the three men exchanged glances. The handset on the radio was lowered as the man asked a question.

      “How much money?”

      Romeo moaned as he shifted his right arm. The wound in his shoulder was making movement both difficult and agonizing. He reached into the front pocket of his wet jeans and brought out the bundle of cash he had found in Vivian’s purse. It was the ten-thousand-dollars Ryker had paid Garcia. Vivian had reclaimed the money from the bungalow on Cork Island after killing the ex-cartel member.

      The man wrapping Romeo with gauze spoke to the guy at the helm.

      “Get us to shore, Stan, and stay off the radio.”
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        * * *

      

      May Ling pretended to tremble with fear as she snaked an arm around Spenser’s waist. With her other hand, she was gripping the handle of a knife with a surgical-sharp blade. Spenser’s focus was on the boat, where Vince Ryker was ducked out of sight, and where Spenser believed Cody lay wounded and near death.

      “How bad off is Xavier, May Ling?” Spenser asked.

      “He’s doing better than you.”

      May Ling jammed her blade into the base of Spenser’s back, injuring his spinal cord. The pain was intense, and the wound birthed weakness in his limbs. After ripping the knife free, May Ling stabbed Spenser again, this time the knife connected with his side and bit deep enough to slice into his large intestine.

      With his arm still around her, Spenser gripped May Ling’s long hair and jerked her away from him. When he went to strike her in the face with the butt of the rifle, May Ling moved quickly enough to make it a glancing blow to her shoulder. She also managed to grip the rifle’s stock.

      Spenser felt his strength ebbing and was unable to hold on to the weapon; it fell from his hands. When he looked at May Ling, Spenser saw raw hatred glittering in her dark eyes.

      “You killed my brother!” May Ling screamed.

      She lunged at Spenser. May Ling had forgotten the promise she’d made to her father. Ryker wanted to be the one to kill Spenser. However, May Ling was looking at the man who’d murdered her little brother. She wanted to rip apart Spenser’s throat.

      Spenser raised a protective arm and the blade opened up a gash across his triceps muscles. When he went to backhand May Ling, a wave of agony passed through him from the wound in his side. The pain was so debilitating that it dropped him to one knee.

      When Spenser attempted to free his sidearm, the fingers on his right hand refused to respond. May Ling’s initial wound to his spinal cord was having a devastating effect.

      Spenser turned his head toward May Ling, saw the blade coming, then felt an agonizing pain in his left eye.

      His scream was followed by laughter from May Ling. When he opened his eyes, Spenser found his vision halved. His left eye was gone, destroyed by the knife.

      May Ling kicked him in the side and he rolled over onto his back. As she was about to bury the blade in Spenser’s throat, Ryker’s voice pierced her bloodlust.

      “He’s mine! Don’t kill him!”

      The blade’s momentum was too great to stop its downward trajectory. Even so, May Ling diverted its path and sank the knife into Spenser’s upper chest. As Ryker moved in to handle the kill, May Ling took Spenser’s gun from its holster.

      Ryker’s laughter was as cruel as his daughter’s. He gazed down at Spenser with a self-satisfied smile.

      “You call yourself a Tanner, and yet my daughter laid you low.”

      “I… trusted… her,” Spenser said, and his breath was labored. He was in so much pain that he marveled he hadn’t passed out.

      “Farnsworth must have drummed into you that an assassin’s greatest weapon was the element of surprise. May Ling has surprised many a man, Hawke. She may someday surpass me as a Tanner.”

      “You’re… not… a Tanner.”

      Ryker reached down and gave a little twist to the blade still embedded in Spenser’s chest. The pain it caused made Spenser cry out as black spots danced before his remaining eye.

      “I am Tanner,” Ryker told him, “and you’ll soon be a dead man.”
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      Ryker kissed May Ling goodbye. They were standing at the base of the gangplank that belonged to Bart Rodgers’ boat. May Ling was going back to the bayside house to murder Cody.

      “Don’t give that boy a chance, May Ling. Kill him before he wakes up.”

      “I’ll handle it, Father. You don’t have to worry.”

      May Ling’s voice was strong and steady, but Ryker saw that her eyes had become moist. He hugged her.

      “You really do love him, don’t you?”

      “I do, but I also understand that he has to die.”

      Ryker held May Ling out at arm’s length and stared at her.

      “If you find you can’t bring yourself to do it, hold him at gunpoint and wait for me. If you don’t return within three hours, I’ll come to you. I won’t have a problem killing Zane.”

      May Ling shook her head. “I can do it.” She looked away from Ryker and farther along the dock, where Spenser lay on his back fighting to remain conscious. “I wish I could stay and watch you kill him, but I have to leave, or Xavier might wake before I return.”

      Ryker glared at Spenser. “I’m going to take my time with Hawke. He will not have an easy death.”

      After another kiss goodbye, May Ling piloted Bart Rodgers’ boat away from the dock.

      Ryker called over to Spenser. “My daughter is going off to kill your boy Xavier, Hawke. She drugged him, so it will be as easy as snuffing out a candle.”

      Spenser groaned as he rolled over onto his right side, to face away from Ryker. The knife May Ling used on him was still planted in Spenser’s chest. It was the least of his pain. He had suffered damage to his spine, a laceration to an intestine, and his left eye was gone.

      His movements were compromised by his injuries; however, Spenser still summoned the strength to make it onto his hands and knees. That accomplishment was fleeting, as his right arm seemed unable to support his weight. Spenser collapsed onto his forearm while staying on his knees and keeping his back turned toward Ryker.

      A loud moan followed as a spasm of pain rocked Spenser. For a moment it looked as if he might keel over onto his side, but he remained positioned on his knees, as if he were groveling. Beneath him was a spreading puddle of blood as his wounds continued to bleed.

      Ryker walked over while holding a stun gun and a folding chair. Before leaving, May Ling had fetched the items from the house for her father. Ryker had waited a long time to have Spenser at his mercy. He intended to savor the victory and make it last.

      Having received the same training as Spenser, Ryker was aware that Spenser may have hidden a razor blade in his belt. He had found the blade, along with the small gun that had been strapped to Spenser’s ankle.

      Ryker chuckled as he sat in the chair. Spenser was as defenseless as a kitten and nearly as weak. If he handed Spenser a gun, Ryker would still have no fear that he could be harmed by him. He had seen Spenser’s inability to draw his holstered weapon. May Ling had inflicted serious damage to their enemy; now Ryker would have the pleasure of killing him.

      “It was always going to end like this, Hawke, you know that, right?”

      Spenser said nothing, nor did he deign to turn his head to look at Ryker.

      “I am, have been, and always will be Tanner Six. You and your apprentices are an abomination formed by Farnsworth. The old man must have been senile to think I would give up becoming a Tanner just because I no longer had his blessing.”

      Spenser swayed on his knees and he was leaning on one hand, but Ryker saw the muscles in his arms tense. It made him laugh.

      “You’ve got it in your head to take a leap at me, Hawke? Try it and I’ll blast you with this stun gun. The shape you’re in, I doubt you can even stand.”

      There was no response. Ryker prodded Spenser in his side with the stun gun, but he didn’t activate it.

      “Say something, asshole. I want to hear you beg. If you beg, maybe I’ll give you a quick death.”

      Spenser still remained silent. Ryker leaned over in the chair and grabbed a fistful of Spenser’s hair.

      “Look at me when I talk to you.”

      As Ryker jerked Spenser’s head around to force him to face him, he saw why Spenser had remained speechless.

      Spenser was gripping May Ling’s knife in his mouth by its handle, after having pulled it from his chest with his teeth. Spenser snapped his head to the right, causing the edge of the sharp blade to slice across Ryker’s throat.

      Blood spurted from the deep wound and arced into the air. The effort it took to inflict the fatal injury to Ryker had sapped the remainder of Spenser’s strength. He dropped flat onto the dock as Ryker tumbled from the chair.

      Ryker made it to his feet while croaking incoherent sounds. He wore a look of astonished disbelief as he vainly sought to apply pressure to the wound. Blood seeped through his fingers and plopped onto the dock in crimson circles.

      The inevitability of his situation hit home, when Ryker, weakened from the drastic and sudden blood loss, was unable to remain standing. The stun gun had been dropped, but he still wore a pistol on his hip.

      With a slick and bloody hand, Ryker unholstered the weapon. Pulling the trigger took a great amount of his fleeting strength and accomplished nothing. The round missed the prone Spenser and sailed over him. The gun slipped from Ryker’s hand. He lay on his side gasping as he felt his life slipping away.

      Spenser’s hands and feet were as numb and lifeless as wood, but with concentrated effort and renewed vigor, he dragged himself over to Ryker and stared into his eyes.

      “You were never fit to be a Tanner.”

      Ryker wheezed his final breath seconds later. Spenser collapsed and lay beside him, while wondering if he would follow Ryker into the grave. Then, his world shrank down to a dot, which faded to blackness.
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      NORTHERN CALIFORNIA, FEBRUARY 2004

      

      May Ling skillfully docked Bart Rodgers’ boat into the private boathouse, then secured the vessel and closed the boathouse doors. She had left Cody sleeping at the other end of the home. May Ling didn’t think he would hear the noise the boat made, at least not enough to wake him.

      Although she dreaded the act she had to do, the killing of Cody, she moved with haste. The drug she had given him, a liquid sleep aid, would be wearing off soon. She hoped the exhaustion he’d felt had extended the duration of his sleep. If Cody stirred and found her missing, she might lose her advantage, as well as her nerve.

      May Ling left her shoes by the back door and headed down the hallway as silently as she could. Peeking into the living room, she saw that Cody was where she’d left him. His mouth was slack, and he was breathing slow measured breaths.

      His gun sat in its holster in front of him on the coffee table. He had taken it off his belt earlier so that May Ling could snuggle up against him. There was another gun lying beside it. It was a small Beretta that Cody told May Ling to keep handy at all times. Beside the weapons was the note May Ling had left in case Cody had awakened. If he had awakened and read it, she would have told him that she had changed her mind about leaving him.

      May Ling was about to step into the room and grab the Beretta when she saw Cody’s eyelids flutter. He hadn’t stirred awake but appeared to be on the verge of doing so.

      She tiptoed across a blue shag rug to pick up the note, which she then threw into a decorative thrash receptacle positioned on the side of the sofa. She could have grabbed the gun instead. However, it was one thing to shoot Cody while he was asleep, quite another to chance him awakening and looking at her while she did it.

      May Ling wanted him to feel no pain, particularly the torment of betrayal.

      She lowered herself next to him. Despite her attempt not to jostle Cody, May Ling’s arm brushed against him. Cody shifted in his sleep, opened his eyes, and yawned. May Ling turned her head and smiled at him.

      “How was your nap?”

      Cody ran a hand over his face. “How long was I asleep? My neck is stiff.”

      “A few hours, and you needed it.”

      Surprise lit Cody’s face as he looked up at the clock on the wall to his left.

      “I slept that long?”

      “We both did, but I woke up a few minutes before you. I just came back from using the powder room.”

      After covering another yawn with his fist, Cody stood. “It’s my turn to use the bathroom.”

      May Ling watched him grab his gun and put it on his belt. After eyeing the street from a window for a moment, Cody headed for the powder room in the hallway.

      May Ling snatched up her gun. The powder room wasn’t much bigger than a closet. If she fired through the door while he was washing his hands, she couldn’t help but hit him.

      But no, she didn’t want Cody to suffer, and she knew she couldn’t bear to hear his screams of pain were she to only wound him. May Ling cursed herself silently for not sticking to her original plan by using the poison in his coffee.

      Even at the early stages in their relationship she knew she couldn’t bring herself to harm Cody with a weapon. Now, because of her foolish procrastination, that was exactly what she had to do.

      May Ling went into the kitchen. After starting the coffeemaker, she reached inside the refrigerator and grabbed one of her wine coolers. There was a scratch on the label.

      A few moments later, Cody walked in and smiled as he heard the coffeemaker brewing.

      “I could go for some coffee. I feel sluggish after that long nap.”

      May Ling was seated at the table; she asked a question.

      “Are you hungry?”

      “Yeah, are you?”

      “Not really, but Spenser stocked the freezer with TV dinners yesterday, or I could cook something if you don’t mind waiting.”

      Cody stared at her as May Ling stood to grab a glass and a cup from the cupboard.

      Does he suspect something? Or did he notice the blood on my blouse?

      May Ling had gotten blood on her as she attacked Spenser. However, the fluid blended well with the red blouse she wore. There was a large dried stain on her right sleeve, near the wrist, but May Ling had rolled her sleeves up to hide it. When Cody turned his back to open the freezer and peer in, May Ling figured that he had just been looking her way while lost in thought.

      “A TV dinner is fine. I hope Spenser got one with pasta. I’m in the mood for pasta.”

      May Ling picked up her gun from the table.

      Her hands shook as she raised it, and tears began blurring her vision. She didn’t need steady hands or clear vision. Her target was standing only eight feet away with his back to her. As Cody moved aside a bag of frozen vegetables to see what the box beneath it held, May Ling spoke.

      “Xavier.”

      “Yeah?”

      “I love you,” May Ling said, and pulled the trigger.
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      NORTHERN CALIFORNIA, FEBRUARY 2004

      

      May Ling squeezed the trigger twice more before she understood that the slide was back and that the gun held no rounds. When Cody closed the freezer and turned to look at her, she saw that his eyes held immense sadness.

      “I nearly left it loaded,” he said. “I never thought you’d be able to pull that trigger.”

      May Ling let the gun slip from her hand. It fell onto the kitchen floor, where it cracked a tile. Her tears increased, and her body quaked with sobs.

      “Romeo is alive, May Ling. He stayed conscious long enough to call me and warn me. He wouldn’t allow the doctor to put him under until he reached me. I checked the phone afterwards and saw that I’d slept through nearly a dozen calls today. Whatever you gave me really put me out.”

      Despite all he now knew about her, Cody went to May Ling and took her in an embrace. She struggled for a moment, thinking he meant her harm. After realizing that he didn’t, she caressed him back, then let him guide her to sit at the table. May Ling opened her wine cooler and drank right from the bottle. She sought to fortify herself for the conversation that was to follow.

      After settling across from her and gazing at her with the saddest of eyes, Cody made a statement.

      “You’re Vince Ryker’s daughter.”

      “Yes,” May Ling said, as she wiped away tears.

      “Is he still alive or did Spenser kill him?”

      “Xavier, Spenser is dead by now. When I left the island, he was severely wounded.”

      Cody released an involuntary moan at that news and closed his eyes. After a slight shake of his head, he opened them and stared at May Ling.

      “I love you.”

      “I love you too, and it killed me to pull that trigger.”

      “But you did it anyway.”

      May Ling reached across the table to caress his cheek.

      “I’m glad the truth is out in the open. Now do you see why I wanted us to run away together? And we still can. My father has gotten his revenge for my brother’s murder. If I talk to him, I can convince him that Spenser Hawke’s death was enough vengeance to honor Damon’s memory.”

      “Romeo will still want revenge for Spenser’s death.”

      “And what about you? Will you try to kill my father?”

      “If I did, then you would want to kill me again,” Cody said, followed by a sigh. “This nightmare goes on and on.”

      “It doesn’t have to, not for us. We can still leave and start over. Xavier, don’t you see that? Now that there are no secrets between us, we can begin again.”

      “Your father and Romeo will still be at war with each other.”

      “I know, but I don’t care anymore. I want to spend my life with you.”

      “You tried to kill me, May Ling.”

      “I… thought I had no other choice.”

      “And you knifed Emma to death.”

      May Ling said something unintelligible, as her words were part speech and part sob.

      As she picked up her wine cooler and drained the bottle, Cody stood and offered his hand.

      “Let’s go sit on the sofa.”
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      They returned to the living room. Cody pulled May Ling close, then watched as she stifled a yawn.

      “I’m so weary all of a sudden.”

      “It’s the emotional stress,” Cody said.

      May Ling rested her head on his shoulder.

      “Why did Garcia attack you at Hutchins’ house? Did he have a falling out with your father?”

      “That was a mistake. Garcia still believed I was just your girlfriend.”

      Cody stroked her hair. “I’ll talk to Romeo and you talk to your father. Maybe, maybe we can get them to call a truce.”

      “Really? And what about us?”

      “We’ll go away like you wanted, and we’ll start over.”

      May Ling raised her head and kissed Cody. Had she been looking carefully, she might have seen the tears threatening to spill forth from his eyes.

      “I want us to go to Europe,” May Ling said in a sleepy voice. Her eyes had closed, while her breathing had slowed.

      “May Ling?”

      “Yes, baby?”

      “I love you, May Ling.”

      “And I love you.”

      The room grew silent and time passed.

      “May Ling?”

      She didn’t answer, and when Cody nudged her, she didn’t respond. Her breathing had slowed drastically, but then her body convulsed from involuntary and violent spasms. Cody held her, crushed her to him and waited until she stopped trembling. At no point did May Ling open her eyes.

      When Cody could hold his tears in no longer, they rolled down his cheeks and onto May Ling’s pale face. Color had drained from her skin as breath had fled from her body.

      After Romeo’s call, Cody had searched their room. He found the poison May Ling had intended for him tucked inside a bright green change purse. It was the type of coin carrier that could be attached to a key chain. The poison was inside a small, sealed glass bottle, was colorless and labeled TTX. Cody recognized it as a neurotoxin derived from pufferfish.

      After discovering it unopened, Cody assumed May Ling couldn’t bring herself to use it on him and had opted to drug him to sleep instead. It was the reason he nearly left her gun loaded. When she tried to kill him in the kitchen, Cody had been proven wise to remove the weapon’s rounds.

      May Ling might have been capable of killing him in cold blood, but Cody doubted his ability to do the same. Despite knowing the truth about her being Ryker’s daughter and the attempt on Romeo’s life, he wanted her to live.

      However, Romeo told him that it was May Ling and not Vivian who had stabbed Emma to death. May Ling had killed an innocent woman who cherished her friendship. Cody groaned upon learning that. In his mind, that placed May Ling beyond redemption. Pulling the trigger on him had only solidified that opinion. It was a truth that rent his soul to shreds.

      The poison had been added to May Ling’s wine cooler minutes before she’d returned. Cody nearly shattered the bottle against a wall twice while he waited for her, but ultimately, he used her own poison against her.

      Cody checked for a pulse, found none, then listened for a heartbeat. The poison had achieved its insidious aim. May Ling was dead. Her face was a study in peacefulness and she had died feeling no pain.

      Cody rose from the sofa. He made it only four steps before grief, regret, and the ache of loss left him unable to stand. Sobs wracked his body, and as he pounded a fist against the floor, a cry of rage echoed throughout the house.

      He’d dedicated his life to becoming a man who could face any odds to be able to protect those he cared about. Now, he had been forced to kill the woman he loved. The pain he experienced, the mental anguish, was worse than anything he’d ever known. He would never be the same.
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      ONE-MAN ISLAND, FEBRUARY 2004

      

      While he wasn’t a novice seaman, neither was Cody an expert. That was one reason why it took him two attempts to dock. Another contributing factor was the cold dread he was feeling, for he had spotted Spenser’s still form sprawled beside Vince Ryker’s body.

      Seeing Ryker lying dead in a puddle of blood came as no surprise to Cody. Despite May Ling’s assertion that Spenser was severely wounded and at her father’s mercy, Cody never doubted that Spenser had triumphed.

      Spenser was a Tanner, Ryker was not. Those facts ensured that there could be only one outcome in a man-to-man battle.

      Leaving the boat, Cody rushed to Spenser while keeping watch for an attacker or the flash of reflected sunlight from a hidden rifle scope.

      Spenser’s blood loss was nearly as severe as the pints spewed out by Ryker. The cavity where his eye had been shocked Cody. It revealed that at least one of Spenser’s injuries would be of a permanent nature. Cody knew that his mentor was either dead or dying. He whispered a prayer as he checked for signs of life.

      Spenser was alive. A faint but steady pulse still throbbed in his neck. Although he knew he was unconscious, Cody patted Spenser on the shoulder and spoke words of comfort to his friend.

      “Help is already on the way; you’re going to make it, Spenser.”

      Cody left Spenser and moved toward the small house that sat near the center of the island. He found no one, but there were signs in one of the rooms that Vivian had lived there with Ryker. Cody saw clothing in a closet that he remembered her wearing.

      Romeo had told him that Vivian was dead, and that she had killed Garcia before dying. That meant that all their enemies were vanquished. It came at such a terrible cost of innocents. Emma was gone along with Roy Hutchins and Bev.

      Then, Cody remembered that he didn’t know what fate had befallen the Citadel chief, Jack Begley. If Begley lived, perhaps Cody would have to rectify that situation someday. But not now, now was a time for healing, for grieving, and for starting over.

      His identity of Xavier Zane was compromised beyond redemption as was Romeo’s use of the phony surname of Slade. They were both wanted by the police and would be well-advised to leave the west coast.

      Cody exited the house and returned to the boat. When he emerged from the cabin, he was carrying May Ling’s body. Cody had wrapped her in a sheet but left her face exposed. Before settling her beside Ryker, he gave her one last kiss, as fresh tears tumbled from his eyes.

      A check of Ryker’s body revealed a wallet. Vince Ryker had been using an identity in the name of Gerald Hart, complete with driver’s license, credit cards, and health insurance. There was also a picture in the wallet. It was a photo of May Ling.

      Cody kept the photo and transferred the wallet onto Spenser. A moment later, he heard the sound he’d been waiting for. A helicopter flew low over the island and circled back. Its pilot was skilled and managed to land the metal bird on the dock. When the doors opened, Dr. Smith leapt out along with a man dressed like an ambulance driver.

      The doctor greeted Cody with a nod, then eyed the bodies of Ryker and May Ling before checking on Spenser. When he saw the wound at the base of Spenser’s back, he shook his head, then spoke loudly to be heard over the noise of the chopper.

      “He needs more care than we can provide at the clinic. He’ll have to be taken to a trauma center.”

      “I figured that. Tanner has I.D. on him that will pass scrutiny, but how will you explain his injuries?”

      “Luckily, there are no gunshot wounds like your other friend. That makes things easier. For a fee, we’ll supply people who will report seeing him attacked by a pair of muggers.”

      “That will work, I guess. How is Romeo doing?”

      “He was extremely fortunate. He should suffer no permanent damage. You’ll be able to see him when we return to the clinic.”

      Spenser was placed on a backboard and transferred to the helicopter. Cody took one last look at May Ling before climbing aboard the chopper. He was gripping Spenser’s hand in his as they lifted off from the dock.

      One-Man Island had lived up to its name once more, and the victor in a contest between two men left his adversary on its soil. Cody’s heart lay dead on that island as well, to be buried along with May Ling. He vowed to himself that he would never fall in love again.

      As the helicopter flew toward San Francisco, Cody shut his eyes as May Ling’s last words echoed through his mind. Words that had professed her love for him. He didn’t doubt that she truly loved him. And yet, superimposed over those remembered words of love was the sound of a gun clicking on an empty chamber.

      Had he not removed the rounds from the magazine, May Ling would have shot him in the back of the head and killed him. That was a fact, one just as real as the love she held in her heart for him.

      The hatred Ryker had drilled into May Ling was stronger than the love Cody inspired in her. In truth, they had never had a chance of making things work. She had been damaged beyond redemption when he’d met her. Actions not only spoke louder than words, they often voided them of all meaning.

      The helicopter flew toward shore with the sky growing darker, as the sun set on a day Cody would never, nor could ever forget.
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      SAN FRANCISCO, MARCH 2004

      

      A month after the events that had taken place on One-Man Island, Cody and Romeo entered the hospital where Spenser was receiving care.

      The spinal injury had been serious. However, the orthopedic surgeon who worked on Spenser was one of the recognized experts in his field. Spenser regained the full use of his hands within days but walking normally again would take longer.

      He was ferried around in a wheelchair while using a walker during therapy sessions. Although his progress was rapid, doctors informed him that he might never be back to normal and could walk with a limp the rest of his life.

      Spenser ignored such talk and concentrated on getting better. He refused to even entertain any notion that he wouldn’t be at peak physical condition again someday. Of course, that wouldn’t include his left eye.

      As far as his being a Tanner, that was over, and Spenser accepted it. Fortunately, he had two protégés who were capable of taking up the mantle of Tanner. Regrettably though, he had to choose between them.

      Spenser had been in Florence, Italy when he learned of Emma’s death. At the time, he had recently accepted a contract which had a deadline that was now days away.

      It was a difficult hit on a man who was being guarded by trained security personnel. The guards had experience protecting the elite and powerful. One assassin had already failed and paid with his life. Spenser had used the time during his recovery to work out how the hit could be accomplished. And yet, someone else would have to fly to Florence and carry it out.
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        * * *

      

      The boys arrived in Spenser’s private room and were glad to see him looking better. They had been there days earlier, before leaving on a road trip to Arizona. Both Romeo and Cody had money hidden away in the Grand Canyon state inside safe deposit boxes. Those funds had been needed for them to start over.

      Romeo had recovered well from his wounds but bore the scars they had spawned. He estimated that he was at ninety-percent and was restless from the period of inactivity he’d had to endure.

      Cody had suffered no outward injuries but was the most damaged of all. May Ling’s betrayal and loss had gutted him. He was drinking more than his normal amounts, working out less, and had grown a beard. The facial hair wasn’t a style choice, it was just easier than shaving every day. Shaving meant looking in the mirror at the man who killed May Ling.

      The boys were aware that the trip to Arizona and back might be the last time they traveled together for a while. Spenser’s injuries changed everything, and a new Tanner had to be named. Romeo didn’t doubt for a moment that Spenser would choose Cody as his successor. He recognized that Cody’s abilities were superior to his own. He felt no bitterness toward his friend.

      Losing Emma had broken Romeo’s spirit. He rarely went an hour without thinking about her and had little ambition other than to get through the day.

      With the law looking for him under the alias he had used for years, he thought it best to leave the country and attempt to start over elsewhere. While on the trip to Arizona, Romeo mentioned that he might return to Indonesia to check on their friend, Nadya. The teen had recently lost her beloved father and Romeo wanted to make sure that she and her mother were doing all right.

      As for Cody, if chosen to be Tanner Seven, he would leave the western United States and ply his deadly trade elsewhere.
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      A smile beamed out from beneath the eye patch Spenser wore as he greeted the boys. At one point during his ordeal he had feared that Cody and Romeo were either dead or seriously injured. When he regained consciousness and found that they’d both survived, it lifted his spirits tremendously.

      After telling Spenser about their trip, they waited to hear his decision.

      “In the beginning, I had hopes that one of you might be good enough to become a Tanner someday. The fact is that you’ve both exceeded my expectations and have become my equal in all but experience. Your success at the Citadel last year proved that, and you’ve only gotten better since then.”

      “We had a great teacher,” Romeo said.

      “And I had fantastic pupils. On top of that you two became friends. I can’t tell you how much that pleased me.” Spenser took in a deep breath, then let it out slowly. “Now it’s time for me to choose a next in line, a Tanner Seven, but let me say first that either one of you is worthy of the title. I couldn’t be prouder of you.”

      Spenser announced who would be his successor, and Tanner Seven was born.
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      CLIFTON, NEW JERSEY, MARCH 2004

      

      Cody Parker, while using the identity of Joe Collins, worked away at a wooden bench while sitting atop a stool. He was in a factory that manufactured helmets for firefighters.

      Alberto Rigoletto sat across from Cody as they toiled to hit their quota of sixty helmets a day. They were one of a pair of eighteen workers who assembled the firefighter helmets from parts. The pay was low, the work monotonous, and the warehouse was chilly, on what was one of the last days of winter.

      Cody had been working there for less than a week; it seemed as if he’d been there far longer. Alberto, a twenty-nine-year-old with dark curly hair, had been employed in the factory for six years.

      Cody liked Alberto; the man helped him when he first got started. Once the routine of assembling the parts became rote, the work was easy, if boring. They talked to pass the time. Even though Alberto had been working in the factory for years, he was ambitious and had plans.

      “Homemade beer?” Cody asked. “How do you make that?”

      “I got a set-up in my garage. The secret is in the grain. I’ll bring you a six-pack of bottles if you’d like.”

      “Do you sell the beer or is it just a hobby?”

      “It’s a business. I brew the beer and my wife makes up the labels and shipping cartons. I’ve already sold to a few local bars, but business is picking up on the web. I made as much with the beer last month as I do working here.”

      “That’s great, Alberto, I wish you luck.”

      “What about you, Joe, you got anything going on outside this place, a girl maybe?”

      Cody swallowed before answering. “I had a girl but… it didn’t work out.”

      “Too bad, and yeah, life rarely works out the way we think it will. I’ve been blindsided before by fate.”

      “I know the feeling,” Cody said.
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        * * *

      

      During the afternoon break, Alberto was summoned to the office, which was a glass-enclosed space at the front of the warehouse. Cody watched over his shoulder as a delivery driver handed Alberto an envelope. Alberto looked perplexed and asked the man, who was dressed all in brown, a question. Whatever answer Alberto received made him frown.

      After reading the note that was in the envelope, Alberto stuffed it into a side pocket and returned to the work bench.

      “Is something wrong?” Cody asked.

      “Um, no.”

      Alberto was quiet the rest of the afternoon and seemed preoccupied.
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        * * *

      

      That night, Cody watched from a neighbor’s yard as Alberto slipped out the rear door of his garage. After glancing around, Alberto climbed over the fence at the back of his home. Cody noted that Alberto had changed into a black hood jacket and black jeans.

      Alberto’s choice to sneak off over the fence told Cody that he was aware that he was being watched. Two goons from the area had been tailing Alberto all week and were parked in an old Chevy across the street from his house. They had missed Alberto’s exit, Cody hadn’t. He followed Alberto on foot to his destination.
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      FLORENCE, ITALY

      

      Romeo scaled a courtyard wall then climbed a trellis that placed him on a balcony. The stone veranda granted him a view of a villa eight hundred yards away. Unstrapping a rifle from his back, Romeo pulled over a chair from the wrought-iron set that included a table and a striped umbrella. It was two a.m. and the city was as quiet as Romeo had ever heard it. He had visited it once before while with Spenser and Cody.

      He’d been in Florence for days. He was there to fulfill the last contract of Tanner Six. The target was a seventy-four-year-old businessman. The textile magnate had avoided being convicted of funding terrorists because of a technicality. An unknown client thought that was a travesty that needed to be addressed.

      Fearing he would become the victim of an assassination, the target had taken precautions. He never left the grounds of the villa and was accompanied at all times by four bodyguards. There was no view into the villa available because the drapes on every window were kept drawn.

      Spenser was able to obtain blueprints of the villa’s layout and had committed them to memory. That the target was never alone wasn’t quite true. At night, Spenser assumed that the bodyguards stayed outside the bedroom. The bed had been positioned somewhere in the expansive room behind thick stone walls, but there was a point of vulnerability.

      It was the huge master bathroom. The home’s master suite was located on the third floor and accessible either by stairs or an elevator. There was a picture window that looked out over the city and granted a fine view. A smaller window was in the bathroom. Although beveled, that glass was also covered by a curtain.

      Spenser had reasoned that a man of advance years might find himself in that bathroom in the middle of the night, as the call of nature interrupted his sleep. For three nights that assumption had proven to be false. No lights had come on in the bathroom during the hours of darkness. On Romeo’s fourth night of patient observation, Spenser’s belief had turned out to be correct.

      Looking through his scope, Romeo saw a faint glow appear at the top of the bathroom window where the loops of the curtains hung from their rod. He held in his breath, took aim, and fired.

      Romeo’s first shot destroyed the window while damaging the right end of the curtains’ support rod. His second shot struck the rod on its left side and sent it tumbling to the floor. Both rounds wound up in the ceiling.

      It would have been easier to fire a barrage of shots through the glass, but that would risk killing an innocent and missing the target. The old man might have a woman with him, or maybe a guard turned on the light for some reason. No, the target had to be verified before he was eliminated.

      With the window glass gone and the curtains on the floor, the room’s occupant was revealed. It was the target. He was wearing a set of blue silk pajamas and holding his penis in his right hand. Romeo had interrupted him in the middle of urinating.

      The shocked expression on the old man’s face morphed into one full of fear. As Romeo lined up his third and final shot, the former industrialist turned terrorist sympathizer ran to his right to the safety of his bedroom. He left the heated tile floor of his bathroom and stepped onto plush carpet, out of sight of the window.

      The last steps he’d taken had been relayed to his feet by a brain that was no longer intact. Romeo’s shot had entered through an ear and blown out the other side of the man’s head. The corpse dropped to the floor as the bodyguards flooded into the bedroom, too late to be of any use. Spenser’s last contract was fulfilled.
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        * * *

      

      Romeo made it back down the trellis and over the wall with haste. The rifle had been left behind. Nearby was a white minivan with decals and a taxi roof sign. Romeo drove it for a block in the direction of the villa then pulled to the curb outside a late-night bar.

      A tipsy couple climbed in the backseat as a black sedan drove past. Three men were in the sedan, which had its rear windows down. Romeo recognized one of them as a security guard from the villa. They were on the prowl for the man who had murdered their boss.

      If they had come across Romeo alone and driving a normal car, they would have confronted him. They never gave more than a glance to the cabbie picking up fares.

      Romeo looked at the couple in his backseat and spoke to them in Italian.

      “Where would you like to go?”

      With the contract fulfilled, Romeo would continue on to his destination: Jakarta, Indonesia.
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        * * *

      

      In Clifton, New Jersey, Cody watched as Alberto ran across a traffic circle and into the parking lot of a large strip mall.

      Cody was delayed in following because of the flow of vehicles. When he finally got across, Cody found that Alberto had entered a pizza parlor. The restaurant had glass windows, so it was easy to see inside.

      Instead of stopping and staring into the shop, Cody kept walking. If anyone were waiting for Alberto to show, he didn’t want them to realize he’d been followed there. Cody entered a variety store three doors down from the restaurant. After buying a protein bar and a bottle of water he went back outside and walked past the pizza parlor again.

      Alberto was seated alone at a small table and ignoring the slice of pizza he’d bought. Out in the parking lot, there was a man seated behind the wheel of a luxury car that had rental stickers on it. His face was in shadow, but he appeared to be staring into the pizza parlor.

      Cody circled around to a spot at the back of the lot that gave him a view of the man in the car. Past that, he could see Alberto checking his watch.

      Three more minutes passed, then the man in the car got out and headed inside while glancing about in all directions. Cody got a good look at him when he stepped beneath one of the parking lot’s sodium vapor lights.

      He was a chubby man in his fifties with thinning dark hair and a large nose. It was the target, Vincenzo Rigoletto. He was Alberto’s estranged father and a man wanted by the Manhattan mob. He would soon be the first of many men killed by Tanner Seven.
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      CLIFTON, NEW JERSEY, MARCH 2004

      

      Seated amidst dating teens and families bonding over a meal out, Alberto Rigoletto and his father Vincenzo met inside a pizza parlor.

      Vincenzo Rigoletto walked away from his family twenty years earlier and settled in New York City. He was a second-generation bookmaker and was as trusted as anyone in the mob ever became. That is to say that it was accepted that he would do some skimming, but Vincenzo was never obvious or greedy about it.

      That changed when he was looking at going to prison on his third DUI arrest. Vincenzo had never been to prison and was willing to do anything to avoid going there. He began wearing a wire for the Feds.

      One of the whores hired for a party felt the listening device on Vincenzo as she gave him a lap dance. She later told her pimp about it. Either Vincenzo got nervous or he saw someone looking at him the wrong way, but he shot the pimp and managed to escape.

      Everyone thought he would run back to the Feds and enter the Witness Protection Program. Vincenzo was bolder than that. He emptied the safe of a bookmaking operation and hit the road.

      He had taken off with over two-hundred G’s in cash; with that kind of money he could go anywhere and hide for years.

      Old Sam Giacconi, head of the Manhattan mob wanted him bad. Instead of putting a price on his head, Giacconi said that whoever hit Vincenzo could keep the money he ripped off. That was a smart move by the old man. It made everyone not only want to track Vincenzo down, but to do it as quickly as possible. The longer the thieving snitch stayed free, the more money he’d burn through, and the smaller would be the reward.

      Despite the motivation, no one had a clue where to find Rigoletto. He had no family and his wife had died the year before. At least, that was what most people believed. Cody had gone online to a site that, for a fee, allowed access to public records.

      He discovered that a man named Vincenzo Rigoletto was married in his home town of Clifton, New Jersey back in 1973. His wife gave birth to a son in 1975. The son’s name was Alberto.

      After moving to New York City, Rigoletto never spoke of the family he ran out on. The wife he’d recently lost to breast cancer was his second wife, whom he had married in 1987.

      Cody decided to play a long shot and tracked down Rigoletto’s son. When he spotted the local thugs keeping an eye on Alberto, he figured he was on the right track. The locals knew something that the New York boys didn’t.

      Someone remembered Rigoletto from the old days and knew that he had a son. It was even possible that they knew Rigoletto contacted Alberto on occasion. Alberto was nine when his father left him and his mother. He never became a mobster and was on the verge of becoming a successful entrepreneur. Having his estranged father reenter his life didn’t seem to please Alberto.
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        * * *

      

      Cody watched Vincenzo slide a thick envelope across the table to Alberto. Alberto looked down at it for a moment before shoving it back toward his father. Cody couldn’t see Alberto’s face, but his posture revealed that he was angry.

      That envelope likely held cash. A going away forever present from a guilt-filled father who was now on the run.

      As Vincenzo pleaded with Alberto, Cody used a slim jim bar to pick the door lock on Vincenzo’s rental. After climbing inside, he continued to view the drama taking place in the pizza parlor. Alberto was on his feet and pointing down at his father while shouting something. Vincenzo looked frightened by the attention, as everyone in the restaurant was staring at them.

      Alberto calmed himself, waved a dismissive hand at his father, and left the restaurant. Whatever Rigoletto had hoped to gain by offering his son a packet of ill-gotten cash was not coming his way. Alberto had made it through life without him and intended to keep doing so.

      Rigoletto left the pizza parlor a few moments after Alberto and trudged back to the car. Cody was ducked down on the floor behind the front seats and went unnoticed. After starting the vehicle, Rigoletto made it around the traffic circle and headed onto the nearby ramp for a highway.
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        * * *

      

      They were on the move for well over an hour. Then, Rigoletto backed the car down a short driveway and into an attached garage. After lowering the garage door with a remote, he stepped out of the vehicle, then released a cry of shock as Cody followed him out of the car.

      Rigoletto made a weak attempt to free a gun from under his coat. Cody took the weapon from him and smashed the butt of it against the top of his head. Stunned, Rigoletto allowed himself to be steered up three steps to the door that lead into the house. He still held his keys. Cody told him to use them to unlock the door.

      The house was a modern two-story home in a block of identical houses that were built a year earlier. Cody explored it while prodding Rigoletto along with his own gun jammed against his back.

      There was no one else in the house, which was fully-furnished. Like the car, it was a rental. The place looked like a model home and revealed no signs that anyone actually lived there. Cody saw no photos, but there were pictures depicting nature scenes hanging on the walls. No clothes hung in the closets, but an open suitcase was on the floor inside the bedroom.

      “Did Sam send you after me?” Rigoletto asked. He was speaking of Sam Giacconi.

      “There’s an open contract out on you,” Cody told him.

      “For how much? Maybe we can make a deal.”

      Cody thought about that and realized that old man Giacconi had truly been wise. In making the payment whatever remained of the money Rigoletto had stolen, Rigoletto couldn’t pay-off anyone. Everything he owned was the pay-off.

      “No deals,” Cody said.

      They wound up in the finished basement. There was a sectional sofa and a console TV on one end, and a large chest freezer, a refrigerator, and a wet bar at the other. The bar held no liquor, but the appliances were plugged in despite being empty of food.

      Cody shoved Rigoletto onto the sofa.

      “I want everything you took from the mob when you ran, including that envelope of cash tucked inside your coat.”

      Rigoletto’s face fell at those last words. “You were watching me with Alberto?”

      “That’s right, and I’ll take that envelope.”

      Rigoletto passed it over. It held ten-thousand dollars. Ten grand for twenty years of neglect.

      “You have a choice to make, Rigoletto. You can tell me where the money is, or you can refuse and suffer through a torture session. Either way I’ll get the money.”

      At the mention of the money, Cody saw Rigoletto’s eyes looked toward the chest freezer. He opened the lid on it, saw nothing, then found a soft-sided briefcase tucked behind it. Rigoletto’s groan told him that he had found the cash.

      Cody opened it and looked inside. It appeared to be about half of the money Rigoletto was said to have stolen.

      “Where’s the rest of it?”

      “That’s it, well, that and the money in the envelope. It adds up to a little over a hundred thousand.”

      “What did you spend the rest of it on?”

      “I gambled it away.”

      Cody walked back over to the sofa and stared down at Rigoletto.

      “I was serious about the torture. What did you spend the money on?”

      Rigoletto slumped deeper into the sofa.

      “I bought a boat. I was going to live on it and sail around the world.”

      “You should have stuck to that plan.”

      Rigoletto sighed. “I wanted to see my boy one last time.”

      “You did. Where is the boat?”

      “It’s in Florida. I was all set to go and then I… shit.”

      “Whose place is this?”

      “It’s mine, I mean I sublet it for three months under the new identity I picked out. I needed a place to lie low. I had Sam and the Feds looking for me.”

      Cody raised an eyebrow at that. “You’d been planning to run for a while?”

      “Yeah, for all the good it’s done me. Damn! Why didn’t I just stay in Florida?”

      “Where are we?” Cody asked.

      Vincenzo looked confused by the question until he remembered that Cody had been hidden on the floor between the car seats.

      “This is Brooklyn.”

      Cody questioned Vincenzo for more details concerning the boat then shot him in the chest without warning. It was a round to the heart. Vincenzo had only enough time to register surprise before his eyes closed forever.

      Vincenzo Rigoletto was dead. Tanner Seven had fulfilled his first contract.
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      JAKARTA, INDONESIA, APRIL 2004

      

      Cody docked the cabin cruiser that had once belonged to Vincenzo Rigoletto, then headed for the dockmaster’s office. He had arrived earlier than he’d planned, so Romeo hadn’t yet come to greet him.

      His voyage to Indonesia by sea had given him much time alone to think. His thoughts mainly concerned May Ling.

      In spite of everything, he still loved her, and her absence was a physical ache. When Spenser described how she had turned his trust in her against him, Cody shook his head in incomprehension.

      Yes, Spenser had killed her brother, but he had also saved her life at the risk of his own. To maim him with a knife and leave him for her father to finish off… the coldness that took, it sickened him. It shouldn’t have though, the sound of her firing at the back of his head still echoed in his mind.

      The May Ling he loved died along with Ryker’s murderous daughter and Cody couldn’t say where one started and the other one began. All he knew was that her memory would haunt him for the rest of his life.
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        * * *

      

      Cody spotted Romeo coming down the dock. Beside him was Nadya. The teen had matured and grown taller in the years since Cody had last seen her, but she was as beautiful as he’d remembered.

      Nadya was chattering along as they walked. Romeo smiled at something she said, then laughed. Seeing that lifted Cody’s heart. He had not seen Romeo smile since Emma died. To see him laugh was heartening

      He walked off the boat to stand in front of it and was spotted by Nadya first. She recognized him despite the passage of time and the fact that he had grown a full beard. Nadya made a cry of delight and ran toward him with the enthusiasm of a small child. Cody opened his arms as she grew closer and she leapt into them while giggling.

      Her innocence and joy at seeing him made Cody laugh as well. Nadya’s artless nature was the opposite of May Ling’s cunning, deceit, and craftiness. Visiting the girl was exactly what he and Romeo needed.

      The mood shifted when Cody conveyed his sorrow at the loss of Bagus, Nadya’s father. Nadya said she was also sad to hear of Emma’s tragic loss.

      She never mentioned May Ling, and Cody assumed that Romeo had kept some things left unsaid. Nadya, at fifteen, was still a child. She didn’t need to know about the depths of deceit that some were capable of. Cody wished he were still ignorant of it as well.
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        * * *

      

      “I don’t like you with a beard, Xavier,” Nadya said, as they ate lunch in a restaurant near the dock.

      Cody ran a hand over his face and said that he might shave the beard off soon.

      Romeo, through Emma, had heard that Nadya and her mother were living with relatives in Jakarta. When Romeo tracked them down, he found that they were now on their own and renting a house that was half the size of the home they once lived in. With Bagus dead, Nadya’s mother had sold their charter vessel and was working as a maid in one of the large hotels. In other words, they were getting by.

      After lunch, they returned to the boat. Nadya loved the cabin cruiser and said that she missed being on the water.

      “Maybe Romeo will take you out sometime,” Cody said, while handing Romeo the keys to the boat.

      Romeo looked down at the keys, then up at Cody.

      “What? You’re serious?”

      “You lost your boat in California; I hope this makes up for it.”

      Romeo grabbed Cody in a hug. “Thanks, bro. I always wanted to live on a boat, and this one is a beauty.”

      Nadya soon said her goodbyes and Romeo insisted that she take a taxi home instead of the bus. He gave her money for the fare and said that he would be by to see her in a week.

      “I guess we’ll take the boat out, and bring Dumadi along, he’ll love it too.”

      Nadya said that she would and headed off the boat.

      “Who’s Dumadi?” Cody asked.

      “He’s Nadya’s boyfriend. The kid is sixteen and captain of the school’s soccer team. He seems all right.”

      “I think she still has a crush on you though. She hangs on everything you say.”

      Romeo waved that away. “She’s over that.”

      “Time will tell,” Cody said.
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        * * *

      

      They drank rum as they sat on the deck. Romeo told Cody about the contract he’d completed in Florence and Cody filled him in on Rigoletto.

      “The New York mob could give you plenty of work. You might consider going back there now that they know you.”

      “They don’t know me. Rigoletto had the money and this boat. I had no reason to make contact with the Giacconi Family.”

      “Bro, you’re like the man of the hour. Let them know that you capped the guy and you’ll be in.”

      Cody nodded. “It makes sense. I’ll do it. Now what about you?”

      “I have a contact who will get me work. I can probably do well here on six contracts a year, maybe less now that I have my own floating palace to live on.”

      Cody looked around at the boat. “I wouldn’t call it a palace. It’s ten years old.”

      Romeo ran a hand over a brass railing. “She’s a palace to me, and thanks again, man. I love it.”

      A pair of young ladies walked by. When they spotted Cody and Romeo, they sent them a wave. Romeo acknowledged them with a smile, while Cody nodded.

      “They were cute,” Romeo said, “but I haven’t dated anyone. It’s still too soon, you know?”

      “I know.”

      “Cody?”

      “Yeah?”

      “There’s someone out there who could really love you. Don’t let that treacherous bitch May Ling sour you against all women.”

      “I love women, but I’ll never fall in love again.”

      “It’s not up to you, bro. It’s fate.”

      “No, I will not allow it.”

      “That’s not good. There’s a coldness in you now that was never there before, and May Ling put it there. You’ll meet someone someday, hell, so will I, and yeah, it will be different, but it will still be love. Don’t run from it. You don’t want to be alone forever.”

      Cody said nothing in return, and the conversation moved on to other things.
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        * * *

      

      Days later, Romeo drove Cody to the airport. They hugged each other like the brothers they were and promised to stay in touch. Cody told Romeo that he didn’t need to wait with him. As he was walking away from the car, Romeo called out to him.

      “See you around, Tanner.”

      Cody turned back to look at him and they shared a smile. Yes, he was Tanner, and a legend was in the making.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      IOWA, APRIL 2004

      

      Spenser approached an old farm house while using a cane to help support himself. With his one eye he read the faded name on the mailbox. HAWKE

      As cliched as it sounded, the home looked smaller than he’d remembered it being. Oddly, the vast fields surrounding it appeared more expansive.

      An old woman stepped out onto the porch. She squinted at him despite the wire-rim glasses she wore. When she realized who it was she was looking at, her smile made her appear thirty years younger.

      “Spenser.”

      “Hi, Grandma.”

      She stared at him, taking in the cane and the eye patch.

      “I see you’ve had some trouble, boy.”

      “Yes, ma’am, but it was nothing I couldn’t handle.”

      “You look like it handled you. Well now, get on over here and let’s say a proper hello.”

      Spenser went to his grandmother and hugged her, as he did so, Olivia Hawke whispered in his ear.

      “It’s good to have you home, boy. I love you.”

      “I love you too, Grandma.”
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        * * *

      

      Within minutes Spenser was seated at the kitchen table and having a hot meal. His grandmother knew what he did for a living. It was through his grandmother that Spenser had first met Farnsworth. Olivia Hawke and Farnsworth had known each other well when they were younger.

      Years earlier, while Spenser was still in his teens, the Hawke family faced a serious threat. Olivia had called on Farnsworth to help. She knew who and what her old friend was and understood that he could defend them from the men out to harm them. When it was all settled, several people had died, and the family was torn apart.

      Although he hadn’t been home since leaving many years earlier, Spenser and his grandmother had stayed in touch through letters and phone calls. The same could not be said of other family members.
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        * * *

      

      Olivia hung up the phone and shook her head at Spenser.

      “Gregory says he doesn’t want to talk to you. He claimed I was foolish to even call him. That boy always did have a stick up his ass.”

      “I see my big brother hasn’t changed his opinion about me. What about Anna?”

      “Your sister was there too; they work together. Gregory said that she felt the same way about you that he did.”

      “I guess that shouldn’t surprise me.”

      “You do have an unusual profession, son.”

      “I’m no longer a Tanner. There’s now a Tanner Seven.”

      “Because of your injuries?”

      “I’ll heal… except for the eye, and I’ll find a way to put my skills to use.”

      “Hell yes you will. You’re too damn young to retire. Once you’re feeling better, I’ll have my foreman put you to work. A little farming will get you back in shape. You’ll see.”

      Spenser looked around the old kitchen and remembered happier times.

      “Grandma.”

      “Yes, son?”

      “It’s good to be home.”
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      NEW YORK CITY, APRIL 2004

      

      Cody had flown back to the States and checked into a hotel room in Manhattan. The next day, he entered Rigoletto’s rented home in Brooklyn with dry ice and a hacksaw. After entering the basement, he dragged Rigoletto’s body out of the chest freezer and went to work.
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        * * *

      

      In the early evening hours, he arrived at the funeral parlor owned by Sam Giacconi. Cody was clean-shaven again, having gotten rid of the beard that morning. He was dressed in jeans, boots, and wore a black leather jacket over a dark-green shirt. He carried a white box under one arm.

      A man exited a corridor on the right and walked toward him. He was dressed in a cheap suit and had thug written all over him. The guy was about thirty, had two days’ worth of stubble, and there was an old scar across the bridge of his nose. Cody also observed the bulge that was under his jacket, where a gun sat in a hip holster.

      The man made a point of looking at his watch before speaking.

      “We’re closed. You’ll have to come back tomorrow.”

      “I’m here to see Mr. Giacconi,” Cody said.

      “It’s after business hours, pal. You need to come back tomorrow.”

      “I’m not here about funeral business; I’m here to talk to Mr. Giacconi about his other business.”

      That made the guy take notice and give Cody a closer look.

      “Are you a cop?”

      “No, are you?”

      The hood made a sighing sound before speaking again.

      “What do you want to see Mr. Giacconi about?”

      “I’ll discuss that when I see him.”

      “He ain’t here, so you can discuss it with me.”

      “No, I can’t. Go call Mr. Giacconi and tell him I’m here.”

      “Why can’t you tell me what you want?”

      “Because you’re a lackey and this is too important to trust to a lackey.”

      “Lackey?”

      “It means subordinate, underling, or in your case, flunky.”

      “You’ve got a smart mouth.”

      “And you’ve got a phone call to make.”

      The man stared at Cody for a long moment as if he was pondering what to do next. The fingers on his right hand curled into a fist, then wisely uncurled.

      “Wait here, I’ll be right back.” After taking only a few steps, the guy stopped and looked over his shoulder. “What’s your name?”

      “I’m Tanner,” Cody said, and felt the pride that came with uttering those words.

      The guy disappeared into the office, where he made a call. Cody followed him and stood outside the door. The hood stayed in the office, but ten minutes later another man entered the funeral parlor.

      Cody got his first look at him as he walked down the corridor toward the office. The man was about his height and age, give or take an inch or a year. He wore a good suit, had dark hair, an impassive face, and moved like he was full of confidence.

      The man studied him, then spoke.

      “I’m Joe Pullo, why do you want to see Mr. Giacconi?”

      “A bit of business.”

      “This business, does it have anything to do with that box?”

      Cody stared at Pullo for long moments before handing the box over.

      “You’ll do.”

      Pullo took the box. When he eased up a corner of one flap, he saw the pale white face of Vincenzo Rigoletto staring up at him through clear plastic. Tanner had delivered Rigoletto’s head in a box.

      “Tell the old man that I’ll be around if he needs any other work done. The name is Tanner.”

      Pullo stared into the box for so long that he hadn’t noticed Cody walk away, but when he caught up to him near the front doors, he called to him.

      “Hey! How much was left?”

      Cody hesitated, but then answered.

      “A little over a hundred grand, Rigoletto used the rest to buy a boat, an old cabin cruiser.”

      “A boat? Hell, he could have lived on that forever.”

      “No one lives forever,” Cody said, then he left Pullo holding the white box with the head inside it.
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        * * *

      

      Back out on the streets of Manhattan with his life ahead of him and a legacy to uphold, Cody took in a deep breath. He was Tanner Seven, he had done it, and he had already made his first kill.

      Tanner walked along the concrete canyons of Midtown while taking in the sights, sounds, and flavor of the big city. It didn’t take him long to decide that he would stay in New York for a while.

      While strolling along, he passed a group of young ladies entering a bar. One of them bore a resemblance to May Ling. It brought back the ache of losing her, while memory ignited the sting of knowing her, of discovering the real May Ling.

      It’s in the past, he told himself. Then, Tanner, not Cody or Xavier, made himself think only of the future, for in the past, in the past lived the dead.
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      NEW YORK CITY, FEBRUARY 2019

      

      Tanner finished telling Sara the story of May Ling and awaited her reaction. During the telling, they had moved into their bedroom and settled for the night beneath the covers.

      Sara was quiet, and Tanner wondered what was going through her mind. After all, he had just confessed to murdering a woman who loved him. Despite the extenuating circumstances that would mitigate the harshness of that act, it was still a shocking thing to learn. More so, given his and Sara’s past relationship as adversaries.

      Tanner had expected Sara to react with a display of distress, surprise, and possibly even aloofness. He had not been prepared for how she actually responded, which was to display compassion toward him.

      Sara was pressed against Tanner with her head resting on his chest. He felt the wetness of her tears as she stretched her neck up to kiss him on the lips.

      “I’m so sorry you had to live through that. I can only imagine how difficult it was for you.”

      “You understand that?”

      “May Ling had to die, yes. There was no way you could ever trust her again. If you had separated from her, she might have attempted to kill you, Romeo, or Spenser someday.”

      “Yes, she had proved her ruthlessness by killing Emma. Emma loved her like a sister and May Ling repaid that love by murdering her in a brutal manner, and at the whim of her father.”

      “But you still love her, don’t you?”

      Tanner was surprised by the question but answered it truthfully.

      “I still love the May Ling I thought she was, yes. Does that bother you?”

      “Not at all. I don’t think love ever goes away, particularly when it’s a first love.”

      The room grew quiet as they each became lost in thought. The silence ended when Sara asked a question.

      “When you were at Giacconi’s funeral parlor, was that the first time you met Joe Pullo?”

      “Yeah, and it seems like a long time ago now.”

      “And what about your first year as a Tanner, what was that like?”

      “That’s a story for another time,” Tanner said, as he reached up and turned out the light.

      Sara kissed him while rubbing his chest.

      “I’m not tired, are you?”

      “Not in the least,” Tanner said, as his hand slipped beneath the nightgown she was wearing.

      May Ling was in the past, Sara was the future, and their love was just beginning.
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