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            A New York State Of Mind

          

        

      

    

    
      SUNSET PARK, BROOKLYN, MIDNIGHT

      

      As Tanner snaked out his left arm to clamp a hand over the mouth of a lookout, he saw the man stiffen at the last instant. The lookout’s awareness of his presence had come too late to do him any good. Tanner muffled any sound he might make with one hand, while the other shoved a knife between the man’s ribs repeatedly.

      Stifled cries of agony turned into a soft moan as the sentry’s knees gave out and his struggles lessened. Tanner lowered him to the surface of the roof they were standing on, then he gestured for his companion to draw closer.

      Henry Knight emerged from the shadows. He was carrying a scoped rifle and wearing a black backpack. Like Tanner, a ski mask covered most of his face and he was dressed in dark colors.

      After taking in the sight of the dying sentry at his feet, Henry removed the set of night vision binoculars the man had hanging around his neck. There was no sense in letting them go to waste and he was pleased to see that they were as good as the binoculars Tanner was using.

      They were on the roof of a building that looked down at the rear of an old crumbling warehouse at Bush Terminal. Inside the warehouse were over a hundred men armed with rifles and wearing bulletproof vests. The men were an invasion force and the territory they sought to take over was the city of New York, or at least, they aimed to control the city’s criminal activities in order to enrich themselves. The group currently enjoying the profit to be had from such endeavors was the Giacconi Family.

      Tanner laid a hand on Henry’s shoulder. “I want you to stay here while I take care of the lookout at the front of the building.” He pointed at the walkie-talkie attached to the belt of the man he had stabbed. The man had died a second before. “If someone tries to contact this lookout, call me and let me know. If not, I’ll send you a text when it’s safe to come down and join me.”

      “Why can’t I come with you now?”

      “If there’s trouble, I’ll need you up here to cover my back with the rifle.”

      “Oh, okay. And what if the men inside the warehouse come out before we’re ready?”

      “If that happens, we’ll kill as many as we can before we’re forced to take off. That will still change their plans. They think no one knows that they’re here. If they get shot at, they’ll have to assume that Joe is onto them.”

      “They’re sneaky. They called a meeting with Mr. Pullo to discuss peace while gearing up a small army to go to war with his people.”

      “And they’ll try to kill Joe at that meeting.”

      “I wish we could be there too.”

      Tanner smiled. “There are people there who will handle things just fine.”
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        * * *

      

      WEST HARLEM PIERS

      

      Joe Pullo, head of the Giacconi Crime Family, walked along a pier as he headed for a meeting with Salvadoran gang member Ernesto Enrique. Enrique was one of his gang’s most trusted men. The gang called themselves Primero Siempre. It translated into First Always in English, but the gang members were often referred to as simply Primeros.

      Other mob families had lost territory to the gang in over a dozen states and their membership had grown every year. Ernesto Enrique had been given the task of taking over New York by his superior in the gang, a man named Juan-Carlos.

      Across the Hudson River was the borough of Edgewater, New Jersey, while the sounds of steady traffic came from the elevated section of the Henry Hudson Parkway at Pullo’s back. A van had broken down on the roadway; its yellow hazard lights blinked in a steady rhythm.

      Ernesto Enrique was forty-eight. His jet-black hair had just a few streaks of white running through it, but the contrast was stark and noticeable. The hair was long and tied back. It made Enrique’s dead eyes stand out. They were eyes that struck fear into most men. They held not a trace of human warmth or mercy.

      Enrique had five other gang members with him. They all had tattoos on their faces, as did most of the younger members of the Primeros. Joe had men as well. They were Sammy Giacconi, Rico Nazario, Finn Kelly, Adamo Conti, and Tyrese Vann. Tyrese was the leader of a black street gang called the Boulevard Bloods. The Bloods and the Giacconi Family were in business together. Aside from that, Tyrese and Joe Pullo were friends.

      Enrique’s gang and the Bloods had exchanged gunfire at a recent drug buy involving over a million dollars of cocaine. Each side had lost men and business would soon suffer if the rift wasn’t mended. Pullo had been waiting for something like that to happen. The Primeros had a reputation for starting trouble in order to test a rival’s defenses. Given the fact that Enrique’s gang was international and outnumbered them by a vast margin, Pullo understood that there had to be a proper response.

      Enrique knew that the Bloods were connected to the Giacconi Family, so he had decided to come at the Giacconis indirectly by starting trouble with the Bloods. As expected, Pullo made contact and suggested that they meet and work things out. Losing the gang’s supply of cocaine would cost the Giacconis millions. It was in Pullo’s best interest to make peace.

      Pullo’s group joined Enrique’s gathering near a row of benches. Mist from the water had frozen and left a sheen of ice on the wooden seats but had yet to turn the ground slick. Both groups took in the men standing opposite of them. Everyone was armed and everyone knew it.

      It was winter in the city and a cold breeze was blowing in off the Hudson River. Joe and his men had opted to wear jackets that wouldn’t impede their ability to draw their weapons from the holsters they wore on their hips. Tyrese had done the same, along with Enrique and most of his men. That was not true of the two men flanking Enrique. Their coats were long and a bit larger than needed. Instead of being fastened with buttons, the men held the two sides together with their hands. Joe was certain that there were rifles or shotguns hidden beneath those coats. If trouble broke out, they would be the first men to die.

      Enrique sent Pullo a smile that would look right at home on a mannequin. The mannequin would probably have better teeth, as Enrique’s teeth were yellowed and crooked. He spoke English with a strong Spanish accent.

      “Are you here to play the part of peacemaker, Pullo?”

      “I want peace, yeah. If we fight each other it only costs us money.”

      Enrique turned his dead-eyed gaze on Tyrese. The leader of the Boulevard Bloods matched his stare.

      “I knew you would drag Pullo into this, Vann. A real man would have fought his own battles.”

      “Pullo is my partner. When you tried to shake me down for more money, you were messing with him too. But Pullo is right, going to war is expensive. I want to settle our problem and get back to making money.”

      “War is expensive if you lose,” Enrique said. “But if you win, you can make more money than ever.”

      “Do you really want to go to war?” Pullo asked.

      Enrique ignored the question and asked one of his own. “Where is Tanner? I was told that you and the assassin are friends.”

      “Tanner is around.”

      “That’s not what I heard. People say that he’s no longer in New York City. That means he can’t interfere in our business.”

      “I don’t know who you’ve been talking to, but Tanner is in the city.”

      “I don’t believe you. And without him to do your killing, the Giacconi Family is weak.”

      After speaking, Enrique gave two quick consecutive curt nods of his head. It was the signal for his sniper to kill Pullo and Tyrese.
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        * * *

      

      Back in Brooklyn, Tanner was watching the man who was stationed as a lookout at the front of the warehouse. Like the other sentry, he was positioned on a roof and had a view of the street. He differed from the other lookout in that he was more aware of his surroundings and kept his head moving left to right. Sneaking up on him would not be an option.

      Using a silenced weapon might work, but if the man tumbled over the edge of the roof his body would make a racket when it impacted with one of the vehicles parked below. If that happened, the group inside the warehouse would be alerted and come outside.

      Tanner moved to a position along the brick structure that housed the stairs leading to the roof. From where he was, he could see the sentry from the man’s right side, while being able to duck back behind concealment.

      After bringing out a knife, Tanner flung it hard. The blade embedded itself into the body of an air-conditioning unit that was near the center of the roof. The clanging sound of the knife hitting the sheet metal caused the sentry to jump, spin around, and shoulder his rifle. When his eyes detected no threat, he used a hand to bring up the night vision binoculars that were hanging around his neck. Seeing the handle of the blade protruding from the air conditioning unit, he was still unable to make out what it was, and so crept forward to get a better look. When he was ten feet from the edge of the roof and no longer in danger of falling off the side, Tanner sent a single suppressed round his way. The bullet struck the man in the head and killed him.

      Tanner grabbed up the sentry’s rifle and binoculars, along with the knife he’d thrown, then took the stairs to get off the roof. On the way down he sent a text to Henry, who met him near the line of vehicles parked across the street from the warehouse.

      “Let me have the backpack,” Tanner said in a whisper. Henry slid the bag off his shoulders and handed the explosives to his mentor.
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        * * *

      

      On the West Harlem Piers, Ernesto Enrique was perplexed by the lack of a response from the sniper he had in position. It was the driver of the disabled van up on the parkway overpass. The side door on the van was open. That was as it should be. The van was being used as a shooting blind.

      After nodding twice in quick succession to give the signal to shoot, Enrique had stepped back so that he was between the two large men who flanked him, just in case the sniper’s aim was off. When nothing happened, he leaned forward slightly to look past one of the massive men wearing the long coats. Enrique squinted. He could make out the outline of a prone man holding an object inside the van. When there was the glint of reflected light, he understood that he was looking at the scope of the shooter’s rifle. So why hadn’t the fool shot Pullo dead? He nodded twice again, this time putting more emphasis into the movements

      Tyrese laughed. “Do you have a nervous tic, Enrique, or are you trying to signal someone?”

      Enrique bared his yellow teeth in a grimace as he took out his phone from a side pocket on his jacket. He kept his gaze on the men standing across from him as he made a call. When it was answered, he screamed into the phone while speaking Spanish. “Kill them now!”

      The voice that answered was not the gruff, accented speech of his Colombian shooter. Instead, it was a distinctive American voice. It was the voice of Romeo.

      “Dude, your guy is dead. If you don’t want to join him, you’d better be cool.”

      Enrique lowered the phone and peeked around his man to stare at the van again, aware that the scoped rifle was now aimed his way.

      “This meeting isn’t working out the way you thought it would, hmm, Enrique?” Pullo said.

      Enrique ignored him and made another call. There was a ship docked nearby, and on that ship was a second shooter. When the phone was answered, Enrique received another shock as a female voice answered. The woman sounded mature and spoke English with a German accent. Her name was Elke Gant.

      “Your man is dead,” Elke told Enrique, and then she ended the call.

      Enrique lowered the phone, then stuffed it in his pocket. When he saw the pleased expressions on the men opposite him, he took in the faces of his own men. They were wearing looks that revealed their concern.

      After cursing in Spanish, Enrique wore a smile of his own. “You think I’m beaten because you killed my snipers, Pullo?”

      “No. I think you’re beaten because I now have snipers.”

      “I still have the upper hand.”

      “How do you figure that?”

      “I have more than a hundred men about to strike at your people. After that, they’ll head to Harlem. You’ll be getting calls soon when they begin their work. Unless I’m allowed to leave here, I won’t call them back. You may kill me, yes, but your people will die too.”

      “You’re talking about the warehouse in Brooklyn?” Pullo asked, revealing that he knew where the men were staging their attack.

      Enrique’s dead eyes widened in surprise. If Pullo knew about the attack he had planned, that meant he no longer had an advantage. Enrique glanced right, then left, and saw that his men were looking at him for guidance. He nodded again. This time it was a single nod, and as he made it, he went for his gun.

      The men flanking Enrique let their coats flap open to reveal the Mossberg shotguns they had. They were model 590Ms with double-stack magazines attached. The impressive weapons were hanging on leather slings. The men were proficient at bringing the weapons up with a smooth motion but were shot before they could fire them. Rico and Finn killed the man on the left as Sammy, Conti, and Tyrese took the guy on the right. There were head shots as well as wounds to their torsos in case they had on vests.

      Enrique’s other three men never got the chance to raise their weapons, Romeo killed one as Elke killed another, then they combined to slay the third. As for Enrique, Pullo had shot him in the knees.

      Tears of pain had moistened Enrique’s eyes. It lent them a bit of life that they normally didn’t have. The owner of the eyes was screaming from the agony inflicted on him.

      Pullo kept him alive long enough to see if he had any other threats to make. Perhaps the men at the warehouse in Brooklyn weren’t the only ace up Enrique’s sleeve. He had to wait more than a minute for Enrique to cease his shouts of anguish. To his surprise, Enrique spoke first.

      “Not… over.”

      “Yeah, it is. Those hundred men you were talking about. They’ll soon be dead too.”

      Enrique moaned as he gritted his teeth, then spoke again.

      “We are… many thousands.”

      “The Primeros you mean? I know that. But when you and a hundred men wind up in the morgue, they’ll think twice about trying this again.”

      Enrique shook his head and spoke between gasps of pain. “They’ll come… unless I… I tell them not to.”

      “You’re saying I need to keep you alive?”

      “Yes… I can help you.”

      “Thanks, but no thanks,” Pullo said. He took aim at a spot between Enrique’s dead eyes and made them truly dead.

      Tyrese walked over to stand beside Pullo and look down at Enrique’s body. He was holding the two shotguns that Enrique’s men had. They were fine weapons, and it would be a shame to leave them behind.

      “Enrique was right about his gang making another play like this someday.”

      “Yeah,” Pullo said. “And they’ve been taking territory all over the country for years now.”

      “It’s because they’re so damn big. We’re lucky they didn’t send a thousand men against us. And they might do that next time.”

      Joe spoke as he walked over to the railing and removed a flashlight from his pocket. “We’ll have a meeting about that soon. Right now, let’s get out of here.” Pullo turned the flashlight on and off three times.

      Moments later, there were lights headed toward them. As they came closer, the sound of an engine could be heard, a boat engine.

      The boat, a Stingray 212SC, drifted up beside the pier after the pilot cut its engine. Joe and Tyrese tied off the lines and caught the end of a rope ladder that had been tossed up to them by the boat’s huge pilot. His name was Keith. He was Tyrese’s right-hand man.

      After everyone had climbed down into the boat from the pier, Keith released the lines and left them hanging from the railing along with the ladder.

      They were moving along the Hudson when Sammy pointed back at the pier, where the flash of blue and red police lights was visible. He spoke loudly to be heard over the sound of the boat’s two hundred horsepower engine.

      “What about Tanner’s people?”

      “They’re already gone. They left after taking their shots.”

      “And Tanner?”

      Joe smiled. “He’s doing what he does best.”
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        * * *

      

      In Brooklyn, Tanner slid out from beneath the Hummer that he had just attached a bomb to. In all, there were nine vehicles. Six of them were modified straight trucks that had bench seats installed to transport men. The trucks had received two bombs apiece, to be thorough.

      Henry had helped with the placement of the devices, which had been inside the backpack he wore. The plastic explosive at the heart of the bombs could only be ignited by sending the proper signal to their detonators.

      When Tanner and Henry were done, they returned to the roof that looked down on the front of the building. The man Tanner had killed there was still dead and just as dead as he would ever be. The men he’d been assigned to watch over would soon be joining him in that state.

      The front door of the building across the way opened. Tanner gestured for Henry to step back out of sight. If anyone looked up and saw the outline of two men, they would wonder about it. Seeing no one would have also set off alarm bells, so Tanner pretended to be the sentry. When one of the men below raised a hand up in a wave, Tanner waved back at him then stepped away from the edge. Since there was no longer any need to keep watch, they would expect him to join them on the street and pile into one of the cars or trucks. Tanner would go down to street level, but he had no intention of climbing into one of those vehicles.

      He and Henry reached the street and left the building by a rear exit. They walked around to the side and looked past a corner of the building to find that two of the vehicles had already moved away from the curb and were headed for the next block.

      “They’re not out of signal range, are they?” Henry asked.

      “No, but they are out of luck,” Tanner said. He took out a device that resembled a cellphone but was square. He began inputting numbers into the keypad, before hitting the last digit, he and Henry leaned back behind the safety of the building. The explosions that followed were simultaneous and greater than anticipated due to the fuel in the vehicles’ tanks igniting.

      “The heat,” Henry said, as he closed his eyes and raised his hands to shield his face from the sudden and intense rise in temperature created by the bombs. A mailbox on the corner rattled from the shock wave that tested the steel bolts holding it in place. Windows shattered in all the nearby buildings, sending glass raining down onto the street.

      There were no screams of pain coming from the men inside the vehicles. The force of the explosions had killed them instantly. They had been heading out for a night of slaughter and conquest, only to be obliterated before they could ever begin.

      Tanner clapped Henry on the shoulder. “We’re done here.”

      Numerous popping sounds could be heard as they strode away. It was some of the ammunition going off owing to the heat and flames. They walked several blocks, climbed into a car, then drove toward Manhattan. Henry had said nothing during the first part of the trip. The teen wasn’t a chatterbox, but he was being quieter than usual. After entering a tunnel, Tanner asked him if he had any questions.

      “No questions.”

      “Comments?”

      “We just killed a whole lot of people.”

      “That we did.”

      “And they deserved it, but…”

      “Just say it.”

      “I wonder about all the people they left behind. Some of them must have kids, wives, family. It just seems like, I don’t know… sad maybe? Do you know what I mean?”

      “It is sad. But it’s the life they chose, Henry. They traveled here to start a war with the Giacconi Family. Each man from that warehouse had to know that there was a chance they could die tonight. They were right, and they did. If they wanted to stay safe and not take risks, there are a lot of ways to do that. Most of them require long hours and hard work. It was easier for them to join a gang, or maybe they grew up in that life.”

      “If gang life was all they ever knew then maybe they thought they had no choice.”

      “Even if that’s true, if it was all they ever knew, they still made the choice to stay in the gang. We all make choices, and every choice has a consequence. This time the consequences were final.”

      “They weren’t expecting to run into you. If they were, I wonder if they would have called off the war they were planning.”

      Tanner smiled at that.

      “What’s funny?”

      “They might fear me, but not enough to make it change their minds. I’m one man. And reputation or not, they all keep thinking that I’m only one man, and that I should be easy to kill.”

      “They underestimate you.”

      “Yeah, because they don’t understand who I am. I’m one man, but I have the experience of seven thanks to the Tanners who came before me.”

      “And that gives you a huge edge, right, because of the book of Tanner?”

      “That book is loaded with information that will help you survive and make you deadly, but being an assassin isn’t different than any other profession at its core. It takes training and you first have to have an affinity for the work. If you hate getting wet, you probably shouldn’t be a plumber.”

      “I don’t have a problem with killing men who deserve it. It was just that I started to think about who they left behind.”

      “I understand. I’ve done that too. The thing to realize is that there was no guarantee that we wouldn’t have been the ones killed tonight. Had that happened, I would have left behind a wife and two children of my own. Whose fault would that have been?”

      Henry looked thoughtful for a few moments before saying, “It would have been your fault.”

      “That’s right. It was my choice to help out Joe by taking on his enemies. And if something had gone wrong, or someone had killed me, Sara, Lucas, and Marian would be left behind to deal with life without me.”

      “You’re damn hard to kill, Cody.”

      “Because of the skills I possess and my training, but I can die just like anyone else.”

      Henry smirked. “You’re saying that past performance doesn’t guarantee future returns?”

      “That’s one way to put it. Someday you’ll be a Tanner. Don’t believe that will protect you from the threat of death. The training will help you to deal with most of what’s thrown at you, but there are no guarantees, Henry.”

      “Do you ever fear that you’ll die?”

      “No. I’ll die someday. That’s inevitable. But I won’t worry about it. I should have died when Alvarado shot me point blank in the chest and left me for dead when I was younger than you. In one way or another, I’ve lived with death every day since.”

      “You’re talking about your family, your father, sisters, and your brother?”

      “Yeah. They died and for some reason I lived. Their deaths have stayed with me.”

      “My mom was murdered when I was barely old enough to remember her. That was when I first learned of death. And you’re right, it stays with you, becomes a part of you. Maybe that’s why we’re assassins. We want to control death and not be victimized by it again.”

      Henry saw that Tanner was staring at him. “What?”

      “You’re a deep thinker. That’s a good trait to have.”

      They exited the tunnel and continued their trip. Henry was being dropped off at Tanner’s penthouse apartment while Tanner would continue on to meet up with Pullo and the others at the office building the Giacconi Family owned.

      Cody had come to the city for a vacation, but he also needed to have it known that Tanner was in Manhattan. He had been absent for so long that there had been conjecture that he might have taken up residence somewhere else. Such talk was dangerous. If people believed that he was in New York, then they would have no reason to speculate on where he might really be, such as Texas. He had to keep his two lives separate for his family’s safety.

      News of the death of more than a hundred gang members at his hand would spread throughout the criminal class within a day, and his presence in New York City would be known. At the same time, the police would be looking to pin the deaths on Pullo and the Giacconis. If they heard that a hit man named Tanner killed the men, they would scoff at the idea. Across the country, deaths had been attributed to a man named Tanner for more than a hundred years. To most law enforcement officers he was as much a myth as the Loch Ness Monster. Tanner wouldn’t have it any other way.
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      In Brooklyn, Manuel Ventura had gazed down in disbelief from the roof of the building where one of the gang’s lookouts had been stationed. Manuel had been sent up to the roof after the man leading the group had gotten no response from the sentry who had been posted there. Manuel found the man dead by Tanner’s hand only seconds before the vehicles carrying his other fellow gangbangers were destroyed by the bombs planted on them. That left Manuel the only survivor of what had been an invading force.

      Manuel was nineteen and had been with the Primeros since he was a boy of eleven. He’d yet to get his face tattooed like many of his friends but did have gang tattoos on both arms and his legs. The men killed by the bombs were his family, his clan. They had been wiped out in less than a second and Manuel knew who was responsible.

      Although there was a rumor that Tanner was no longer in New York City, his name had been mentioned more than once by the gang members. Many had boasted that they would kill the assassin if he dared to oppose them. Such bravado had been a way to disguise the apprehension Tanner bred in his foes.

      Years earlier, Alonso Alvarado had sent a massive force against Tanner. They had all been killed. And everyone knew that history had a way of repeating itself. It had done so tonight.

      Manuel wiped at the first tears he had cried since his mother’s death as he gazed down at the burning trucks he could see in the intersection, and the mangled forms within and around them. Although he couldn’t view the rest of the convoy from his vantage point, he knew those vehicles had been destroyed as well. Smoke was rising up from them and light from their flames was visible.

      When he got himself under control, Manuel took out his phone to call one of the men who had been with Ernesto Enrique. When his friend failed to answer, Manuel was certain that he too was dead, along with Enrique and the other men who had been with him at the pier. Manuel alone had survived.

      After taking pictures of the carnage below, Manuel sent them off to someone in Los Angeles, along with a message that Tanner was in New York and helping out Pullo.

      Manuel left the roof after spotting a series of flashing red lights off in the distance. They were the police and emergency vehicles heading to the scene.

      He was sure that the Primeros’ leadership would retaliate against Tanner and Joe Pullo. What he feared was that they would send more men, hundreds more. After tonight, Manuel doubted that even a thousand men would be enough.

      He reached the street and headed away from the scene as the first police car arrived. When his phone vibrated, letting him know that he had a call, he gazed down at the screen, but he didn’t answer it.

      Everyone was dead! Everyone but him. Manuel tossed the phone away. He wanted to live. If he stayed in New York, he would be killed. That was the truth, and he knew it.

      Manuel took the subway to Manhattan and went to the Port Authority Bus Terminal. Once there, he bought a ticket for Florida.

      He had no idea what he would do or how he would live going forward, but by leaving, he knew he had a chance to survive. If that made him a coward, so be it.

      Tanner was death. That lesson had been driven home for him tonight. Manuel wondered how many more of the gang Tanner would kill before it all ended. Whatever the number, he would not be one of them.
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        * * *

      

      Pullo had made a change to his office building that had cost him a small fortune in bribes to accomplish. And those bribes had been accompanied by threats that would be carried out.

      He’d had a tunnel constructed that allowed him to have a hidden entrance into the building. To reach it, you had to enter the pizza parlor that was eight doors down on the corner. The restaurant never closed and was owned by the Giacconis. Tanner entered. He was still wearing the hood and had put on sunglasses. Despite the fact that it was after one in the morning, there were people at two tables eating pizza.

      When the skinny man behind the counter noticed him, he asked Tanner what he wanted.

      Tanner leaned in and recited an eight-character alpha-numeric combination. The man nodded at him and spoke to the beefy guy who was kneading dough.

      “Watch the counter, will ya, Mikey?”

      Mikey answered with a “Yeah,” while eyeing Tanner.

      Tanner followed the skinny guy down a short corridor, past the locked door on a restroom, and watched as he knocked on a door marked office.

      A voice answered the knock. “Who is it?”

      “It’s Gary. You have a visitor.”

      Tanner heard the sound of an electronic bolt unlatch as the door was unlocked. Gary motioned for Tanner to enter and stepped aside, to turn and head back to the counter. The man in the office was wearing a gun in a holster and had been reading a book, which he laid atop a desk. He was someone that Tanner had met before. He was a young man with longish dark hair who had a cigarette hanging from his lips. His name was Carlo. The last time Tanner had seen him, Pullo had Carlo guarding a guy who had been taking hits online while pretending to be him. Tanner had rectified that situation.

      On the wall behind Carlo was a gun safe. It was sitting open, and Tanner could see rifles, shotguns, and plenty of ammunition for both.

      Tanner took off the shades and lowered the hood. “What’s up, Carlo?”

      “Hey, Tanner. I was wondering who was behind the dark glasses,” Carlo said, as he pointed at a monitor that showed four distinct camera angles inside the pizza parlor.

      “I wear the glasses because I’m shy,” Tanner said.

      “I hear you. I see we’re both working late tonight.”

      “I often do. Are you the guardian of the tunnel?”

      “I’m one of them. It’s easy work and I get all the pizza I want.”

      “It sounds like a good deal.”

      “Let me send you on your way,” Carlo said. There was a keypad on the desk. After Carlo typed on it for a moment, a section of wall slid sideways while barely making a sound. It revealed a small elevator. “There are only two buttons, up and down. Take that down and you’ll find yourself in a tunnel that’s lit up. Go as far as you can, and you’ll see a door with a buzzer. Someone is always watching the camera, but I’ll call and tell them you’re on the way.”

      “Thanks, Carlo.”

      “It’s why I’m here.”

      The elevator ride was a swift one. When the doors opened, Tanner saw the promised lit corridor. The hallway curved twice before he came in sight of the other elevator doors. Before Tanner could ring the buzzer, the doors slid open to reveal Pullo’s smiling face.

      “I feel like a smuggler,” Tanner told him.

      “If you had tried coming in the front or back doors of this place some damn Fed would have taken your picture.”

      “They keep an eye on you, don’t they?”

      “Yeah, and they’ll be my alibi for tonight. They watched me come in here early this evening, and as far as they know, I never left. This tunnel was worth every penny it cost me. It will also come in handy if I’m ever attacked here again.”

      The elevator was larger than the one that led up to the pizza parlor. As he stepped on it, Tanner asked Joe how things had gone at the pier.

      “Your boy Romeo is something else, and so is that cousin of yours.”

      “I was glad to hear that Elke was in the city. She’s been an assassin about as long as I’ve been alive. I’m sure that sneaking up on someone is something she’s done many times before.”

      “I was expecting a sniper to be on the ship, but there was a guy in a broken-down van on the overpass with a scoped rifle. He didn’t fool Romeo.”

      “Are he and Elke here?”

      “Just Romeo. We’ve been hanging out in the conference room with him while waiting for you.”

      “Who’s we?”

      “Me, Sammy, and Rico. Finn left early, so he can run things in the morning, and I told Conti to take off and get some sleep too.”

      “What about Tyrese?”

      “We split up after getting off the boat. But I’ll tell you, Tanner, he’s one hell of a partner. The man does what he says he’ll do and keeps his gang in line. If he was Italian, I’d make him an underboss.”

      The elevator stopped moving and the doors opened to reveal the inside of a supply closet. There was a space between stacks of copy paper that was wide enough to walk through in single file. Pullo stepped off first with Tanner following. After the elevator doors closed behind him, Tanner looked back to see that they had blended into the wall. The closet led to an empty office, then to a carpeted corridor. As they passed a window, Tanner saw that they were on the third floor of the office building.

      “That Italian thing gets in the way sometimes, doesn’t it?” Tanner said.

      Pullo considered the question, then nodded. “I’m not as strict with it as old Sam Giacconi had been. If I was, Finn and Rico wouldn’t be here.”

      “But they’ll never be made members either, right?”

      “It’s not allowed. They’re considered ‘associates.’”

      “That’s a problem your enemies don’t have. The Primeros have gotten so huge because they accept anyone no matter their race, and also women. If they continue to get bigger while you stay the same, you’ll never beat them in the long run.”

      Pullo stopped walking and stared at Tanner. There was anger showing in his eyes.

      “Don’t you think I know that? But what can I do? We’re the Mafia, damn it, and that means we’re Italians.”

      “But it doesn’t have to. Finn and Rico prove that.”

      “The Commission in Chicago would have to give the okay for me to start recruiting non-Italians in huge numbers. I don’t see them doing that. Those guys are all old-school.”

      “They also don’t have anywhere near the power they once had, and it’s the Primeros that run Chicago these days. The same thing will happen here if you don’t make changes.”

      “What are you, an expert on the Mafia now?”

      “No. I just don’t want to see you get killed someday, Joe. And I don’t see the Primeros backing off just because of what happened tonight.”

      Pullo relaxed his stance as he calmed down. “Tyrese brought that up too. We’re going to have a meeting about it soon. If you’re still in the city then, come to the meeting with me.”

      “I’ll do that.”

      They continued walking and reached the conference room. The door opened to reveal Rico and Sammy laughing at something Romeo had told them. When Romeo spotted Tanner, he grinned.

      “Yo, bro, how did things go in Brooklyn?”

      “The coroner will be working overtime for a while. I hear that you helped a stranded motorist.”

      “Yeah, pretending to break down on the overpass like that was pretty slick, and the dude had a hell of a rifle too, an AR-50 with a Nightforce scope. It’s mine now, spoils of war.”

      Tanner and Pullo took seats. Pullo told Tanner about his meeting with Enrique and about the look on the thug’s face when he realized that they already knew about the troops he had in Brooklyn.

      “How did you find out about that?” Tanner asked.

      “I got an anonymous tip.”

      “Anonymous?”

      “That’s right. And after we checked it out, we saw that it was for real.”

      “What did they ask for the tip?”

      “Nothing.”

      “That’s odd. I’m sure you would have paid a lot for information like that?”

      “Yeah, and I’m betting that the caller will get in touch again and ask for something. I also think they want to stay anonymous because they’re a part of the gang.”

      “Someone in the Primeros is snitching on their own for money?”

      “It could also be a federal agent,” Rico said. “In Mexico, they were some of our best snitches. They’d investigate our rivals and then sell us the information.”

      “Ah,” Pullo said. “You might be right. It wouldn’t be the first time I’ve gotten tipped off by a dirty cop. But they usually ask for the money right away.”

      Sammy stood and stretched his arms over his head while yawning. “I’m headed home to my bride.”

      “Joe told me that you and Julie got married. Congratulations,” Tanner said.

      “Thanks.”

      Rico stood. “I’m headed out too. Sammy is giving me a lift home since my car is in the shop.”

      “You guys get some sleep and meet me back here around four in the afternoon,” Joe told them. “We need to find a new supplier to replace Enrique’s people.”

      Sammy and Rico agreed they would be back at four and left the conference room.

      “I never thought I’d see Sammy have Rico anywhere near his car unless he was trying to run him over,” Tanner said. “When did they become friends?”

      “Rico saved Julie’s life during the war with the Gants. After that, Rico was all right in Sammy’s book.”

      “What’s Rico’s story?” Romeo asked.

      “He used to work for Alonzo Alvarado,” Tanner said.

      “And he’s still breathing, dude?”

      “I’m not a fan of Rico’s,” Tanner said. “He owes his continued existence to Joe.”

      Pullo shrugged. “When Alvarado put him in charge here, Rico treated me better than he had to. I remembered that when I took control again. He’s also a damn good man to have around.” Pullo stood. “I’m heading out too. I’ll be walking out the front doors so the Feds can see me. You two better leave through the tunnel.”

      Romeo smiled. “I could go for a slice of pizza.”
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            A Man Of Respect

          

        

      

    

    
      Tanner and Romeo arrived at the penthouse to find that everyone else was asleep. Romeo’s wife and child were staying there, along with Henry, and the Parkers live-in housekeeper, Franny Facini.

      After showering and checking on his children, Tanner climbed into bed beside Sara and was asleep within a minute. When he wasn’t working, he was Cody, and he was glad to have the night’s work behind him. Using explosives was necessary when dealing with so many men, but it wasn’t his preferred method of killing.
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        * * *

      

      Cody stirred when Sara left the bed at seven. After saying good morning and giving her a kiss, he went back to sleep. When he awoke an hour later, he entered the kitchen to find that everyone was there except for Romeo and Henry.

      Little Marian was seated in her high chair and Sara was feeding her. Marian had recently turned one. When she spotted her father, her face lit up in a grin and she called to him while raising her arms.

      “Daddy!”

      Cody went to her and kissed her. Marian was adorable and definitely a daddy’s girl. Back on the ranch, she would leave her toys and toddle along behind him whenever he left a room she was in. Cody had taken to keeping a playpen in his office so that she could stay with him while he handled paperwork.

      The other children, Lucas, and Romeo’s daughter, Florentina, were seated at the kitchen table on booster seats and were still wearing their pajamas. Franny was watching them eat, although they were old enough to need little supervision. At the stove, Romeo’s wife, Nadya, was cooking breakfast for the adults.

      Cody told everyone good morning and kissed Sara. A chime announced the arrival of the penthouse’s private elevator.

      Sara saw Cody take out his phone to check the interior cameras and answered his unasked question.

      “That’s Henry. He went out for a run this morning.”

      Cody nodded, but checked to make certain it was Henry. He followed the teen’s progress toward the kitchen and saw that he was carrying a large paper bag.

      Nadya smiled when she saw Henry. “You remembered to get the bagels. Thank you, Henry.”

      “You’re welcome, and I love bagels. There’s nowhere to get them back in Stark, but Franny makes them now and then. Her homemade ones are the best.”

      “I could have made them here too,” Franny said.

      “No cooking or cleaning for you while we’re here,” Sara said. “This is supposed to be a vacation for you.”

      Franny waved that off. “There’s only so much sightseeing I can do before I get bored out of my mind. And I like to cook.”

      Henry went off to shower and said that he would be quick about it so that they could eat. As he was leaving the room, Romeo appeared. Seeing how sweaty he was, he asked Henry how far he had run.

      “Ten miles.”

      “How long did that take?”

      “Less than an hour, just like Cody.”

      Romeo held up his hand and Henry gave him a high five. “You’re a stud, dude.”

      Florentina was a daddy’s girl as well. She was four and had her mother’s petite build and her father’s blonde hair. She called to Romeo.

      “Daddy, are we still going to the zoo today?”

      “Is it raining out?”

      “No.”

      “Then I guess we’ll have to go and have some fun.”

      Florentina cheered and told Lucas that she couldn’t wait to see the monkeys. Lucas declared his desire to see the lions and tigers. Romeo and Nadya were taking the kids to the zoo, except for baby Marian, who would stay with her father. Franny and Sara had tickets to see a matinee of a Broadway play, and Henry had plans to explore the city alone.
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        * * *

      

      After everyone had eaten, Sara and Nadya took Lucas and Florentina to their rooms to get them dressed and ready for the zoo. Henry headed out for the day and Franny went to her room to relax.

      Romeo joined Cody in the penthouse’s office. Marian was with them, and Cody lowered her into a playpen that was filled with dolls and stuffed animals.

      Cody and Romeo settled on a sofa near her and watched her play and talk to the dolls. Marian’s vocabulary seemed to grow every week and she was already speaking in short sentences at times.

      “It’s great to see that Henry is working out, dude. It looks like you’ve found Tanner Eight.”

      “He’s got the right temperament, is smart, and fears nothing. He’s also developed into a marksman.”

      “I’ve started training a kid too. I guess you can say he’s my apprentice.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “There’s this kid named Stone Rodgers. He’s only eighteen. I met him when we were both out to kill the same target.”

      “It was an open contract?”

      “Yeah, on a drug dealer who tried to kill his boss. It paid good, forty grand, so I figured, why not? It only took me a day to track the dude down because he was stupid enough to try and hide out at his ex-wife’s vacation cabin. Stone had found the guy by following the drug dealer’s brother there.”

      “How did he react when you killed the target before he did?”

      “How do you know I did?”

      “Because you were trained to be a Tanner, Romeo. No one is going to fulfill a contract before you do.”

      “Yeah, I shot the dude from over five hundred yards away just as Stone was sneaking up on the cabin.”

      “And the guy’s brother?”

      “He had left already, after dropping off food.”

      “So, the kid waited until after the brother left?”

      “Oh yeah. No sense in killing the brother, you know?”

      “We know that, but an untrained shooter in his teens might have rushed in and shot them both while only thinking about the payday he would get.”

      “That’s one reason I like the kid. He showed patience and wasn’t bloodthirsty, and it was smart to follow the brother to the cabin. He told me he had staked the guy out for two days.”

      “I know we started at about the same age, but eighteen is still early to be an assassin. What’s his story?”

      “Stone grew up an orphan in New Hampshire and ran away from a foster home and joined a street gang. The gang had a battle with a rival group and Stone killed three of them with a knife, including the gang’s leader. After that, whenever his gang wanted someone killed, they told him to do it. He was only sixteen then, but smart enough to know that the gang was a dead end. At seventeen, he left the life and began taking contracts for a drug dealer he’d met while he was with the gang. After a while he started going freelance and liked taking open contracts because they usually pay better.”

      “What happened after you killed the target?”

      “Stone dived for cover behind the dude’s car. As I was walking away, I heard him shouting something but couldn’t make out what it was because of the distance. When I went back and moved closer to the cabin, I realized that he was asking a question. He wanted to know how far away I was when I made the shot.”

      “I hollered the answer back to him and he stood up and held out his empty hands. I figured, what the hell, and showed myself. I had on a ski mask, so it’s not like I was showing him my face. ‘Teach me to shoot like that,’ he said. ‘I’ll pay you.’ When I saw how young he was, I took off the ski mask and started talking to him.”

      “And now you’re training him?”

      “We went to that private range you showed me, and I taught him the basics. The kid is a natural and picked it up right away. As soon as the right target comes along, we’re going to go after the contract together. I want something with a little challenge.”

      “By a challenge, do you mean more than one target?”

      “Yeah, dude. And we’ll try to take them with long-range shots. It will be low risk and I’ll be able to see how he does.”

      “Where is the kid, back in the Corpus Christi area where you live?”

      “No, I actually met him over in New Jersey. That’s where the contract was, and I was already in New York doing another job. But Stone lives here in the city.”

      “I want to meet him.”

      Romeo grinned. “I was hoping you’d say that.”

      “You’ve met my apprentice, now I’ll meet yours.”

      “The kid might go all fanboy on you, Cody. He talked about you once, saying how he would love to be half as good as Tanner.”

      “Does he know that you know me?”

      “I never mentioned it, but I will when I call him, and I’ll set up a meeting with him tomorrow at the shooting range.”

      “Henry’s eighteen, and so is your apprentice. I remember when we were that young and traveling around with Spenser.”

      “They were damn good days, dude. And man did we ever learn a lot.”

      “That we did. Maybe I’ll take Henry along to the meeting at the range. We could both use some practice while we’re here in the city.”

      “Bro, that would be great. And maybe they’ll get along.”

      “Let’s hope so. You don’t make many friends in our business.”

      “Pullo is a cool dude, for a mob guy. I see why you like him.”

      “Last night’s meeting could have gone bad for Joe if you hadn’t taken out the guy on the overpass.”

      “I hope he knows the Primeros won’t quit trying to take away his territory, not with the numbers they have.”

      “He knows, and he’s holding a meeting about it soon and wants me to be there.”

      Romeo grinned. “What’s that title they gave you?”

      “A man of respect.”

      Romeo laughed. “You’re the first Tanner to ever join the mob.”

      “I didn’t join them; they joined me. They wanted to avoid going to war with me again.”

      “If you can’t beat them, join them.”

      “Exactly.”
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            The Stranger

          

        

      

    

    
      Stone Rodgers, whose real name was Stone Hayes, was smiling as he put away his phone after talking to Romeo and learning that he would be meeting Tanner soon. The plan was coming together.

      Stone was staying at an apartment in Greenwich Village. The apartment belonged to a woman he had met while working out at a gym. She was a nurse who logged long hours in the emergency room. She believed that Stone was a struggling actor.

      Stone had done some acting in high school and had performed in a few amateur plays. Those acting skills came in handy when he convinced Romeo to take him on as a sort of apprentice assassin. His boyish looks had helped as well. Stone did look like a teen, but he was actually three weeks away from turning twenty-four.

      And far from being the loner he was pretending to be, Stone had two partners, and was part of a kill team. Despite that, when approached by his employer, he had agreed to take the contract on Tanner alone.

      He and his partners, Boyd Dunn and Kirby Mills, had been hired to eliminate three members of an Italian crime syndicate. He had been friends with Dunn and Mills since they had met as boys inside the same orphanage. They were six years older than him and always treated him like a little brother. Growing up an orphan was one of the few real details of his life that he had told Romeo.

      He had never joined a street gang. Dunn and Mills had been his gang, his only friends, and the closest thing he had to family. The three of them worked as a hit squad for the last four years, mostly in Europe. Killing paid far above minimum wage and they lived well off the money they made.

      It was after the killing of the syndicate members that Stone was approached by a handsome man of about forty while he was on a date. The man had just a touch of white at his temples but was obviously in good condition. He stated that he was aware of what Stone did for a living and wanted to hire him for an assassination. The man spoke English with an Italian accent. That was hardly surprising since they were in Italy.

      Fearing that the man was a cop, Stone denied knowing what he was talking about and rushed away. When his date returned from her trip to the bathroom, she found their table empty.

      Stone met with Dunn and Mills at a bar and told them about the encounter. To his shock, the man who had approached him earlier slid into the booth beside him.

      “I’m not a police officer if that’s what you’re thinking, Mr. Hayes. I have a serious and very profitable contract I want you to take.”

      Dunn and Mills were seated together on the other side of the booth. Unlike Stone, they were in their late-twenties and looked it. Both had dark hair and brown eyes and favored wearing suits. Stone preferred jeans and T-shirts, which was a factor in making him appear younger than he was.

      Dunn was the more aggressive of the trio and its unofficial leader. As his right hand drifted toward his hip, the uninvited guest at their table issued a warning.

      “Please leave your hands in plain sight or I’ll be forced to kill you.”

      It was only then that Stone and the others realized that the stranger’s right hand was below the surface of the table.

      “What the hell do you want?” Dunn asked the man.

      “From you and Mr. Mills, I want nothing. However, Mr. Hayes would be perfect for what I have planned.”

      “And what is your plan?” Stone asked.

      “Revenge. I want you to kill a man for me.”

      “I’m part of a team. You’d have to hire all three of us.”

      “Your partners are unnecessary. This would also not be a normal contract. It will require a great deal of guile and patience.”

      “Why patience?”

      “The target is elusive. I don’t know where he is, but I have uncovered the fact that he is friends with a man whose whereabouts I do know.”

      “And you want me to sit on that guy until the target shows up?”

      “I want you to make contact with the man, befriend him, and when he leads you to the target, it will be time to act.”

      Mills spoke up. He spoke rarely, and when he did, his words were never frivolous. “We could grab up the friend and make him tell us where the target is. That would be simpler.”

      The stranger smiled. “Were you three to attempt that, the man would kill you all.”

      “Bullshit,” Dunn said. “No one has come close to killing us. And we’ve faced off against teams of men. One guy is not going to kill us.”

      “I am ‘one guy,’ and if I squeezed my trigger three times you would all be dead. I assure you; the man Mr. Hayes would befriend is as deadly as I am. The target is far deadlier than that.”

      Stone exchanged glances with Dunn and Mills before asking, “Who is this target?”

      The man smiled. “His name is Tanner.”

      There was silence at the table for several seconds. A server cleared away the empty plate that had held an order of Italian fries and asked if they wanted another pitcher of beer. Dunn waved her off while staring at the nameless man seated across from him.

      When he was sure the server was out of hearing range, Dunn spoke. “When you say, Tanner, do you mean the assassin named Tanner?”

      “That is the one. Many have tried to kill him by coming straight at him. That has not proven successful. The plan I have in mind will work because Tanner won’t be expecting an attack. He will believe himself to be among friends when Mr. Hayes finally makes his move. Deceit and cunning will succeed where brashness has failed.”

      Upon learning that the target would be Tanner, Stone became interested. Tanner was a damn legend and without doubt the greatest assassin who had ever lived. The man who killed him would gain a reputation that a thousand successful hits wouldn’t achieve.

      “What are the details of the plan?” Stone asked.

      “I’ll only discuss those if you agree to take the contract. And remember, I said that it would require patience. Weeks, even months may pass before you’ll get the opportunity to kill Tanner. During that time, you’ll need to pretend to be someone else.”

      “I can do that.”

      Dunn had reached out a hand to grip Stone’s forearm. “Are you serious? You want to break up the team?”

      “No. Once I’ve killed Tanner, we’ll join up again, only then we’ll have one hell of a reputation and can charge what we want. I bet we could ask any amount for a contract and get it.”

      “But we aren’t going to kill Tanner, Stone, you are,” Mills said.

      “That won’t matter. We’ll share the credit. Hey guys, even if we were all going after Tanner together, only one of us would get a chance to take the kill shot. I’m not quitting the team. I’m going to do this for all three of us. As a matter of fact, I want the payment to be split three ways.”

      “What is the payment?” Dunn asked.

      “One million dollars,” the stranger said. “Half will be paid when Mr. Hayes travels to America, and the rest upon completion of the contract. Agreed?”

      Stone had been tempted to say yes immediately, but he resisted the urge and asked if he could speak to his partners in private.

      The stranger slid out of the booth. “I’ll wait for you outside in the parking lot. Come out when you’re ready.”

      Stone, Dunn, and Mills debated the pros and cons for ten minutes. Dunn was against the idea, Stone wanted to do it, and Mills agreed that Stone should take the contract if he wanted it, but he added a warning.

      “This is Tanner we’re talking about. The odds are good that you’ll wind up dead.”

      Stone shrugged. “I could get killed by a two-bit drug dealer while fulfilling a contract just as easily. If I die going after the hardest contract there is, then at least I will have died attempting greatness.”

      Dunn rubbed a hand across his face while sighing. “This is your decision, but I think it’s a bad one. Tanner is no joke. And despite the fancy plan this guy might have up his sleeve, it’s dangerous as hell.”

      Stone slid out of the booth. “Let’s go hear his plan.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The bar’s parking lot was small and most arrived at the bar on foot or parked blocks away and walked to it. When they went outside to look for the stranger, they didn’t see him anywhere.

      When the man’s voice came from behind them, they tensed up.

      “How the hell did you sneak up on us like that?” Dunn asked.

      “Years of practice,” the man said with a smile.

      “Before I give you my answer,” Stone said. “I have a question.”

      “Yes?”

      “Why do you want Tanner dead?”

      “For revenge, as I said earlier.”

      “He killed someone you cared about?”

      The man smirked. “He killed someone I hated.”

      “I don’t get it,” Stone said.

      “Maybe it will help if I tell you my name.”

      The man did so, then watched as the mouths of the younger men fell open in shock.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Stone agreed to take the contract after hearing the details of the plan. Weeks later, he met Romeo as designed, and pretended to be a teen assassin in need of a mentor. The plan was unfurling as the stranger had said it would, and soon he would have a chance to kill the most dangerous man on the planet.

      There was a contract killer in New York who he knew slightly. Boyd and Kirby had suggested that Stone make contact with the man, who was named Lombard, and use him as backup in case something went wrong. He said he would contact Lombard if he needed to, but that was a lie. He wanted to kill Tanner alone. It was why he had talked Boyd and Kirby into staying in Italy in the first place.
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        * * *

      

      Stone used a burner phone to contact his employer. His number would be recognized because the phone had been supplied to him by the man he was calling.

      “Good news. Romeo called and asked me if I’d like to meet Tanner tomorrow.”

      “Excellent! Where will you be meeting?”

      “At a private shooting range out in the country.”

      “Once you’ve killed Tanner, you’ll have to kill Romeo too.”

      “I’ll kill him. I like Romeo, but I’ll kill him all the same.”

      “Show no mercy. I did not go to all this trouble for you to deviate from the plan at this late stage.”

      “What happens afterwards?”

      “There is a flight for Rome leaving LaGuardia airport at six p.m. each evening. I’ll arrange a ticket for you.”

      “Make sure it’s a first-class ticket.”

      “Of course. Are you nervous?”

      “No, but I doubt I’ll sleep much. And I have to call my partners and tell them what’s happening.”

      “After tomorrow, people will know your name. You won’t need those partners anymore.”

      “They’re like brothers to me. We’ll share in the success of having killed Tanner.”

      “If that’s what you want. And remember, you can not make even the slightest mistake around these people. Romeo is nearly as deadly as Tanner.”

      “I know. The man makes shots with a rifle like a Marine sniper, and he’s really in shape for an old dude.”

      “He is about my age.”

      “Like I said, Romeo is old.”

      “And he thinks of you as a boy who needs training. That mistake will cost him the life of his friend.”

      “Nobody stays on top forever. It’s time for Tanner to die.”

      “Do not fail, Stone. Failure will mean your death.”

      Stone’s voice was confident as he answered. “Tanner dies tomorrow. I’m going to place a bullet right in the back of his head.”
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      Elke showed up at the apartment after the kids had left for the zoo and Franny and Sara were off to see their play.

      When Elke spotted Marian, her face softened, and she began cooing at the baby.

      “She certainly has the Gant eyes, like your son.”

      “Marian looks a lot like my mother, who she was named after. She also looks like you.”

      “You have to visit Germany with me someday, Tanner. You have many relatives there who would welcome you.”

      “Maybe someday. Speaking of relatives, have you heard anything about our French cousins?”

      “Gina had a baby boy, which I’m told has endeared her to Lucien. After having lost two sons, it’s not surprising that having a grandson would please him.”

      “And what about Salome?”

      “She appears to be in line to control the family whenever Lucien steps down. Not that the monster would ever retire. He’ll never give up control unless he is forced to do so, or dead. Seeing Lucien dead would please me very much.”

      Elke’s last words were spoken with passion. Her only son, Stefan, had been murdered on orders of Lucien Gant. After Lucien’s son, Victor died, Tanner had arranged for a truce that would protect Elke from harm.

      “You’re not tempted to reignite the feud, are you?”

      “No. As much as I want that man dead, I gave my word. But I know Lucien. One day he will seek vengeance and break the feud himself. When that happens, I’ll do my best to kill him. And if I don’t kill him, I know you will, Tanner.”

      “I’m not Tanner when I’m here with the family, I’m Cody.”

      “Right. I’ll remember that.”

      Marian grew sleepy after having a bottle and was settled in her crib for a nap. Tanner and Elke left the nursery and returned to the living room.

      “How long are you going to be in Manhattan?”

      “A few weeks. I need to make sure people know that I’m here.”

      Elke laughed. “You accomplished that last night. That scene in Brooklyn was all over the news. I also understand that your friend, Mr. Pullo, is suspected of ordering those deaths.”

      “They can suspect all they want, but given the rules the police are forced to play by, they’ll never connect Joe to any of it.”

      “The police should be a lesser concern. The Primeros will consider what happened last night an act of war. They will want Pullo dead, and you as well.”

      “Ernesto Enrique started the war for the Primeros. Last night was about Joe striking back. And yeah, you’re right, they’ll be gangbangers gunning for us.”

      “I’m available to help if you need me.”

      “I’ll take you up on that if you don’t mind guarding my family whenever Romeo and I aren’t here. The Primeros have been known to go after their enemies’ families.”

      “And you fear that they know you have one?”

      “No. But I’m not willing to take the chance that they can’t find out.”

      “I’ll protect them. I can set-up somewhere outside if you’d like.”

      “In this weather? No. You can stay here. I’ll introduce you to Franny and tell her you’re here for a visit. Since we share the same eyes, she’ll have no problem believing that we’re family, which we are.”

      “Franny is your housekeeper?”

      “Yes.”

      “How much does she know about you?”

      “She has no idea that I’m Tanner and I’d like to keep it that way.”

      Elke smiled. “I’m sure knowing the truth would shock her.”

      “Yeah. But I’m not expecting there to be trouble here. Joe is another story. People know that he has a family.”

      “The last time there was trouble, Laurel and her son stayed here. Will that happen again?”

      “No. Joe moved them to a safe location outside New York before going to the pier last night. He knows what the Primeros are like and wasn’t taking any chances.”

      “That is wise,” Elke said as she stood. “I’ll go to my hotel and gather my things so I can stay here.”

      “I’ll walk you out,” Cody said. Before leaving the office, he checked his phone to view the scene of his daughter sleeping peacefully. One of her tiny arms was wrapped around her favorite stuffed doll.

      As they walked toward the penthouse’s private elevator, Cody asked Elke if she remembered where they kept the weapons.

      “I do. Have you changed the combination on the gun safe?”

      “No, but the alarm code is different. The number is 0325 now. You can also use that code to access the private garage downstairs if you need it.”

      “I’ll be back soon,” Elke said, as she stepped on the elevator.

      Cody sent his older cousin a nod and watched as the elevator doors slid shut. Having Elke guarding his family would give him comfort. Sara was capable of defending herself, and she would be helped by Henry. But it didn’t hurt to have another gun in a fight if something happened.

      Cody’s phone rang as he was walking to the nursery to check on Marian. It was Pullo calling on a burner phone.

      “What’s up?”

      “I’m having a meeting tomorrow night at eight at the office building, to talk about the Primeros. Can you be there?”

      “Yeah, and I’ll bring Romeo along too.”

      “Good. I’ve heard from the anonymous tipster again.”

      “Did they want payment for helping you?”

      “No, which is weird, right?”

      “I’d say so. How are they making contact?”

      “I was sent a cellphone. They texted me on it. Instead of asking for money, they gave me a heads-up about a hitter that’s been sent here to kill me. Some cartel assassin, a sicario named Morelos. He’s coming to New York to put me down. Once I’m dead, you’re to be next.”

      “One man?”

      “Yeah. The tipster says that this Morelos is the best sicario the cartels have. It must have cost the Primeros a fortune to borrow him.”

      “It was wasted money.”

      Pullo laughed. “I’d thought you’d say that. Have you ever heard of this hitter?”

      “No, but I might know someone who has. I’ll check with them and see what I can find out.”

      “According to the tipster, Morelos is driving here. It should take him a couple of days at least.”

      “He’s driving? That sounds to me like Morelos is being cautious. Which was a smart move since your tipster gave you a warning about him.”

      “Too bad the guy is smart. If he had flown here, I would have had people staking out the airports.”

      “What’s Morelos look like?”

      “He’s Mexican but looks white because he had an American mother. About forty, average height, dark hair, brown eyes, with a scar on his right cheek from a knife wound.”

      “If not for that scar he’d have an easy time blending in.”

      “And he might cover it with makeup.”

      “Yeah, or maybe conceal it some other way. I’ll find out what I can and get back to you.”

      “Thanks, Tanner. I know this isn’t your fight.”

      “I’ll always have your back, Joe.”

      “I know, and you can count on me to do the same, buddy.”

      “Keep your head on a swivel.”

      “Hell yeah,” Pullo said, and ended the call.
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        * * *

      

      Cody looked in on Marian and found her still asleep. After leaving the nursery he returned to the office and made a call to Stark. He was calling Raymond “Crash” Wyman. Crash was fascinated by assassins and had spent decades studying them. He ran a website dedicated to discussing assassins. It had visitors from many countries commenting on its message board daily. Crash also ranked assassins. Tanner was Number One on that list.

      “Morelos? Yeah, I’ve heard of him. He is one dangerous man if even half of what’s said about him is true.”

      “If he’s so dangerous, why isn’t he ranked on your list?”

      “I don’t include cartel killers because they’ll murder anyone on orders from their boss. Everyone on my list is an independent assassin. These sicarios are vicious killers who only do as they’re told. There’s also the problem of verifying their kills.”

      “What can you tell me about Morelos?”

      “He’ll kill anyone who gets in his way and has been known to use innocents as pawns. There’s a story that he placed a bomb on a room service cart to get to one target. The guy delivering the room service was killed along with the target and bodyguards when the bomb went off.”

      “Does he ever use a sniper rifle?”

      “Oh yeah. And he’s also mechanically inclined. He can tamper with brakes or wire a doorknob to electrocute someone. Those are both tricks that he’s used in the past. Mind you now, this all comes secondhand from several of my people living in Mexico, but I’ll bet that it’s true.”

      “I believe it.”

      “Why do you want to know this, Cody?”

      “Morelos is on his way to New York City.”

      “He’s coming after you?”

      “Me and Joe Pullo.”

      “Don’t underestimate this man. He’s deadly.”

      “We’ll be ready for him.”

      “Anything else I can help with?”

      “I guess not. What’s going on back home?”

      “Your buddy Steve and Mayor Jimmy had an argument at the town council meeting last night, but that’s nothing new.”

      “What was the argument about?”

      “The mayor wanted to slash the police budget again. The council voted against him.”

      “The council voting against Jimmy is a new development. He lost support during the last election.”

      Crash laughed. “Jimmy pouted like a child afterwards. I don’t think he’s accustomed to not getting his way.”

      “Thanks for clueing me in about Morelos, Crash.”

      “No problem. But tell me, is Franny around?”

      “She’s off seeing a Broadway play with Sara.”

      “I’ll call Franny later on then. I miss that lady.”

      “Make sure you tell her that.”

      “Caroline said the same thing.”

      “How is your daughter?”

      “She’s good. I’ll tell her you said hi.”

      “Do that, and thanks again.”

      Cody put away his phone and checked the camera in the nursery. Marian was stirring awake. He entered the nursery and stood by the crib. When his daughter’s eyes opened, she smiled up at him.

      “Daddy.”

      “Hello, baby girl. Did you have a good nap?”

      Marian put her arms up and Cody lifted her from the crib. After changing her diaper, he carried her into the office and sat her in her playpen.

      After thinking over what he’d learned about Morelos, Tanner decided to make a call to a man named Duke, who could supply him with anything he needed.
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        * * *

      

      “Hey Tanner. I was wondering if I’d hear from you. I figured that you were back in the city, judging by what went down in Brooklyn last night.”

      “I could use a few supplies.”

      “Give me a list and I’ll get it ready.”

      “Are you still buying items from that ex-CIA toymaker?”

      “Oh yeah. And he recently came up with something that’s a doozy.”

      “What is it?”

      “Get this. You can make yourself invisible.”

      “Invisible?”

      “That’s what I said.”

      “I’m interested. I’ll be in later this afternoon.”

      “See ya then.”

      Cody smiled as he put away his phone.

      “Invisibility. Yeah, that I need to see.”
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      The killer calling himself Morelos had begun his training as a sicario when he was only fifteen. Before that, he was a drug mule for the old Mercoto Cartel.

      Because he could pass for an American and spoke English well, he was a natural to make border runs into San Diego. Morelos was paired with a man named Carlos who pretended to be his father. On one of the trips when they had been trusted to deliver twelve kilos of pure cocaine to an address near Balboa Park at dusk, Carlos robbed Morelos.

      The man had been twice his size. He struck Morelos in the face with several hard blows and left him dazed. The ring he wore sliced open Morelos’s right cheek. It was the cause of the scar he had.

      Morelos recovered from the beating within moments and followed Carlos through the park. Along the way, he picked a bottle out of a trash can and broke it in half to use as a weapon.

      Morelos, although a boy, had attacked Carlos from behind ferociously and jammed the jagged end of the bottle into his neck. Carlos managed to strike him once more before pressing a hand to his throat to stop the bleeding. There was no staunching of the blood flow. Morelos had severed the man’s jugular vein. As he watched the treacherous thief bleed out, he smiled. Afterward, he dragged Carlos’s body out of sight, but was certain it would be discovered once the sun rose.

      He had been given a phone number to memorize if something went wrong. He dialed it from a pay phone and was a strange sight to behold. He was a shirtless kid holding a suitcase with a swollen lip and a gashed cheek. The shirt he’d been wearing had been covered in blood.

      A voice answered the call in Spanish and Morelos explained what had happened. He was told to wait on the outskirts of the park and to avoid contact with anyone.

      Three hours passed slowly while he ducked out of sight whenever anyone came near. That included several police cars. When someone finally came, they had snuck up on him and whispered his name.

      Morelos had spun around to find three Mexican men. Two of them were young, muscular, and wore tank tops that showed off their arms. The third man was wearing a suit and was older. He smiled at Morelos.

      “You killed Carlos?”

      Morelos nodded.

      “Good. I never liked him. I also told Hector that he couldn’t be trusted.”

      Morelos blinked at that. “Hector Mercoto?”

      “Yes. Have you ever met him?”

      Morelos was surprised at the question and shook his head. Why would the leader of the cartel ever want to meet a nobody like him?

      “Show me Carlos’s body. I need to remove his ID.”

      Morelos took a wallet from his pocket. “I have it here. It will make it harder for the police to identify him.”

      The man smiled again. “Exactly. You are a smart boy. I like that.”

      “What’s your name?” Morelos asked.

      “I am Alonso Alvarado.”
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        * * *

      

      It was Alvarado who suggested to Hector Mercoto that Morelos be trained as a sicario. The boy had shown no remorse at killing Carlos and wanted respect. Sicarios were not only respected, they were feared.

      By the time he was sixteen, Morelos had killed eleven more men, three women, and a seven-year-old girl. The girl and her mother had witnessed another slaying. The mother, a devout Catholic, had been foolish enough to talk to the police. The officer who took her statement was paid for her name and address. He also modified her statement to change her description of the killer.

      When Morelos showed up on her doorstep, the woman thought he was harmless and was one of the children in the neighborhood. She learned how wrong she was when she saw him bring out the knife he had hidden. Morelos jammed the blade in her chest before she could release a scream. When it came to killing the little girl, he smothered her with a pillow.

      Murdering the girl had bothered him. He didn’t like the way it felt and kept seeing her face in his mind’s eye. When he mentioned this to Alvarado, he was given advice that only a monster would offer.

      “Kill more children. Once you’ve murdered enough of them, you’ll no longer feel anything. It will also make you a more dangerous killer.”

      Morelos took the advice to heart. His targets were the children of members of a rival cartel. Morelos had killed five of them when a war broke out between the cartel and one of their other rivals. Morelos had left behind clues that led the cartel to come to that conclusion. When Hector Mercoto learned that Morelos had started the conflict, he rewarded him with a large sum of money and began giving him tougher contracts. He later supplied him with a crew to assist him.

      When Damián Sandoval betrayed Hector Mercoto and took over the cartel, Morelos left and followed Alvarado south. When Alvarado formed his own cartel, it was Morelos who became his main enforcer. Years later, Morelos suffered a gunshot wound to his left leg while fulfilling a contract. He’d lost a significant amount of blood and was weak and in a doctor’s care while suffering from an infection. It was at that time when Tanner traveled to Mexico and killed Alvarado. Since that day, Morelos had been waiting for an opportunity to kill Tanner. That time had come at last.

      In the years since Alvarado’s death, Morelos had been busy working for an up-and-coming cartel in El Salvador. Of late, due to his reputation, he’d been hired out to the cartel’s allies whenever they needed a problem to be solved with bloodshed. One of those allies was the Primeros.

      Along with Tanner, Morelos was to kill Joe Pullo. Pullo had been fortunate to regain control of Manhattan after Alvarado’s death. It was because of Pullo that Tanner became involved in the Mafia’s war with the cartel, which led to Alvarado being killed. Alonso Alvarado had been a friend of Morelos. It would be a pleasure to slay Pullo.

      And although he was only being paid to kill Tanner and Pullo, Morelos had a third target in mind. Rico Nazario had been trusted by Alvarado. And yet, upon his death, Rico went to work for Pullo. Morelos couldn’t prove it, but he believed that Rico was somehow involved with Juan Alvarado’s murder. Rico had always disliked Juan because everything had been handed to the young man, while Rico had to claw his way up from the slums.

      Even if Rico was innocent, he could be tortured to provide information that would help Morelos get to Pullo.

      As for Tanner, he would be dealt with last. Morelos knew of the hit man’s reputation and wasn’t the least bit intimidated. Everyone had a weakness. Tanner would be no different. The man must care about someone. Once Morelos found out who that someone was, he could use them to make Tanner come to him on his terms. After that, the man’s fate would be sealed.

      Morelos had fallen in love once. When he realized that she could be used against him if anyone ever found out about her, he broke things off. That fear came true a year later when the woman was kidnapped in order to lure Morelos to his death.

      Morelos used a sniper rifle to kill the two narcos who were after him. He also shot and killed the woman he loved. Once she was dead, she could never be used against him again. It was on that day that the last bit of humanity was extinguished in Morelos’s soul.

      He was like a shark now. A killing machine. And Tanner was his latest target.
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        * * *

      

      Morelos had no problem getting across the border in Brownsville, Texas. He had his mother’s fair skin, was driving a car with Texas plates, and had a phony ID and credit cards that gave his name as Richard Henderson.

      Once he was across, he met with an illegal arms dealer he had used before. The man supplied him with everything he needed.

      Another contact gave him a different car, then he met a woman at a bar in Arkansas. The woman was a drug mule Morelos had known for many years. She would accompany him to New York City and back. A couple traveling attracted less attention than a lone man. She could also act as a helper once they reached New York and keep watch when he needed to sleep. Her name was Amber.

      Amber was a blonde in her thirties with blue eyes who was of average height. Her face was pleasant, but she was not beautiful enough to attract the stares of men and bring attention to herself.

      Amber was in love with Morelos but had never told him. The two were lovers whenever they traveled together, which was usually two or three times a year. She spoke English and Spanish and had a weakness for fine chocolate and good weed.

      It was the weed that led her into the drug world when she was still in high school. These days, Amber acted as an escort for new mules. It was her job to see that the nervous newbies didn’t make stupid mistakes or draw attention to themselves. Once she accompanied them to their destination, Amber received an envelope of cash and would be free to do as she pleased until called on once again. It was easy work, paid well, and involved little risk—thanks to well-placed bribes.

      Amber had nearly a million dollars stashed away and was renting a luxury condo. She went on vacation five times a year and spent her days pampering herself and hanging out with her best friend from high school, a woman named Heather. Heather was also in the drug trade. She made her living ferrying loads of drugs across the Texas/Arkansas state border inside a van that had the name of a catering company on the side. Like Amber, Heather made good money, but spent most of it on clothes and jewelry. When her apartment was robbed a year earlier, the thief made off with over half a million in diamond jewelry. Heather would have been more upset had the man taken her Hermes handbags and Christian Louboutin shoes.

      Amber was aware that Morelos was a sicario. It turned her on to know that there were people alive who would be dead once Morelos caught up with them. She had always found him to be handsome, despite the scar on his right cheek. But knowing he had the power of life and death was a turn-on for her. She could never kill anyone. Her mother’s boyfriend had raped her when she was sixteen. Amber got a gun and confronted the man in the parking lot of a bar. As much as she’d hated him, she’d been unable to pull the trigger and end his life. Instead, she ran away from home and never looked back.
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        * * *

      

      They were driving through Tennessee when Amber woke from a nap. The light was fading, and she knew it would be dark soon. When she looked over at Morelos, she saw that he was glancing at her.

      “Was I snoring again?”

      “A little.”

      “Sorry.”

      “It does not matter.”

      Amber put a hand on his leg. “I want to be with you tonight.”

      “After we stop to eat. I also need to make a few calls.”

      While driving, Morelos had time to think. He had come up with a plan to deal with Tanner that he thought would give him the advantage he needed. To carry it out, he would need a pawn. One of the calls he would make was to a man who could arrange that sort of thing, for the right price.

      “Are we near Knoxville?” Amber asked.

      “We will be in less than an hour. Why?”

      “There’s a great hotel there that I’ve stayed at before. The room service is better than most restaurants. We could eat in.”

      Morelos nodded. “We’ll go there.”
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        * * *

      

      They checked into the hotel an hour later. They’d been fortunate to do so. There was a convention of doctors in town and the hotel was booked solid. However, they had gone to the front desk moments after a cardiac surgeon from Detroit had called to cancel his reservation. The man had to stay in the Motor City to perform an emergency triple bypass.

      Morelos paid for the doctor’s suite although it was more than he and Amber required for a one-night stay. The suite came with a balcony. It was on the twelfth floor and overlooked a golf course. Morelos didn’t play golf. The only time he had been on a golf course had been in Mexico, where he had killed three men on the ninth hole on the orders of Alvarado.

      He made his calls while Amber showered. One of those calls was to his boss. Morelos wanted to know if anything new had happened in Manhattan that he should know about. Nothing had changed, but his boss reminded him that Pullo and Tanner would be expecting trouble. Morelos assured him that he would be careful and reminded the man that he had never failed to kill a target.

      “This will be no different.”

      “It’s kill or be killed with Tanner. Failure is death,” his boss said.

      Morelos wanted to point out that he was stating the obvious but decided to let it go.

      After talking to his boss, he called a contact in Texas and asked him if he knew anyone in the New York area who could acquire some items he needed. Among them was a sniper rifle and a car with New York license plates. One item in particular would require effort, and was not something sold in stores. That something was actually a someone.

      “Are we talking about a hooker?”

      “No. This would be similar to the request I made of you three years ago, in San Antonio.”

      “Ah. Now I get you. Damn. I know a guy in Newark, New Jersey, who could get you what you need, but it will cost you.”

      “How much?”

      The contact named a price, then told Morelos that he would want a referral fee of ten percent.

      “And you’ll take ten percent of the money I pay your friend too, yes?”

      “Of course. That’s just good business.”

      “I agree to the price. But warn your friend that he needs to be selective. If I’m not satisfied, I’ll let him know it.”

      The contact laughed. “I bet it would be the last thing he ever knew. Don’t worry, the guy is a pro. He’ll get a good one for you.”

      “Should I send the money to the same account as last time?”

      “Yeah. And I’ll text you my guy’s info.”

      “Don’t. I won’t be using this phone any longer. I’ll call you back in the morning.”

      “That should be enough time. And happy hunting.”

      Amber walked out of the bathroom a few minutes after Morelos had finished his calls. She was dressed in a white, terrycloth robe, but opened it for a flash to give Morelos a glimpse of the sheer red nightgown she wore beneath it.

      “That’s a sneak preview for tonight’s action. Go take your shower.”

      “Order room service. I want a medium-rare steak with a baked potato and a house salad.”

      “Okay. And what do you want to drink?”

      “Just coffee.”

      “And dessert?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Suit yourself, but I’m going to order this incredible chocolate mousse they have here.”

      “I’ll be out of the bathroom before the food arrives,” Morelos said. Once inside the bathroom, he took out his phone and used it to view the hidden cameras he had placed throughout the suite. Amber had never given him a reason to be suspicious of her, but that didn’t mean he trusted her implicitly.

      She was still in the bedroom and had put on the TV. As she watched a movie, she began doing her nails. Satisfied that she wasn’t up to anything, Morelos stripped off his clothes to reveal a lean and muscular physique. He opened his toiletry bag and took out the things he needed. After a quick shave, he stepped into the shower.

      As the warm water poured over him, Morelos thought about Tanner. Although he didn’t fear him, he was aware that Tanner would be the toughest target he had ever gone after. He would get one chance to kill the man, and that would only occur if he managed to outwit him.

      After being wounded in the leg years ago, Morelos had stopped working with a team. It was one of the team members who had screwed up and made their position known. At the time, he had been in Los Angeles to kill a regional leader of the Crips gang. The man had cheated Alvarado in a drug deal and needed to be taught a lesson. Morelos and three other men were attacked by eleven members of the gang while on their way to fulfill the hit.

      Morelos managed to get away by stealing a delivery van. The other men with him all died. By the time he was able to seek treatment in a way that wouldn’t involve the police, Morelos had nearly bled to death.

      After recovering, he never went back to Los Angeles to seek revenge. That would have been foolhardy. Besides, by then, Alvarado was dead. Morelos thought that revenge was for fools. Had he gone after the target while still recovering from his leg wound, he would have been at a disadvantage. However, he did kill his target nine months later in Bakersfield. The Crip was known to visit a married woman there. Morelos had paid the adulterer’s neighbor to let him know when the gang member showed himself. When the word came, Morelos traveled to Bakersfield and killed the Crip, the woman, and the snitching neighbor. No one likes a snitch.

      Seeking revenge on Tanner for Alvarado’s death would have also been foolish. But now fate had given Morelos a reason to kill the hit man, and he would be compensated for doing so. Along with that would come the prestige of slaying a man who so many others had failed to kill. Once Tanner was dead, Morelos would be considered the greatest sicario and the fee for his services would rise.

      If he decided to become an independent killer, he could make a fortune for each hit he took on. Money meant little to him. The truth was that he’d stopped caring about most things after he had slain the woman he loved. All he had left was the work of killing. The more challenging the target, the greater his pleasure in taking them down. Killing Tanner would be the height of his career.
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        * * *

      

      The food came. It was delivered by a chubby young man. His uniform shirt would have looked better on someone who was twenty pounds lighter. Morelos thanked him with a tip and sent him on his way.

      After eating dinner, Morelos sipped on coffee while Amber indulged in her rich dessert. A jogger, Amber complained afterwards that she would have to pay for eating so much by running an extra mile for days.

      Morelos told her that she could start early the next morning. He was a runner as well, and planned to exercise before they got back on the road by seven a.m.

      “How early were you planning to get up?” Amber asked.

      “I’ll be dressed and going out for a run before six.”

      “Damn, Morelos. Can’t we sleep in a little?”

      “Don’t act surprised. You know how I like to do things.”

      Amber pouted. “I know, and I’ll come running too. I don’t want to get fat.”

      “You can sleep in the car anyway.”

      Amber smiled. “Oh yeah.” She then leaned over and kissed Morelos. “Let’s go to bed. And I’m not talking about sleep.”

      Morelos stood and led Amber into the bedroom. He was unaware that someone inside the hotel had an interest in them.
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        * * *

      

      The chubby room service waiter had managed to take a photo of Amber unobtrusively. It had been at the request of an ex-border patrol agent named O’Leary.

      O’Leary had been on the take and was caught accepting bribes to let drugs cross the border from Mexico. He’d served four years in prison and became an alcoholic once he was free again. He currently made a modest living selling pot.

      He had been entering the hotel’s lobby to deliver weed to a customer on the fifth floor when he’d spotted Amber stepping onto an elevator with Morelos. At least, he thought it was Amber. O’Leary hadn’t seen her in years. Back in the days when he’d known her, Amber had been a mule hauling cocaine across the border. If she was still doing that, she either had the drugs on her, or a fat payment for delivering them. Either way, she would be worth robbing.

      O’Leary paid the room service waiter fifty bucks for the photo he took. As he stared at it on his phone’s screen, he was certain that it was Amber he was looking at. The woman hadn’t changed much in nine years. The same could not be said for him. The booze had aged him. At forty, O’Leary could pass for a much older man. That was good. Maybe Amber wouldn’t even recognize him. If so, that would mean he might not have to kill her.

      But no, she’d have to die. He couldn’t take the chance that she might give his name to the cartel. O’Leary left the hotel and returned to his car in the parking lot, where he removed a bottle of Jim Beam from his glove box. There was another bottle in there, along with a loaded gun.

      O’Leary fell asleep in his car after draining the bottle. While dreaming, he imagined himself rich after having stolen six kilos of cocaine from Amber. O’Leary had barely thought about having to deal with Morelos, and figured he’d be easy to handle. That assessment would prove to be wrong.
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      Manuel Ventura never made it to Florida. His pride had overridden his sense of self-preservation and he’d gotten off the bus and traveled back to New York City.

      Tanner had killed his friends and he had run away like a child. He wouldn’t have been able to live with himself if he hadn’t returned to give aid to his gang. Besides, being a Primero was the only life he knew. If Tanner did kill him, he would die a man and not a coward.

      Despite his change of heart, Manuel didn’t reach out to his gang. If he did so, they might punish him for having run off the way he had. Instead, he planned to make up for his spinelessness in a big way. He was going to kill Joe Pullo.

      Manuel hung out in the doorway of a retail shop that had a For Lease sign in the window. From there, he could keep an eye on the office building Pullo owned. When the mob leader showed himself, Manuel would gun him down. After that, the Primeros would have to forgive him. Killing such an important enemy would move him up the ranks, and he might even be allowed to stay in New York and be given a position of authority once the gang took over. Yeah, he could make things right again by killing Pullo. And if he failed, he’d be better off dead.

      Manuel pulled his hood tighter around him and stuck his hands in his pockets. There was a chill in the air, and he could use a hot drink to warm him up. After looking around, he spotted the pizza parlor down the block and headed for it. A slice of pizza and a cup of hot chocolate sounded like a good idea. And once he’d eaten, he’d go back to keeping an eye on the entrance to the office building. It was time for Joe Pullo to die.
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        * * *

      

      Tanner entered the coffee shop owned by Duke and made his way to a door at the rear. It was where Duke did his real business. After Tanner had knocked, Duke buzzed him in. The hidden camera above the door had shown him who his visitor was.

      Tanner walked into the room. It wasn’t a large area, but it was filled with useful items such as weapons, ammo, and bulletproof vests and night vision equipment. Usually, there were also more exotic items for sale. More often than not, they were things that Tanner had ordered. Tanner saw none of that, but there was one odd sight. Opposite the doorway, there were several sheets of curved glass leaning up against the wall. Tanner wondered why they were there, then figured that the glass was bullet resistant. It was clear enough to make out the wall behind it, but too translucent to use as a windshield.

      “How have you been, Tanner?”

      “I’m curious about this way to become invisible that you mentioned.”

      Duke grinned. He was around sixty, bald, with a gruff voice and an appearance to match. Duke could get you just about anything you needed off the black market. He did draw the line at human trafficking and organ sales. He was a criminal, not a heartless monster.

      “I thought of you the minute it was offered to me.”

      “Where is it and how does it work?”

      Duke’s grin widened as he pointed at the sheets of glass. “Say hi to Tanner, Lisa.”

      Lisa was Duke’s daughter. She had dark hair and blue eyes. She’d been crouched behind one of the pieces of glass. Her head appeared above it as she straightened up, but her body remained unseen. Tanner was not a man who was easily surprised or impressed, but his face displayed that he was experiencing both as he stared at Lisa.

      She stepped out from behind the glass to reveal herself, then returned behind it, and her lower body disappeared from view. Through the glass, Tanner could make out the wall behind it.

      “That’s incredible,” Tanner said. “How does it work?”

      Duke threw up a hand. “The ex-CIA toymaker that sold them to me explained it, but it was all over my head. He did say something about lenticular lenses.”

      Lisa stepped out again and explained. “It’s a collection of magnifying lenses. They’re arranged so that you can see various images magnified when observed from a definite angle. If a person or object is in a dead spot of a vertical lens, then the light doesn’t hit them and they become invisible, sort of. Looking at them from the front, the lenticular lenses distort and stretch the images to either side of the object, then squeeze them together.” She laughed. “It’s really cool, isn’t it?”

      “And damn useful,” Tanner said. He took out his phone, activated the camera, and propped it up against an ammo can that was on a table. The phone was aimed at the sheets of glass.  He then walked over and picked one up. It had handles at its rear made of clear Plexiglas. Looking over at his phone, he could see his face and the bottom parts of his legs, but his middle was unseen. Now that he was looking closer, he could discern a faint shadow through the glass, but the view was of the wall behind him. He shook his head in amazement as he thought of the uses he could make of the glass.

      “I think we have a sale, Lisa,” Duke told his daughter.

      “I’ll take all of them. And I’ll probably put in an order for more in a custom size.”

      “I haven’t told you the price yet,” Duke said.

      “I’ll pay what you want. These things will be worth it.”

      When Duke named a figure, it was lower than Tanner had expected.

      “Why so cheap?”

      “Marvin—the ex-CIA guy—said the materials weren’t expensive, but that the finished product did take time to make.”

      Tanner viewed the video that showed himself disappearing behind the glass. He was looking forward to showing it to Sara. He would also be giving one of the shields to Romeo and sending another of them to Spenser in Wyoming. A find like this was too good to keep to himself.

      Lisa excused herself and left to help out in the coffee shop, where three couples had just entered. Along with the shields, Tanner had a list of other items he wanted, most of which was ammunition.

      “How’s Sara doing, Tanner?” Duke asked.

      “She’s good, and she said to tell you hello from her.”

      “That is one tough lady. I’m not surprised that you two wound up together.”

      “You’re the only one I’ve ever heard say that.”

      “Lisa’s mother, God rest her soul, wanted nothing to do with me when we first met. I didn’t blame her. She was a beauty and let’s face it, I’m more of a beast. Over time, she got to know me and realized that I wasn’t so bad. I think it was the same with you and Sara. That time you saved her sister’s life gave her a new perspective on you. It made her realize that you weren’t the devil she thought you were. After that, she got to see the real you.”

      “The real me?”

      Duke shook his head, as if in wonder. “You’re something else. I would bet you’ve killed a thousand men, but you’re still a good guy. That’s rare as hell, Tanner. In my business, I deal with all types, but there’s only one like you.”

      “Are you trying to make me blush?”

      Duke laughed. “Now that I’d like to see. I’m guessing you don’t do embarrassed.”

      Tanner held out his hand for Duke to shake. “You’re all right too.”

      After they shook hands, Duke reached beneath a counter and brought out a small wooden crate. When he lifted the top off, Tanner could see that there were six discs inside. He knew that they were explosives, because he had used them before.

      “These are on the house,” Duke said. “If you’re going up against the Primeros, you’ll need all the help you can get.”

      “Thanks. They could come in handy.”

      “That gang won’t back off.”

      “Maybe not, but they’re trying a new tactic. Instead of an invading force, they’re sending one man here to deal with me and Pullo.”

      Duke looked incredulous. “One man? Does he wear a red cape?”

      “No cape, but someone must think he’s super or they wouldn’t be sending him here.”

      “Watch your back, Tanner. If you make Sara a widow, we won’t be friends anymore.”

      “I wouldn’t want that,” Tanner said.

      He made arrangements to have the invisible shields shipped out with the other supplies, as it was all too bulky to lug around Manhattan.

      As he was leaving the coffee shop, Lisa sent him a wink. Then he was headed back to the penthouse to have dinner with his family and friends.
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      Manuel would have a long wait before he got a chance to kill Joe Pullo. The mob boss was a dozen city blocks away having dinner with Tyrese Vann inside an Italian restaurant. They were in a private dining area away from the general public and the prying eyes of any federal agents that had been assigned to follow Pullo. The restaurant was a longtime favorite of Pullo’s, and he ate there on a regular basis.

      Tyrese had asked to meet with Pullo because he had come up with an idea that might result in them averting an all-out war with the Primeros.

      “You want to start a war with someone else?” Pullo asked.

      “No. I want to cause the Primeros to go to war with someone else. There’s always been bad blood between the Primeros and the Crips.”

      “They made peace years ago.”

      “It wouldn’t take much to get them fighting each other again. I’m going to Los Angeles with a few of my men to stir up some trouble. The Crips are a huge gang, and they border the Primeros’ territory in L.A. If a war starts there, the Primeros will place us on a back burner. If we’re real lucky, the Crips might wipe the bastards out for us.”

      “It’s a hell of a plan, Tyrese, and dangerous. Let me send some of my people along to help.”

      Tyrese laughed. “Thanks, but no thanks, Joe. A bunch of New York City goombahs in suits wouldn’t fit in as well as my people will.”

      Pullo grinned. “That’s a good point.”

      “We’re going to wear the Crips’ colors while we kill a few Primeros, then wear the Primeros’ purple rags while doing the same to the Crips. After that, they’ll go at each other in retaliation.”

      “If anyone figures out what you’re doing, we might be going to war with both gangs.”

      “I know. But shit, it’s worth the risk. Anyway, it’s just a matter of time before the other huge gangs come at us the way the Primeros have. They outnumber us and they know it. But if they have a serious war before that happens, there will be less of them around to mess with us.”

      “I have contacts out there. I’ll arrange a place for you and your men to stay while you’re there. They’ll also supply you with weapons.”

      “That’s cool. If I had to buy guns on the street, I might leave a trail behind that the Primeros could trace back here. And oh yeah, I’m leaving Keith in charge of the Bloods. I told him to call you if he needed to.”

      “Keith’s a good man.”

      “Hell yeah, he is. I wish I had more like him.”

      “When are you leaving for L.A.?”

      “Tomorrow. The sooner we give the Primeros something else to think about, the better off we’ll be.”
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        * * *

      

      After they ate, Pullo and Tyrese left through a back door that led to an alley. Pullo’s limo was there, with Tyrese’s vehicle parked behind it. Their men had been bullshitting together while they waited for them.

      As he walked toward his limo, Pullo spotted something glinting from the shadows behind a dumpster. An instant later he realized that he was looking at the barrel of a gun.

      One of his two bodyguards had been reaching out to open a rear door on the limo. Pullo yelled, “Get down!” and shoved his man to the ground and fell beside him, as a barrage of shots passed through the air where they’d been standing. There was more than one shooter. Pullo peered beneath the limo and saw two sets of feet coming out from behind the dumpster. They were joined by four other sets who were running toward them from the lip of the alley.

      A glance over his shoulder revealed two more men sprinting toward them from the other alley entrance. They were both holding shotguns and wearing the purple colors of Primeros. The taller of the two men went down from a round that had struck him in the face. The round that killed him had come from Tyrese’s gun. Pullo took aim and shot the other man three times. The first two struck the man’s bulletproof vest, but the third was a mortal wound to his throat.

      The remaining six men laid down a steady stream of firepower. Most of it bounced off the limo’s bullet resistant frame and glass. Tyrese’s vehicle wasn’t so equipped. He had to take cover behind the car’s engine block and wait for a chance to fight back. In the meantime, one of his men was down with a chest wound and his windshield had been destroyed.

      Pullo’s driver had managed to open a door on the limo and was urging him to get inside where it was safe. Pullo ignored him, crawled beneath the limo, and took aim at the feet of one of his attackers. He was rewarded with a howl of pain and the ceasing of enemy fire. Having watched their companion have his foot blown apart had caused the other attackers to act to protect their own feet. Four of the remaining five men had taken shelter behind the dumpster, which sat low to the ground. As for the fifth man, he had decided to make a bold move by taking a running leap onto the roof of the limo.

      Pullo had crawled out from under the vehicle and was still lying on his stomach, as his men were busy firing toward the dumpster. There was the thud of a body landing on the limo’s roof. Pullo looked up to see a dark-complected man with a thin mustache grinning down at him. The gangbanger’s gun arm was extended, and his finger was on the trigger.

      A red mist of blood rained down on Pullo as the side of the man’s head erupted from the creation of an exit wound. The round that killed the man had come from Tyrese’s gun.

      Pullo’s men stopped firing and helped their boss up.

      “Are the keys in the limo?” Pullo asked.

      “Yeah boss.”

      “You two get in the back. I’ll drive.”
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        * * *

      

      Tyrese watched Pullo climb into his limo and wondered if he and his remaining man were being left to fend for themselves. It shocked him that Pullo would do such a thing.

      The limo was placed in gear, rushed down the alley, then came to a sudden stop. When the reverse indicators came on, Tyrese understood what Pullo was up to and grinned.
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        * * *

      

      Pullo sped backwards and smashed the rear of the limo against the dumpster the Primeros were using for cover. Instead of protecting them, the two-ton chunk of steel crushed them, while leaving only minor damage to the limo.

      One of the gangbangers crawled out from behind the dumpster with a face contorted by agony. He was a young guy with dreadlocks. Tyrese’s remaining man placed a bullet in his head. The man who had been wounded in the foot was still alive but had lost his gun. He held up a hand to plead for mercy and received a bullet instead.

      Tyrese was crouched over his wounded man when Pullo joined him. The guy was conscious but having trouble breathing and was in great pain.

      “How many times was he hit?” Pullo asked.

      “Just once, but he’s in bad shape. I’ve got to get him to a doctor.”

      Pullo grabbed the man’s lower legs. “Let’s put him in the limo. Your car’s not going anywhere.”

      “I know a doctor we can take him to uptown.”

      “What about your car? Can it be traced to you personally?”

      “No. And we’ll report it stolen.”

      After loading the wounded man onto one of the limo’s rear seats, everyone climbed in with Pullo driving and Tyrese in the front passenger seat to give directions. As they drove, Pullo used a handkerchief to wipe blood off his face. Carrying a handkerchief around was a habit he’d acquired from old Sam Giacconi when he was a teen. The old man had been a sort of surrogate father to Pullo in those days.

      They were a block from the restaurant when the first police car sped past them with its lights and siren going.

      “It looks like the Primeros aren’t relying on the sicario they hired to kill you, Joe,” Tyrese said. “But once I get to L.A. I’ll give them something else to think about.”

      “Do that. We need to fight back instead of being targets. I’ll call Tanner and let him know what happened, and that there might be more kill teams around.”

      “I’m glad his scary ass is on our side. If not, we might already be dead.”

      “I’d be dead if you hadn’t killed that guy who jumped up on the limo’s roof. Thanks, Tyrese.”

      “We’re partners. Partners protect each other.”

      The illegal doctor had an office at the back of a muffler shop in Lenox Hill. After the doc examined the wounded gang member, he told Tyrese that his man would live but take time to recover fully. Tyrese thanked him and rejoined Pullo in the limo. This time they sat in the rear while one of Pullo’s men drove.

      “How’s your man?”

      “Alive and going to stay that way. Thanks for getting him here.”

      “If Laurel wasn’t out of the city, she could have treated him. We need to end this war; I want my wife and kid back home.”

      “It will end, but this shit might never be over. New York will always be a target for the other gangs and the cartels.”

      Pullo recognized the truth in Tyrese’s words. As long as the Giacconi Family had control of Manhattan they would have to fight to keep that control. Wars would keep breaking out, people would die, and his family would be at risk. Something had to change, or sooner or later, they would lose. They were too outnumbered for there to be any other outcome in the end, even with Tanner’s help.

      After dropping Tyrese and his remaining man off in Harlem, the limo wound its way south toward Pullo’s home. Pullo gazed out the tinted windows without seeing the passing scenery. His attention was inward and lost in dark thoughts. The Mafia was dying. In his lifetime, Pullo had seen their power and influence diminish dramatically outside New York. In some cities, they barely had a presence anymore.

      The newer gangs had massive numbers of members and were growing larger each year. The Primeros could disappear and there would be other gangs just as large and powerful to deal with, and that wasn’t even counting the cartels.

      Yes. Something had to change, but what that something was, Pullo had no idea. He returned to his empty home and settled into a chair to call Laurel and speak to his son, Johnny. He had never felt more alone or apprehensive about the future.
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      Stone Hayes had known that Tanner’s eyes were often described as being different and intense, but upon meeting the man he was shocked by how Tanner’s gaze seemed to bore into him.

      Accompanying Tanner was a teen named Henry. Stone hadn’t been expecting anyone else and it made him doubt himself. If he killed Tanner from behind as he planned, he would have still had to deal with Romeo afterwards. With Henry along, he’d be facing off against two armed men.

      He wanted to kill Tanner and gain the reputation that would bring, but he didn’t want to die doing it.

      Stone grinned stupidly at Tanner as he pretended to be a starstruck fanboy. Tanner returned the smile and offered his hand. Stone realized that he was slightly taller than the man and that, although Tanner was definitely in shape, he hardly gave off the vibe of being a great physical threat. Then again, there were those eyes of his. As much as Stone hated to admit it, gazing into those eyes had sent a chill down his spine.
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        * * *

      

      Tanner felt the strong grip of Stone’s handshake as he took in the young man standing beside Romeo. The four of them were at a private shooting range in Orange County and had it to themselves for the day. There was no one else around for miles to hear the reverberation of their rifles and handguns.

      Romeo said that Stone needed to work on his long-range shooting skills. Henry, although already quite good as a sniper, could use the practice as well.

      Tanner was aware of the attack on Pullo and Tyrese that took place at the rear of the Italian restaurant. He agreed with Pullo that there might be more kill squads out there and had a plan for dealing with them. For the strategy to work, they would need the assistance of the person inside the Primeros who was passing Pullo information. Pullo told Tanner that he would reach out to the anonymous informant and ask for their help.

      Before beginning their shooting practice, Tanner, Romeo, Henry, and Stone sat at a picnic table and drank coffee from thermoses. During the conversation that followed, Stone learned something that amazed him.

      “Henry is Tanner’s apprentice?”

      “Yeah, dude,” Romeo said. “Someday Henry will be the next Tanner.”

      “The next Tanner? How many have there been?”

      “I’m number seven,” Tanner said. “Henry will be number eight.”

      “There have been seven Tanners. So that talk about you being around for over a hundred years is true?”

      “I wasn’t around, but yeah, there’s been a Tanner for that long.”

      Stone looked at Tanner, then Henry. “Is he your son?”

      “We’re not related.”

      “No? So how did you pick him to train?”

      Henry answered that. “We met when I was a kid, then Tanner helped me again when I ran into trouble a couple of years ago.”

      “That’s it? It sounds like anybody could be picked to be a Tanner.”

      “Not just anyone,” Tanner said. “Most people wouldn’t be able to do what we do.”

      Stone nodded his agreement. “No, most people wouldn’t.” But that was not true of him. He was already an assassin. And now he knew that it was possible to become Tanner. Or rather, a Tanner. Tanner Eight.

      Stone looked over at Henry and smiled. “You’re going to be a legend someday.”

      “I hope so,” Henry said. “But I still have a lot to learn.”

      Tanner drained his plastic cup, shook it free of any remaining drops of coffee, then screwed it back onto his thermos. “Let’s get some practice in.”

      The others agreed and they left the picnic table to begin their shooting.

      As Stone walked along, all thoughts of killing Tanner had fled from his mind. He had a new plan. He was going to become Tanner Eight. The only thing better than killing Tanner, would be to become Tanner. And the only person standing in his way was Henry.
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        * * *

      

      O’Leary had woken up after sleeping in his car all night. He’d fallen asleep after draining the bottle of whiskey. He cursed himself for being so stupid, but then smiled as he looked up to see a car leaving the hotel parking lot. Amber was in the passenger seat of that car.

      O’Leary started his engine and followed from a distance. It wasn’t hard to do because it was Sunday, and the morning traffic was light. He didn’t have to follow them for long either, as the car pulled into a nearby park.

      No one went into a park in the early morning hours unless they were going to run or perform some other sort of exercise. O’Leary was not a runner. He’d have to wait until she returned from her jog before confronting her.

      He drove into the park in time to watch Amber and the man she was with walk over to a bench and start stretching. O’Leary kept going as if he was cutting through the park on his way to somewhere else. Three minutes later, he returned to the park and settled his car in the lot near Amber’s vehicle. She was gone off on her run by then.

      With his bladder about to burst, O’Leary left his car and walked behind a bush to relieve himself. Afterward, he returned to the car and grabbed the gun from the glove box. He had a simple plan in mind. He would kill the man with Amber then take her hostage until she either gave him drugs he could sell or money he could use. After that, he would kill Amber too.

      A van pulled into the parking lot and an older couple got out. They were dressed in matching tracksuits, but the woman’s sneakers were pink while the guy’s were white. They weren’t joggers, they were walkers, and as they walked, they swung their arms while holding sets of small colorful weights in their hands.

      O’Leary hoped that no one else would show up while he was dealing with Amber. If he slaughtered too many the cops would be under greater pressure to find him. Whoever Amber’s friend was, the guy likely had a record and was involved with drugs. The police wouldn’t wear themselves out looking for his killer. As for Amber, once O’Leary was done with her, he’d leave her body somewhere out of the way, where it would never be found.

      His right hand trembled as O’Leary thought about killing her. He’d once shot a man to death while a border patrol agent because the man had pulled a gun on him after being caught trying to smuggle people across the border. He had also stabbed a guy to death when he was in prison but had never killed a woman. He removed his last bottle from the glove box and took a swig from it, to build his courage. After several swallows, his hand stopped shaking.
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        * * *

      

      Morelos had covered six miles during his run. He had gone at a slower pace than usual because he had Amber running at his side. She had been panting when they’d stopped running but his breathing was almost normal. If he’d been running alone, he would have covered eight miles in the same amount of time.

      It didn’t matter. A mile or two made no difference overall as long as it didn’t become a habit. Once he was successful in New York City, he could return home to Mexico and resume his regular routine.

      Amber’s breathing had calmed down during the walk from the running track to the parking lot. Her thoughts had turned to breakfast and she was looking forward to ordering from room service.

      There was a man seated in a car that was parked near theirs. He didn’t have the look of a runner and had the reddened nose of a drinker. Morelos had a small gun tucked into the pocket of the athletic pants he was wearing. He palmed the weapon and kept watch on the man from the corner of his eye.

      When they reached their car, Morelos embraced Amber and whispered in her ear. “There’s a man sitting in the car behind us. Do you recognize him?”

      Amber peeked over Morelos’s shoulder to get a look at O’Leary. The man had changed so much in the years since she’d last seen him, that she couldn’t identify him. Morelos was keeping an eye on O’Leary by using the side-view mirror on his car. When O’Leary left his Chevy and headed for them, Morelos noticed that he kept one hand hidden behind his back.

      “When I say, ‘Now,’ I want you to drop to the ground and lie flat.”

      “What’s going on?”

      “Trouble,” Morelos said.

      He waited until O’Leary was less than a dozen feet away before giving Amber the signal to get down. At the same time, he’d spun around and pointed his weapon at O’Leary’s face.

      O’Leary had been in the process of bringing his right hand forward from behind his back. It was holding his gun. When he saw Morelos’s weapon aimed at his face, he froze with his gun pointed downward.

      “Drop it,” Morelos said.

      O’Leary complied while licking at his suddenly dry lips. Morelos moved forward as the gun hit the ground and buried a fist into O’Leary’s gut that doubled him over. That was followed by a punch to the side of the head that staggered O’Leary and made him sit down hard.

      Amber got up and pointed at him. “I do know this guy. His name is O’Brien? O’Conner? Something like that. He used to be a border patrol agent. He got busted for helping the Sandoval Cartel and went to prison a while back. Damn. You did not age well.”

      “My name is O’Leary. And fuck you, bitch.”

      “Did someone pay you to kill me?” Morelos asked.

      “I don’t know who the hell you are, buddy. I was trying to rob Amber. I figured she had drugs or money on her.”

      “Do you have a partner?”

      “No.”

      O’Leary got to his feet slowly, then weaved in place unsteadily. Between the booze and the blow to his head he had trouble keeping his balance.

      Morelos claimed O’Leary’s gun from the ground before grabbing him and pulling him toward his car. “You’re in the back seat with me. Amber, you drive. I’ll give you directions.”

      “I’m not getting in that car,” O’Leary said.

      Morelos slammed a knee against O’Leary’s testicles. It took the fight out of O’Leary and shut him up. While O’Leary moaned and waited for the pain and nausea to subside, Morelos shoved him into the car and climbed in beside him.

      “Hand me your keys and your phone.”

      O’Leary glowered at Morelos but did what he said. There was a gun pointed at his midsection.

      Morelos remembered a scenic overlook they had driven by on their way into Knoxville. He gave Amber directions to it. As he suspected, they were the only ones there at such an early hour. He made O’Leary get out of the car and walk toward the bordering trees. As Morelos followed him, he called back to Amber.

      “If anyone else shows up, blow the horn once. If it’s a cop, blow it two times.”

      Amber nodded. Her face was pale, but her eyes were bright with excitement. She understood that O’Leary would not be making the trip back to the city with them.
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        * * *

      

      O’Leary was talking fast and making little sense as he tried to convince Morelos not to hurt him.

      “I was a federal agent once. You kill me and every cop in the country will be looking for you.”

      “I’ll risk it. You were disgraced and served time. No one will care about you.”

      “Money! I can get you lots of money.”

      “If you have so much money, why were you trying to rob Amber?”

      “I figured she had coke. I only wanted the coke.”

      “So, you figured she went out for a run while leaving kilos of coke behind in the hotel room? Or did you think she was carrying it around in the pockets of her jogging outfit?”

      O’Leary said nothing as he realized he hadn’t thought things out before acting. He blamed the booze. It was addling his brain. He stopped walking, turned around, and held out his hands in a gesture of pleading.

      “Hey, buddy. I don’t want to die.”

      “Too bad,” Morelos said. He rushed forward, jammed O’Leary’s gun against the right side of his head and pulled the trigger. O’Leary’s knees gave out and he fell in a heap upon a bed of old leaves. Morelos used the sleeve of his sweatshirt to wipe the gun clean, then he pressed it into O’Leary’s hand, making sure to have his index finger make contact with the trigger. When he turned away from the body, the gun was lying beside it. When the corpse was discovered, suicide would be a natural assumption.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      When Morelos returned to the car. He told Amber to drive back to the park. She stared at him.

      “Is he dead?”

      “Yes.”

      “Just like that?”

      “Just like that.”

      “Holy shit.”

      “Maybe I should drive.”

      “No. I’m good. Wow. Just like that.”

      When they arrived back at the park, there were more cars than before but no one in sight. Morelos drove O’Leary’s vehicle back to the scenic lookout with Amber following behind. Before getting out, he had to drop O’Leary’s phone in the center console. Before doing so, he went through it. It was easy, because the phone was unlocked. While searching through the photos, he made a discovery. It was the picture that the man delivering the room service had taken of Amber. Morelos realized where it must have been taken and who had done it. They would be staying in Knoxville longer than expected. There was a loose end to tie up.

      He deleted the photo, wiped the phone clean, and dropped it into the center console. The keys were in the ignition and the doors were unlocked. If someone stole the car and was later caught by the police, they might have a lot of explaining to do.

      Morelos told Amber about the photo after she had slid over into the passenger seat.

      “You could see the collar of the robe I was wearing last night?”

      “Yeah, and it was taken at an upward angle instead of straight on.”

      “I bet that room service guy took it when I wasn’t looking. He had his phone out while we were checking the food to make sure the order was right.”

      “Yes. It had to be him.”

      “Why would he do that?”

      “O’Leary probably paid him to, because he wasn’t certain if you were who he thought you were. You said that he hadn’t aged well. When was the last time you saw each other?”

      Amber gave it some thought for a moment. “Maybe ten years ago, back when I was muling cocaine.”

      “The hotel worker knows that O’Leary had an interest in you. He has to be taken care of.”

      “Taken care of? You mean… you’ll kill him too?”

      “We can’t risk him talking to somebody, like a cop.”

      Amber was quiet for nearly a minute, then spoke.

      “Morelos.”

      “Yes?”

      “When you do it, you know, the room service waiter… can I watch this time?”

      He stared at her in silence before speaking. “You’re curious?”

      “Yeah.”

      “You know what they say about curiosity?”

      “Yeah, but I’m not a cat.”

      “True,” Morelos said. He would let her watch him commit murder. She was already aware that he had killed one man and could someday testify to that fact. Once she served her purpose in New York City, Morelos would kill her. It was unfortunate, but it had to be done.

      Amber had gone back to discussing what she wanted to eat for breakfast. She was blissfully unaware that it would be one of the last meals she would ever have.
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            Wolves In Sheep’s Clothing

          

        

      

    

    
      After returning home from dropping Tyrese off in Harlem the night before, Pullo had sent a text off to his anonymous tipster. He had told of the failed attack on his life and asked if the tipster knew if there were any other kill squads in Manhattan. He also wanted to know if Morelos had made it to the city yet.

      A response came in the next morning. The tipster stated that he was surprised that the Primeros had sent men to the city after hiring Morelos to take care of the problem. He had only learned about it minutes before reading Pullo’s text. The Primeros had sent three kill squads to Manhattan from their group located in Chicago. Each squad consisted of eight men who were heavily armed and had bulletproof vests. Their goal was to kill Pullo and Tanner.

      Pullo relayed the plan Tanner had come up with and asked the tipster if he could lend them aid in implementing it. Tanner’s idea was to lure the kill squads to a place of his choosing, to entice them into a trap.

      The man replied that he could, but that it would take time for the information to find its way to the right ear. He told Pullo that once the rumor of Tanner’s location was known, it could make the rounds within a few hours or a few days.

      That’s good. Pullo wrote back. We’ll be ready either way. He then added a question. Why are you helping us?

      Two minutes passed without a response. Pullo had been about to put the phone away when a text appeared.

      I have my reasons to help you. Accept that and be glad that I am.

      Pullo was glad but concerned as well. He couldn’t help but wonder what the tipster’s true motivations were.
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        * * *

      

      Pullo’s anonymous informant was a man named Luis Peraza. Peraza was a higher up in the Primeros who had the ambition to someday run the gang. His chief rival, a man named Juan-Carlos, had been given the task and the honor of taking New York City away from the Giacconi Family. Peraza was going to make certain that he failed. Eventually, the gang would make a run at taking over New York again. When they did, it would be Peraza’s turn at bat.

      When that happened, he would use his persona as Pullo’s trusted tipster to lure Pullo and Tanner into an unbeatable trap. Peraza had used the technique before with great success and was sure it would work again. It required patience and the ability to stab your fellow gang members in the back. Peraza possessed both those attributes, although he kept his duplicitous nature hidden from his associates.

      He had been with the gang since the early days when they had begun in Tijuana, Mexico. Being short and not very muscular, Peraza had learned to fight dirty to survive whenever they had run-ins with other gangs. He considered himself more of a thinker than a fighter. His ideas and strategies had helped the Primeros to grow into the massive gang that they were.

      It had been his idea to allow women to join the gang. It seemed stupid to him to exclude half of the population from joining. It turned out to be one of the best ideas he’d ever had.

      Not only were some women fierce fighters, but they could act as spies. They would enter a rival gang’s territory and go unnoticed or be approached by gang members looking to hook up with them. They would then return with information about the gang’s strengths and weaknesses that could be used against them.

      Additionally, Peraza had begun having women infiltrate law enforcement as dispatchers, clerks, and several had even become cops. By the time he took over leadership of the Primeros, he expected to have people inside the governing bodies of every state. Many of these people were the sons and daughters of the earliest gang members. They had been guided to get good grades and avoid being outwardly involved with the gang. Peraza’s own daughter was working on the staff of a district attorney, with the goal of one day holding the office itself. From there, who knew where she might wind up. Perhaps she could become governor in time.

      But that was all in the future. For now, he had to help Pullo survive until he could be the one assigned to destroy him. To that end, he went to work spreading the rumor of Tanner’s whereabouts in New York City. It would no doubt result in the deaths of the gang members who were on the kill squads, but that couldn’t be helped.

      A great general didn’t concern himself with casualties but concentrated on winning the war. Peraza considered himself to be a great general who would someday be the leader of the largest gang the world had ever seen. And the destruction of the Giacconi Crime Family would be just another step along the way to that goal.

      Peraza grinned. Pullo made for a good pawn.
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        * * *

      

      Stone didn’t have to hold back on displaying his skill at long-distance target shooting. He was only fair at hitting anything beyond a thousand yards and genuinely appreciated the lessons he was receiving from Tanner and Romeo.

      Henry had surprised him. The teen was a natural and was hitting targets that were nearly a mile away. Later on, they did target shooting with handguns, while also practicing their transition skills and ammo changes.

      Stone’s eyes boggled when he saw how fast Tanner was with a gun. It was no wonder the man was hard to kill.

      Henry was fast as well, but not in Tanner’s class, still, the kid could draw his weapon and hit a target fifty feet away with no problem. Stone felt he was Henry’s equal, and even liked Henry. But the kid had to go. Stone wouldn’t kill Henry himself. He’d hire the job out, so that he could have an alibi. It might also be best if his death looked like an accident. Then again, there was no reason to get fancy about things. New York City was a dangerous place where people died from senseless acts of violence. Henry would be just another unfortunate who was in the wrong place at the wrong time.

      Stone had someone in mind who would be perfect for the job. It was the hitter he knew and had considered using as backup. Once Henry was dead, Stone was sure that Tanner would see that he would make a perfect replacement for him. Romeo could also recommend him.

      Above all that, there was the problem of dealing with the man who had hired him to kill Tanner. He would want his money back and not be pleased that the job hadn’t been done. That was too bad. Why kill Tanner when you could become Tanner? Stone hoped that his partners could see his point of view as well.

      If he became Tanner’s apprentice that would mean that Boyd and Kirby would have to forget him being a part of their group again. They might be hurt by his decision to leave but would see that it was for the best in the end. They were his family and wanted him to do well. What could be better for an assassin than becoming a Tanner?

      “Earth to Stone,” Romeo said.

      Stone jerked out of the reverie he was in and looked around the picnic table. Everyone was staring at him. They had stopped to take a break and he had zoned out as he thought about his plans.

      “You were lost in thought there, dude” Romeo said. “Were you thinking about a girl?”

      Stone smiled. “How’d you know?”

      “Do you have a girlfriend, Stone?” Tanner asked.

      “No. I don’t want to get serious with anyone. If a woman got too close that might mean trouble, you know?”

      “You and Henry are too young to make the bar scene,” Romeo said. “But you two should hang out together and find some ladies while you’re both in New York. There’s no shortage of women in the city.”

      “I’ve already got a date lined up for tonight, a girl named Gwen,” Henry said. “I met her while I was out exploring the city yesterday.”

      “See if she has a hot friend for me,” Stone said.

      “She does have a cute roommate. And they both work at that huge bookstore on Broadway and 12th Street. But I think the roommate already has a boyfriend.”

      “Too bad,” Stone said. “Maybe we could have gone on a double date.”

      “When I pick Gwen up from work tonight, I’ll ask her about her other friends.”

      “You’ve got a car?” Stone asked.

      Henry gestured to where they had parked their vehicles. “Tanner let me borrow his for tonight.”

      Stone nodded. He now knew where Henry would be later and what vehicle he would be driving. If he could get in contact with the assassin he had in mind, Henry might be out of the way by morning.

      They did more shooting for an hour before deciding to head back to the city. Henry had a date, and Tanner and Romeo were meeting with Pullo at the office building. As for Stone, he had calls to make. Aside from setting up Henry to be killed, he also had to call his partners and his employer. Neither his partners nor the man who hired him to kill Tanner would be pleased by his failure to eliminate the assassin, but that didn’t matter.

      Stone could be the next Tanner if he played his cards right. He was going to make it happen and let nothing and no one get in his way.
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      Morelos had feared that he might have to spend another day in Knoxville before the room service waiter came on shift again. That wouldn’t be necessary. The same man delivered their breakfast. Amber chatted with him and learned that he was working a longer than normal shift because of the convention. That shift would be ending at ten. Morelos would be checked out by then and would follow the waiter home.

      He believed it likely that O’Leary had paid the chubby young man to take Amber’s photo and that was the end of his involvement. Still, if the police somehow connected him to O’Leary, the waiter might mention taking Amber’s picture for the man. He was a loose end and needed to be snipped off.

      The name tag he wore said that his name was Chad. He was in his early twenties, had brown hair and gray eyes. The extra weight was all gathered around his waist. Morelos suspected that Chad liked beer and pizza too much.

      They checked out of the hotel after eating breakfast, drove across the street, and settled in the parking lot of a strip mall. From there, they could make out the area where the employees parked their cars.

      During their wait, Morelos received a call from his boss. The man informed him about the kill squads the Primeros had sent to Manhattan. There was anger evident in Morelos’s voice when he spoke.

      “Why did they hire me if they wanted to do the job themselves?”

      “I don’t know, but so far they’ve failed. Eight of their men were killed last night in an alley. That tells me that Pullo and Tanner are still alive.”

      “Alive and more on guard than they would have been. If any of those men get in my way when I make my move on Tanner, I’ll kill them myself.”

      “Maybe they’ll soften Tanner up for you. When do you expect to get to the city?”

      “Late tonight or early tomorrow. Something came up that will delay me for a few hours.”

      “Is there a problem?”

      “Simply a delay.”

      “Call me when you get to New York.”

      “Right,” Morelos said, as the call ended.

      Chad appeared at six minutes after ten. His car turned out to be an old blue Camry that looked as if it had seen a lot of miles. Despite that, the car started right up and ran quietly.

      Chad left the parking lot of the hotel, drove several miles, and took the on-ramp onto I-40. He got off three exits later and pulled into the parking lot of a large warehouse-style liquor store. When he came out with a case of beer tucked under one arm, it did not surprise Morelos one bit.

      “How long are we going to follow him?” Amber asked.

      “I want to see where he lives. If he lives alone, I’ll kill him there.”

      Chad did live alone, in a way. He stayed in the small apartment that his parents had over their garage. The garage was detached and sat a hundred feet behind the house. Morelos slowed his vehicle as he drove past. He could see Chad backing his Camry beneath a carport. He wondered if that meant there were other vehicles taking up space in the garage.

      The neighborhood was quiet, as were the homes that bordered the one where Chad lived. Morelos drove around the block and parked. He opened his door and told Amber that he would be back soon.

      “Where are you going?”

      “To gather information.”

      Morelos walked down a driveway, passed through a yard, and hopped over a four-foot-high fence to enter the property where Chad lived. The sound of a TV could be heard drifting down from the apartment above the garage. A view through a side window showed that the garage was empty.

      Morelos crept up the stairs on the side of the building and peeked through a window. What he’d heard wasn’t a TV. It had been the sound of a video game. The game’s images were displayed on a large monitor. Chad was sitting in a chair in his underwear, game controller in hand, and a beer and bowl of corn chips on a table beside him. Morelos could see into the space’s tiny bathroom. It was empty. Unless someone was hiding in the closet, Chad was alone.

      Morelos checked out the house next. Window blinds were raised, and the interior of the house was dark. In an upstairs window, Morelos spotted an orange tabby, but the home appeared otherwise unoccupied. To be sure, he rang the bell on the rear door then concealed himself behind a shed. No one answered the ringing. He called Amber.

      “Do you still want to watch me work?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Leave the car and walk down the same driveway I took. At the rear of the yard is a fence that you’ll have to climb over. It’s a short fence. You should have no problem.”

      “I’ll be right there,” Amber said.

      She appeared two minutes later looking around as if she expected to see a cop at any second. She whispered to Morelos.

      “What now?”

      Morelos pointed up at the garage apartment. “We pay him a visit.” As he spoke, he took out his gun and attached a Fiocchi sound suppressor onto the end of it. “Follow me and stay quiet,” Morelos told Amber.

      They went up the stairs slowly. A peek through a window revealed that Chad was in the same spot he’d been in before. When they were standing outside the entrance, Morelos took two steps back and kicked in the door.

      Chad was startled and dropped his controller as he spun around. If he recognized Morelos, he had done so quickly. The sicario fired three rounds. The first one entered Chad’s chest and the other two struck him in the head. The body tumbled from the chair and knocked over the table holding the beer and snacks. One of the rounds had passed through Chad’s skull and destroyed the monitor, causing the screen to go blank. It was game over for Chad in more ways than one.

      Amber stood in the threshold with her eyes wide and her mouth forming an O. At first, Morelos thought she might scream, but then he realized that she was stunned by what had just happened.

      “Damn, Morelos. I thought we’d talk to him first.”

      “There was no point,” he said, as he picked up the expended shell casings. He then stepped deeper into the apartment to grab Chad’s phone. The screen was locked, so he placed it in his pocket. Next, he gathered up a laptop, a camera, and removed Chad’s wallet from the pocket of the jeans he had draped over the arm of a couch.

      The police might wonder why the room service waiter was murdered by the thieves who took his belongings, but it was unlikely that a deep investigation into the murder would follow. In any event, there was nothing to lead them to Morelos or the fake ID he was traveling under. As for Amber, she would be dead in a few days and unable to make a statement.

      Enough time had been wasted in Tennessee. Morelos was eager to get back on the road and head to New York. He led a bemused Amber down the stairs by her arm and helped her to climb over the fence. As they were driving away, Amber spoke.

      “That was so damn fast. I bet he was dead before he knew it.”

      “That makes him one of the lucky ones. Most people linger in pain or suffer the effects of old age before their deaths and have too much time to wonder about what comes next.”

      “What do you think comes next?”

      “I have no idea.”

      “I hope we reincarnate or go to heaven. It would suck if there was just nothing.”

      “Why would it suck? If there was nothing, you wouldn’t know it.”

      Amber thought about that and smiled.

      “You’re right. Maybe nothing wouldn’t be so bad.”

      Morelos crushed Chad’s phone, emptied the wallet of cash, and tossed it and the rest of the stolen goods into a lake. With that done, they resumed their trek toward New York City.
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      Tanner and Romeo entered the office building after traveling through the tunnel connecting it to the pizza parlor. He and Romeo were dressed alike in jeans and leather jackets.

      Sammy Giacconi greeted them as they stepped off the elevator. He had an AR-15 hanging from a sling.

      “I see you’re expecting trouble,” Tanner said as they started walking toward the conference room.

      “Uncle Joe had a close call last night, and there are still two groups of gangbangers out there looking to kill him.”

      “So I heard. Who else is here?”

      “Finn and Rico. Adamo Conti is out on the streets with a few guys trying to hunt down the Primeros. If they find them, they’re to call here and let us know where they are.”

      “If they don’t find them, we’ll make sure that the Primeros find us.”

      “Uncle Joe told me about your plan. I like it. Those bastards will be stepping right into a trap.”

      “Let’s hope so. But we’re relying on Joe’s tipster to come through for us. If he doesn’t, we’ll have to try another plan.”

      “Do you have one?”

      “Several.”

      “I figured you’d say that.”

      They reached the conference room. There were two men standing outside it with rifles of their own. They straightened a bit when they saw Sammy, then appeared to tense up when Tanner met their eyes.

      Tanner had seen them before but didn’t know their names. If Pullo had them guarding him, that meant that they were all right. He sent them a nod and the men relaxed.

      There was food available in the conference room in the form of Chinese take-out. Tanner and Romeo declined it and settled for coffee. They had both eaten back at the penthouse with their families.

      Pullo pointed at Rico. “He knows this cartel hitter that’s on his way here. Get this, the guy used to work for Alvarado.”

      “He was one of Alonso’s favorites,” Rico said. “And he had known Morelos for many years.”

      “Why didn’t Alvarado send him after me when I was in Mexico to kill him?”

      “Morelos had been shot just before you and Alonso faced off. He must have been still recovering from his wound back then.”

      “That makes this more than a contract for Morelos. He’s also out for a taste of revenge. Maybe that will make him careless.”

      “Don’t count on that,” Rico said. “Morelos is no hothead. He’s smart and he’s been a sicario since he was about fifteen, or so Alonso said once. I’m not surprised he was chosen to go up against you, Tanner. He may not be in your league, but he won’t be easy to kill either.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      “One more thing, back when I knew him, Morelos often worked with a crew. They were all killed when he was injured, but it’s possible he won’t be alone.”

      “Thanks for the info, Rico. For now, we need to deal with the hit teams. Joe, is your informant certain they weren’t gunning for Tyrese too? He was with you last night.”

      “I’m sure they’ll go after him eventually, but he’s not their main target. They want us dead, Tanner.”

      “And they’ll get us, just not the way that they think they will.”

      Finn Kelly spoke up. He’d been in America for years, but his Irish brogue was distinctive and lyrical.

      “It’s all well and good that we end this threat and kill that Mexican hit man, but there will be others following in their wake. We’re dealing with a group that outnumbers us at least ten-to-one. If all we do is stay on defense, they’ll whittle us down to nothing given enough time.”

      Pullo made a fist and slammed the side of it against the top of the conference table. “Defense is all we’ve got, damn it. I was up half the night trying to think of a way to turn things around and came up with nothing. Tyrese has a plan that might buy us some time. I won’t discuss it in detail because he asked me not to, but it’s a great scheme if it works.” He looked over at Tanner.

      “You’re a good one for coming up with plans. What would you do?”

      Romeo laughed. “Tanner would just shoot them all until there weren’t any more or they surrendered to him.”

      There were smiles around the table as the tension broke. Romeo was joking, but it was also true that Tanner had wiped out multitudes on his own in the past. Everyone waited to hear what he would say.

      “The best way to weaken an enemy with superior numbers is to divide and conquer. If you could start a rift between the Primeros’ leadership, they might tear themselves apart.”

      “We already have someone on their side helping us,” Sammy said. “Maybe he could be useful in destroying the Primeros from within.”

      “Joe,” Tanner said. “Has your informant asked for any payment?”

      “No. And he said he has his own reasons for doing what he’s doing.”

      “I’ll bet he does, and it’s not to help you, but to harm someone else. Don’t believe everything he tells you, or someday he might set you up for a fall.”

      “I’ve thought of that, but for now he’s damn useful.”

      “Are you sure it’s not a chick?” Romeo asked.

      “No, but the odds are it’s a guy,” Pullo said. “The Primeros have women in their gang, but there aren’t that many of them.”

      “When Romeo and I leave here we’re going to set up the trap for the kill squads. We could use a hand, Sammy, unless you’ve got something else to do.”

      “I’ll help,” Sammy said.

      “Good, then once that’s ready, we wait and see if Joe’s informant has done his part.”

      “And after the kill squads are done, there will be Morelos to deal with,” Rico said. “I think I’d rather face the kill squads. Morelos is like you, Tanner. He’s deadly and unpredictable.”

      “I can predict one thing about him,” Tanner said. “He’ll never make it back to Mexico alive.”
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        * * *

      

      Henry was looking forward to his date. He hadn’t been on one in months and hadn’t been serious with anyone since he had broken up with his girlfriend, Olivia, back in Stark.

      Gwen, the bookstore clerk, was the blonde Olivia’s opposite. She was tall, with dark hair, and had small breasts. They had started talking after she’d helped Henry find a book that he wanted. It was a novel that he bought for his grandmother back home.

      Part of his training as a Tanner involved him being more aware of his surroundings at all times. Tanner had taught him to observe and not merely see what was in front of him. Henry had also been told that it was important to be careful whenever you went to a place where you were expected.

      Even back in Stark, Henry had seen Tanner drive past a building like the diner to observe the area before driving back to pick up a take-out meal. Tanner took nothing for granted. If he was going somewhere where it was known that he would be arriving soon, he checked for signs of an ambush. All Tanners had enemies. It was just good sense to always be on guard against possible threats.

      Despite being sure that it was a waste of time, Henry drove around the area where the bookstore was located before looking for a place to park. As he drove, he took in the people on the street. That was when he noticed the guy in the black hoodie who was standing outside the bookstore. The hood was pulled forward so far that he couldn’t see his features, but he could tell that the man was checking out anyone who entered the store.

      It’s no big deal, Henry thought. He’s probably just meeting a friend or something.

      Henry had arrived early to pick up Gwen. There was no harm in parking the car and taking a position nearby where he could watch the guy in the hoodie. He did that by settling in a doorway across the street. He saw that the man continued to scrutinize anyone who entered the bookstore. No, not just anyone. The hooded figure was paying particular attention to young white men, while ignoring those who were older, of a different race, or female.

      When a young guy with dark hair and dark eyes reached out to open the door on the bookstore, the man in the hoodie said something to him. The other man shook his head, then looked angry, before entering the store. Henry realized that the young guy resembled him. He had also taken note that the man in the hoodie had slipped a hand beneath his jacket when he stopped the man to talk to him. It was like he was reaching for a gun.

      Why would he be waiting to kill me? Henry thought, then wondered if it had something to do with the Primeros.

      He kept watching the man. Like he’d done before, he paid attention to anyone male and young who had dark hair. Henry let out a curse beneath his breath. There was no way he could keep his date with Gwen. Even if he was to enter and leave through a rear entrance, there was a chance that he might endanger Gwen’s life. He called her and apologized for having to cancel on her at the last minute. She was good-natured about it and they agreed to talk again soon.

      A few minutes later, the young man who had spoken to the guy in the hoodie walked out of the store holding a magazine and headed across the street. As he passed the spot where Henry was, Henry spoke to him.

      “Hi. I saw you talking to that guy standing out in front of the bookstore. What did he say to you?”

      “You know the guy? He’s an asshole.”

      “I don’t know him. What did he say?”

      “He called me Henry. When I said that wasn’t my name and he had the wrong person, he told me to fuck off.”

      “That’s weird.”

      The guy shrugged. “There’s no shortage of weirdos in New York.”

      The man walked away. After what he had learned, Henry was positive that the guy across the street was out to get him. He pondered what his next course of action should be. Should he confront the man? Or maybe he should call Tanner.

      Confrontation on a busy city street seemed like a bad idea, while calling for Tanner to come help made him feel like a kid. He decided to follow the mystery man and see where it led him. Nearby was a drugstore. Henry went in and came out minutes later with items that would change his appearance. He had a pair of weak reading glasses and a sweatshirt and cap with the New York Yankees logo on them. It wasn’t much of a disguise, but the man wasn’t looking for someone wearing glasses, and the sweatshirt and cap made him seem like a native of the city. It was better than nothing.

      Over an hour passed before the guy gave up and moved on. During that time, Henry had seen Gwen leave the store with her friend and head for the subway. Gwen was a beauty and Henry became pissed that he had to cancel the date with her. Whoever the guy across the street was, he had cost Henry a chance at spending time alone with Gwen. Henry owed him for that if nothing else.

      Henry kept the man in sight as he headed uptown on foot. When he realized that the guy could have a car nearby, he risked getting closer so that he could act if that happened. There was no car. The guy was a walker. He traveled over twenty city blocks before heading up the steps of a tan brick apartment building. As he paused outside the door, he lowered the hood and Henry got his first good look at him. The man was about thirty. His blond hair was tied back in a ponytail and there were noticeable acne scars on his cheeks. He punched numbers into a keypad beside the glass entrance door and it unlocked.

      The building was wide and several stories high. There had to be over fifty apartments. Henry ran up the stairs. He was hoping that there was an elevator that he could see through the glass door. If so, he might at least be able to know which floor the blond man got off on.

      Instead of that, he saw the blond man himself. The guy was standing in front of a wall of mailboxes and using a key to open one. It was the eighth box from the bottom in the third row. That was better than knowing what floor the elevator stopped on. The mailbox gave the apartment numbers and names of the tenants.

      Henry moved away from the door before he could be spotted. After figuring he had given the guy enough time to move on, he gazed through the door again. He was unable to make out what was on the mailbox. He needed to get inside the lobby.

      There was no doorman, but he did spot a security camera up near the ceiling. He’d be sure to keep his head down and the cap he wore should help to obscure his face. Twenty-three minutes passed before the doors on the elevator opened. A woman wearing a long coat with a fake fur collar emerged from the elevator while on the phone.

      Henry took out his own phone and pretended to be having a conversation. When the woman opened the door to leave, Henry had been faking inputting numbers into the keypad. He lowered his hand and reached out to grab the handle of the door before it could swing shut. The woman was so involved in the conversation she was having with someone named Kerry, that she didn’t even acknowledge Henry with a nod.

      The name on the mailbox the blond man had opened was Mitch Lombard. He lived in apartment 6H.

      Once again, Henry had a decision to make. Should he ask for help from Tanner, or continue to deal with the situation himself?

      He knew that Tanner and Romeo were busy setting up a trap for the Primeros’ kill squads. He didn’t want to take them away from that, and he also didn’t think that Mitch Lombard had anything to do with the Primeros. There was some other reason why Lombard had been looking to kill or abduct Henry at gunpoint.

      It occurred to Henry that it could have something to do with his late father, Kagan Andreas. Long-lost father or not, Henry had killed Andres for kidnapping him and attempting to murder his grandmother. While the man had been an asshole, he did have friends. It was possible that one of them was looking for revenge.

      Possible. But if true, how did they know that he would be at the bookstore? The only people who knew were those he trusted like Tanner, Romeo, Sara, Nadya, and Franny, along with… Stone.

      Henry had liked Stone well enough but didn’t know much about him other than the fact that he was Romeo’s apprentice. He wondered how much Romeo really knew about the guy.

      Figuring out Stone’s involvement with Lombard, if any, could wait. For now, Henry needed answers, and Lombard could give them to him.

      If he didn’t involve Tanner, he had to figure out what to do next on his own. He could wait and hope that Lombard left the apartment so he could follow him again, or he could find a way into the apartment to confront him.

      Henry was armed with a small pocket pistol and a knife. If he was going to confront Lombard, he’d need to have surprise on his side. He thought about buying a pizza and pretending to be delivering it to someone in the building. He abandoned the idea because it was doubtful Lombard would open the door. It was more likely that he would shout through the door that he had never ordered a pizza and to get lost. Lombard had a temper and was rude.

      When he’d mistaken the stranger at the bookstore for Henry, he had told the man to fuck off simply because he had informed him that he had the wrong guy.

      Maybe I can use that temper to my advantage, Henry thought.

      He rode the elevator up to the sixth floor and located apartment 6H. It was at the end of the hallway. After hesitating for a moment while wondering if he were making the right move, Henry banged on Lombard’s door while talking loudly.

      “Bobby! Yo man, open up the door, it’s me, Tony. I’m not leaving until you give me the money you owe me.”

      The peephole darkened. Henry was still wearing the glasses and the Yankee cap. He hoped they would be enough to keep Lombard from figuring out who he was. They should since the man had never seen him in person before.

      Lombard called through the door. His voice was gruff but not deep. “Hey, asshole. You’ve got the wrong apartment. There’s no one named Bobby here.”

      Henry banged on the door again. “Nice try, Bobby, but I recognize your voice. Now stop messing around and give me the hundred you owe me.”

      The peephole revealed light again as Lombard moved away from it. A moment passed, then came the snapping of deadbolts being unfastened, followed by the door opening. Mitch Lombard stood in the threshold wearing black cotton shorts and a white T-shirt. His feet were bare. The long blond hair had been freed from the ponytail and covered his shoulders. In his right hand he held a baseball bat.

      He sneered at Henry. “You have the wrong apartment, asshole.”

      Henry smiled at him while bringing up the gun he held. “No. This is the right place.”
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        * * *

      

      It wasn’t until Henry had made Lombard back up into the apartment that he considered the man might not be alone. He silently berated himself for making that assumption. If someone else had been with Lombard they might have shot Henry as he walked in. At the very least, they would be a witness to something Henry wanted no one else to see. Making such an error was a sign of how unprepared he was to be a Tanner and a reason he needed much more training. Tanner never would have made such a mistake.

      There was no way to undo it, so Henry kept on his course of action. After following Lombard inside, he used his foot to slam the apartment door shut behind him.

      Lombard’s face was red with anger as he dropped the bat he was holding. He held up a hand in a calming motion and reached out slowly to pluck his wallet from a table near the door. There was a set of keys there, along with a pocketknife. Lombard held up the wallet.

      “I’ve got about three hundred bucks on me. Take it and get the fuck out of here.”

      “I don’t want your money. I want answers.”

      “Answers?”

      Henry removed the cap and the eyeglasses. “I’m Henry.”

      Shock registered on Lombard’s face before he calmed himself and shrugged.

      “Your name is Henry. So what? Is that supposed to mean something to me?”

      “Somebody hired you to hurt me, maybe kill me? I want to know who it was.”

      “I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about, kid.”

      “Yeah, you do. And I’m going to find out who you’re working for.”

      “I work in construction. I’m not a hired killer. If you think that’s true, then call the cops. Better yet, let me call them. My phone is over here in the bedroom.”

      Lombard was on the move while finishing the last sentence. Henry rushed toward him but was too slow to keep Lombard from dashing through a doorway and into the bedroom. On an impulse, Henry plucked the bat from the floor with his free hand. He didn’t want to fire his gun unless he had to, since the sound of gunfire would cause someone in the building to summon the police.

      Lombard hadn’t been headed toward a cell phone. He’d been going for his gun, which was resting on top of a bedside table along with a spare magazine. His hand closed on the weapon and Henry swung the bat hard, intending to make contact with Lombard’s arm. Instead, the bat struck Lombard in the forehead as he pivoted to bring the gun around and point it at Henry. There was a loud crack as wood met flesh. Lombard released the gun as his eyes rolled back in his head. Instead of hitting the floor, Lombard’s limp form fell onto the bed, with his legs hanging off of it.

      Henry checked Lombard and discovered that he wasn’t breathing. He lowered the man to the floor and applied chest compressions. It would be damn hard to question him if the man died.

      After five minutes of effort with no response, Henry admitted to himself that Lombard was gone.

      “Great, just great,” Henry said. Now he had no way of knowing who wanted him dead.
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            Trap Set

          

        

      

    

    
      Sammy was surprised by how little effort Tanner was putting into preparing for the Primeros’ hit squads. He thought he might have come up with an elaborate trap for them. Instead, all he wanted to do was adjust the lighting and set up a few odds and ends that could be used to take cover behind. Several of the items made no sense to Sammy at all. They were windshields taken from a junkyard. Tanner had arranged them so that most of them faced the door leading inside the building they were using. Along with the windshields were curved sheets of glass that looked like some sort of odd mirror. They reflected images but you could also see through them.

      Sammy was familiar with the space they were using. It was a small warehouse in lower Manhattan that had been utilized in the past for various purposes. One of the rooms had even acted as a cell for their enemies on occasion.

      “Are you sure you don’t want more guys in here with you and Romeo, Tanner? There are sixteen men in those kill squads.”

      “Romeo and I will be enough. What we need are eyes outside to let us know when they show up. You’ll also make sure no one gets away.”

      “Yeah, but sixteen guys are a lot of firepower, and there’s nowhere to take cover.”

      “We have an ace up our sleeves. Romeo, give Sammy a demonstration.”

      “Watch this, dude,” Romeo told Sammy. “It’s a trip.”

      He walked over to the spot where the windshields were leaning up against the wall. Mixed in with them were the three invisible shields Tanner had gotten from Duke. Two of them faced the front entrance, with the third one in alignment with a door at the rear.

      When Romeo stepped behind one and crouched down, he seemed to disappear. From where Tanner and Sammy stood, all you could see was a blurred view of the wall behind the glass.

      “What the hell?” Sammy said.

      Romeo straightened. It looked as if his head and shoulders were floating above the glass.

      “Is that some spooky shit or what?” Romeo said.

      Sammy walked closer. When he stuck his hand behind the glass, it seemed to disappear.

      “Where did you get this, Tanner?”

      “From a guy named Duke. The members of the hit squads won’t see us until we want them to.”

      Sammy shook his head in amazement. “Science is getting scary. The next thing you know, we’ll be fighting robots.”

      “The army already has some in development,” Romeo said.

      They moved outside and picked out the spots where they wanted Sammy and the others to take up positions. Pullo, Finn, Rico, Adamo Conti, and three other men were going to move in once the kill squads entered the building. In the meantime, they would be waiting on rooftops in pairs, where they shouldn’t be spotted.

      If the Primeros’ soldiers arrived, they’d be there under the impression that Tanner was alone and living in the warehouse.

      “If no one shows up tonight, how much longer do you want to give this plan, Tanner?” Sammy asked.

      “Three days. After that, we’ll assume that Joe’s informant wasn’t able to get the information to the right people. I’m expecting them tonight. The informant seems to know a lot. That tells me that he’s not a low-level member of the gang. If he whispers in the right ear, the rumor about this place will spread and the Primeros will take the bait. I’m hoping they make their move as soon as possible.”

      “That snitch is leading a lot of his people to the slaughter,” Romeo said. “Maybe it’s to make whoever is gunning for Pullo look bad.”

      “I think you’re right, Romeo,” Tanner said. “And for now, we’re on the same side.”

      “Until maybe it’s his turn to come after Pullo. Then he’ll feed Joe information that will lead him into a trap.”

      Sammy gritted his teeth. “That’s devious, but it sounds like you two might be right. I wish we could find out who it is that’s giving Uncle Joe these tips.”

      “It doesn’t matter what his name is, dude,” Romeo said. “The key is to be ready for the day he turns the tables on you. If you figure that out, you’ll be able to take advantage of him.”

      “Back in my grandfather’s day, all they had to worry about were the cops. Now it’s the cops, federal agents, cartels, and gangs that could populate a small city. I’m glad I’m not running things yet, and I don’t envy Uncle Joe.”

      “Joe will think of something,” Tanner said. “He’s as smart as he is tough.”

      “And he’s got you watching his back. That means a lot to both of us, Tanner.”

      “What else are friends for?” Tanner said.
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        * * *

      

      Manuel was still huddled in his storefront observation post in Midtown when he spotted a face he recognized. It was a fellow gangbanger whom he knew had served time for assault. His name was Chano. Manuel had heard that Chano had settled in Chicago after being released. It looked as if the Primeros had sent more men into the city.

      Manuel thought about making contact, then decided to only follow the man. To do so, he had to take a subway ride, which led him to an empty store in the Bowery. It looked like the gang had broken in the back door of the shop and taken it over.

      The man he was following was met by a guy who was outside keeping watch. Judging by the two vans they had, there must be at least ten of them inside the building. The gang members exchanged words and Manuel could see the sentry’s face break into a smile.

      He moved behind the vans while the men were engaged in an animated conversation, then got even closer. There was a stack of rusted 55-gallon drums nearby. Manuel hid behind them and was near enough to make out the end of their conversation, which was spoken in Spanish.

      “I’m going to suggest we wait until just before the sun comes up, and then move in on him. Maybe we’ll catch that fucker, Tanner, asleep.” Chano said.

      “After that, we kill Pullo.”

      They went inside the store and Manuel slipped away. It sounded as if they knew where to find Tanner and were going after him. The men had seemed full of confidence. It reminded Manuel of the large crew that he had been a part of in Brooklyn. Everyone was certain that they could kill Tanner. They had all wound up dead. He feared the men inside the empty store would suffer the same fate, and that Tanner would walk away from the conflict unharmed.

      Manuel had kicked himself many times for not being brave enough to rush down from the roof and search for Tanner after the explosions had occurred in Brooklyn. If he had, he might have caught up to Tanner and killed him when his guard was down, and he thought all his enemies were dead. Instead, he’d run away.

      It then occurred to him that he was being given a chance to make up for his lack of courage. If this new crew died at Tanner’s hand, the last thing the assassin would expect was for someone to come out of the shadows afterwards. Manuel could be that someone. He could follow the crew to where Tanner was, then wait and see what happened. If they killed Tanner, he could still go after Joe Pullo. But if Tanner, as he so often had done, triumphed over superior odds, then Manuel could be there to deliver a surprise to the bastard.

      Manuel grinned, thinking of the expression of shock he would see on Tanner’s face when he realized that he’d been bested by a teenager.

      Manuel went looking for a car to steal. When the vans drove off later to go after Tanner, he’d be trailing behind them. And Tanner would never see him coming.
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        * * *

      

      Henry stared down at the body of Mitch Lombard and considered what his next move should be. He hadn’t meant to kill the man unless he had to. Striking Lombard in the forehead had been an accident.

      Henry was calm. He went back into the living room and turned off the TV. To do so, he covered his hand with the sleeve of his sweatshirt, so as not to leave behind a fingerprint on the TV remote. Afterward, he used the peephole in the front door to look out into the hallway. He saw no one.

      Many in his situation would be panicking, while others would fear hearing a loud knocking on the door followed by the words, “Open up! It’s the police.”

      Henry wasn’t about to freak-out. And while it was a possibility that someone had called the police, it wasn’t very likely. His argument with Lombard had been a short one, while the blow that struck him in the head had hardly made any noise. Besides, he was in New York, a major city. It was not uncommon for the police to take more than twenty minutes to respond to the scene of a crime, despite the fact that they had over thirty-six thousand officers. There was a lot of crime in New York, and more than enough traffic to cause delay in traveling from one location to another. If they had twice as many officers, getting around the city would still take time.

      Henry explored the apartment while being careful not to touch anything. He was pleased to see that there was a rear door leading to a hallway and an interior staircase. He would leave that way when the time came. In the meantime, he needed to clean up the mess he’d made.

      A murder would be investigated, but not an accident. He returned to the bedroom, bent down, and slipped his arms beneath Lombard’s body. With effort, he straightened his legs and stood upright. After carrying the body into the bathroom, he lowered it to the floor beside the tub.

      He was going to make it appear that Lombard had slipped and hit his head on the side of the bathtub. After stopping up the tub, Henry began filling it with water. There was no bubble bath, so he substituted shower gel. Henry cupped some of the soapy water in his palm and dribbled it onto the floor. If Lombard was found before morning, it would seem that he might have slipped on the water and hit his head. He studied the scene he’d created and realized that something was missing. Had Lombard slipped, he would have attempted to protect himself by extending his arms. That is, unless he couldn’t do so. Henry gathered up a stack of towels from a closet, grabbed Lombard’s robe from the foot of his bed, and a portable CD player and CDs. He dumped most of it on the floor beside the body, while tossing a towel in the bath. If Lombard had slipped while holding all those items, it was reasonable to assume that he might have been unable to put his hands out in time to keep from hitting his head.

      Henry considered leaving the water running in the tub to increase the likelihood that the body would be found quickly, but that meant causing damage to the apartment below Lombard’s.

      He didn’t want to do that. Whoever lived on the floor below likely had problems enough, so why add to them when it wasn’t necessary? Someone would find the body and the evidence would make it look like an accident.

      Before leaving, Henry went through Lombard’s wallet. He was glad that he had. He found a slip of paper with his name and description on it, along with the name of the bookstore where he was to meet with Gwen.

      He slipped that in his pocket and returned to the bedroom. Lombard’s gun was placed in the drawer of the nightstand, and the baseball bat was shoved to the rear of a closet.

      The body of a man in his thirties would be discovered lying beside a tub of soapy water. The man would be found to have died from a blow to his forehead. A classic slip and fall accident. Add to that the fact that no valuables were missing, and it seemed a safe bet to be ruled an accidental death. In actuality, it was.

      After stepping out the rear door, Henry used a spare key he’d found in the bedside table to lock the door behind him. If he’d had a set of lock picks with him, he would have used those. The rear staircase ended, and he eased open a door that revealed the back of the building. Two teens, a boy and a girl of about sixteen were leaning against a brick wall and kissing. As engrossed in each other as they were, they would still notice him if he tried to slip past them.

      A second door led to a narrow corridor and the lobby beyond it. Henry strode down it as if he belonged there and headed out the front door. The temperature had dropped since he’d been inside the building. It made him glad for the extra warmth the sweatshirt and cap afforded him.

      During the long walk back to Tanner’s car, Henry went over everything that had happened. He came to the conclusion that Stone had to be involved. The question was why? What would Stone have to gain by his death? Then, Henry remembered what Stone had said earlier, upon learning that he was Tanner’s apprentice.

      “It sounds like anybody could be picked to be a Tanner.”

      That was his motive. If Lombard had killed him, it was possible that Tanner might have chosen Stone to take Henry’s place.

      “You son of a bitch,” Henry whispered. If he was right about Stone, Romeo would be short one apprentice the next time Henry saw the bastard.

      He was tempted to phone or text Tanner and tell him what had happened. He held off on that, knowing that Tanner was setting up a trap for the Primeros and had enough to deal with.

      Henry reached the car and drove toward the penthouse. Along the way, the Yankee sweatshirt and cap went into the trash, along with the reading glasses and the spare key to Lombard’s apartment. The thin disguise had come in handy, but there was always the rare chance that a police lab could use the clothes to tie him to the scene of Lombard’s death.

      His phone rang. When he checked the caller ID, he saw that it was Gwen calling.

      “Hi.”

      “I hope that emergency that came up wasn’t too serious.”

      “It wasn’t, but it needed to be handled right away.”

      “You know, if you changed your mind about taking me out, it won’t hurt my feelings if you just say so.”

      “I wasn’t lying, Gwen. There was something I had to deal with that couldn’t wait. I was hoping that maybe we could see each other soon.”

      “I have the day off tomorrow. Why don’t we meet for breakfast?”

      “Tell me when and where and I’ll be there.”

      “All right,” Gwen said, then suggested a coffee shop. “Is ten o’clock too late? I’d really like some extra sleep on my day off.”

      “Ten o’clock is fine. Maybe we can hang out afterwards and you can show me around the city.”

      “I know you’re only in the city for a few weeks, but where are you from?”

      “Texas.”

      “You don’t sound like you’re from Texas.”

      “I mostly grew up in Pennsylvania.”

      “Really? Me too. It was a town named Aliquippa. Then I came to New York to get famous. The famous part didn’t work out, but I like the city.”

      “You’re an actress?”

      “I would be if I ever got picked for a part.”

      “Give it time. I’m sure you’ll get a part in a play or TV show if you keep at it long enough.”

      “You’re sweet. Where are you right now?”

      “Driving back to my friend’s home.”

      There was silence on the line and Henry wondered if he had lost the connection.

      “Gwen? Are you still there?”

      “Why don’t you come to my place for a while? My roommate is at her boyfriend’s.”

      “I could do that,” Henry said.

      A minute later he signaled to make a left, to head toward Gwen’s apartment. It was looking like it might not turn out to be such a bad night after all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            14

          

          

      

    

    







            Breaking The Bad News

          

        

      

    

    
      Because of the time he’d lost in Tennessee having to deal with O’Leary and the room service waiter, Chad, Morelos had called his contact in New York City and made a request.

      He wanted the man he was supposed to meet in Newark, New Jersey, to meet him in Manhattan instead. When Morelos called the contact back an hour later, he learned that the man was willing to do it but wanted an additional fee for his trouble. Morelos agreed, then was told that there were other conditions.

      “The guy won’t be there. He said that he’s not going to wait around and give the cops a chance to grab him.”

      “How will I know where to find the car?”

      “You call me when you get to the city, and I’ll give you the address. The car is a gray Ford Taurus. Your uh, other items, will be in the trunk.”

      “Including the special one?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Excellent. I expect to get to work soon after getting there.”

      “Good luck.”

      “It won’t be luck that makes me successful. It will be planning.”

      “Whatever. I’m just glad you’re not gunning for me.”
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        * * *

      

      Morelos’s boss called while he was driving through Pennsylvania. There was a rumor that Tanner’s location had been discovered. Someone in the Giacconi Family had made a deal with a drug dealer who had ties to the Primeros.

      “The Primeros are certain to act on that information, but I suspect it’s a trap,” Morelos told his boss.

      “And what if it’s not and the Primeros get to Tanner before you do?”

      “He’ll likely kill them either way. I’ll stick to my plan. And about that, were you able to find out that address I needed?”

      “Yeah. I’ll text it to you after we hang up, along with the address where Tanner is supposed to be. But stay clear of those hit squads. They’ll kill anyone who gets in their way.”

      “And so will Tanner, which is what I’m counting on.”

      “What’s that mean?”

      “It means I have a plan. I’ll call you with an update tomorrow.”

      “Do that.”

      Amber had been sleeping in the seat beside Morelos for hours. She stirred, then looked startled after reading a road sign.

      “Allentown? We’re in Pennsylvania already?”

      “We made good time, but I’ll be stopping soon to use the bathroom and get coffee. After that, we won’t stop until we get to New York City.”

      The text came in from Morelos’s boss. It gave him the location of the warehouse in lower Manhattan, and another address as well.

      Morelos glanced at Amber as he drove. “I’m going to need your help when we get to New York. It looks like I might be going to work right away.”

      “Um, okay, but I couldn’t ever shoot anyone.”

      Morelos smiled. “And I won’t ask you to do that. I’ll only need you to drive a car while I handle the shooting.”

      “I can do that… does it pay anything?”

      “Why not? Would a thousand dollars be enough?”

      “Hell yeah, but will it be dangerous?”

      “Only for the people I’m shooting at.”

      Amber gave him a look from the corner of her eye. “I’ll bet that’s right.”
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        * * *

      

      Morelos and Amber made it into New York City around one a.m.

      The Ford Taurus was where it was supposed to be. Morelos checked it out first, starting with the trunk. He had asked for very specific alterations to be made to the car trunk. It also held the equipment he would need to move his strategy along. There was also the special item he’d ordered.

      Everything was as he had requested. That being the case, he wondered if he could accelerate his plans and make contact with Tanner within hours. That would depend on what had gone on between Tanner and the kill squads.

      Among the items found in the Taurus’s trunk, there was a police scanner. Morelos returned to the car he had used to drive to New York and listened to the scanner. There was no chatter about a shooting incident involving more than one shooter. And the news at the top of the hour didn’t mention any either. That meant the Primeros had yet to make their move on Tanner or the killing had occurred away from prying eyes and ears. A warehouse situated some distance from a residential area could be a place where violence could occur without going noticed.

      “We’re leaving this car behind and taking that Ford I was checking out.”

      Amber scrunched up her face. “Can we stop somewhere? I need to pee and I’m hungry too.”

      “I arranged an apartment. We’ll drive there and unload our things. Help me move them into the other car.”

      Amber grabbed her bags and walked over to the Ford’s trunk. Morelos told her to place them on the rear seat instead.

      “I have things in the trunk that are taking up room,” he explained.

      They loaded up the Ford. Before leaving, Morelos took the time to wipe down the car they had been using. He did so out of habit. It was unlikely that the vehicle would be traced to him, but he operated on what was possible and not on what was likely.

      He would return to the car soon and begin using it again. The Ford Taurus had been acquired for a specific purpose. Once it served that purpose, Morelos would have no use for it.

      The Ford started right up, and Morelos headed to the apartment he had waiting for him. They would only be there for a short time before heading back out. He had contracts to fulfill on Tanner and Joe Pullo. If things went as he hoped, phase one of his plan would be accomplished before the sun rose.
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        * * *

      

      Stone Hayes was in the apartment of the nurse he was sleeping with. The woman was working the night shift then filling in on the day shift. She wouldn’t return until the afternoon, then have the next two days off. The apartment was small, but Stone still found room in which to pace in.

      He’d been waiting for hours to hear back from Lombard, to confirm that Henry was dead. He finally came to the conclusion that something must have gone wrong, or perhaps Henry had never shown up at the bookstore. Either way, he had to assume that Henry was still alive. That would have to be a temporary situation if he were to ever become Tanner’s apprentice.

      Waiting for Lombard to get in contact with him had given Stone a reason to postpone the calls he needed to make. There was also the consideration that the people he wanted to phone were in a time zone that was six hours ahead of New York. Had he called any earlier, he would have woken them up in the middle of the night. They were his partners, Boyd Dunn and Kirby Mills.

      He called Dunn. Boyd was an early riser and was probably on the computer already checking stock prices and futures forecasts. Dunn could rouse Mills and then Stone could give them the news all at once. The three of them owned a refurbished seventeenth century farmhouse in Florence that had five bedrooms and six baths. They had always done everything together, and now he was calling to tell them that he wanted to break away and go on his own, in order to be trained by, and someday take Tanner’s place.

      There was obvious delight in Boyd Dunn’s voice when he said hello to Stone. That changed to a tone of concern after he realized that Stone had news he wanted to share.

      “What news? Is Tanner onto you? Are you in trouble?”

      “I’ll explain, but first, get Kirby and put the call on speakerphone so I can tell you both at once.”

      “It’ll take a minute. I’ll have to wake him.”

      “I’ll wait.”

      Kirby Mills was stirred from sleep. When he started to speak to Stone, his voice was husky, but then he cleared his throat and tried again.

      “Hey, little brother. What’s going on in New York City?”

      “More than I expected. Wait until you hear this.”
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        * * *

      

      “He’s Tanner number seven?” Dunn asked.

      “That’s right. And I have a chance to become Tanner number eight someday.”

      “Someday, yeah,” Mills said. “But even if he agreed to train you, who knows when the man will step down. He’s not very old, is he?”

      “He’s over forty. But that doesn’t matter. Once he teaches me everything he knows, I’ll kill him and take the name of Tanner.”

      “You’re not thinking this through, Stone,” Dunn said. “Tanner has a lot of enemies. If you become Tanner, they’ll be your enemies.”

      “And I’ll handle them the same way he does, by killing them.”

      “And what about Kirby and me? You want to break up our partnership?”

      “I don’t want to, Boyd. No, of course I don’t. But I can’t stay here and be in Europe with you guys. I thought you’d be happy for me. This is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. Think of all the things a guy like Tanner could teach me. Then, later on, I could teach them to you and Kirby too.”

      “What if Tanner catches on that you’re the one who had that boy Henry murdered?” Mills asked. “He’ll kill you, Stone. That son of a bitch will put you down.”

      Dunn spoke next. His voice was raised and carried a tone similar to that of a parent talking to its misbehaving teen. “Enough of this nonsense, Stone. Get on the first flight to Italy and come back here before you get yourself killed. This whole thing was a bad idea in the first place.”

      “You can’t tell me what to do, Boyd. I’m not the little kid who used to tag around behind you in the orphanage anymore. I’m staying in America and I’m going to become the next Tanner. I’m sorry you don’t agree with that, but it’s my decision to make.”

      A deep sigh could be heard over the line as Dunn calmed himself and resisted the urge to issue orders again.

      “Stone, I care about you, buddy. You’re like our little brother. Man, if anything ever happened to you I… please be careful and consider coming home. Okay?”

      “I care about you guys too. But I have to do this. Listen, I’ll call you back once Tanner decides to train me.”

      “And what about the contract on Tanner?” Dunn asked. “You think our Sicilian friend is just going to let you walk away from that?”

      “I’ll send him back the money he paid me. Once I can start taking contracts as a Tanner, I’ll be able to name my own price.”

      “He might not agree to that, Stone. You’re playing with fire there.”

      “I’m not worried about him. If he was as tough as he pretends to be, he would have gone after Tanner himself. I gotta go. I’ll call you guys soon.”

      Stone ended the call before Dunn or Mills could make further objections to his plans. He procrastinated for another hour before making the call to his employer. He should have called him earlier after meeting with Tanner and had avoided returning the messages his employer had left on voice mail. The professional in Stone felt bad about breaking his promise and not fulfilling a contract, but it couldn’t be helped.

      The call went unanswered. He left a vague message and would try again in the morning. Ten minutes after he went to sleep the phone woke him. It was his employer calling him back.

      “What’s this change of plans you mentioned?”

      “I’m not going to kill Tanner, and I’ll be sending your money back.”

      “That’s unacceptable. Do you have any idea how much time and effort it took to set this up? Get over your case of nerves and kill the man.”

      “I said no. I have other plans, and I need Tanner alive to make them happen.”

      “Your plans will mean nothing if you’re dead, Hayes. If you renege on our agreement, I will find you and kill you. Either Tanner dies or you do. Do you understand me?”

      “I hear you, and your words don’t mean shit to me. We’re done. I’ll wire your money back to you and then we’re finished. And oh yeah, if I ever see you again, I’ll assume you’re coming after me, and I’ll kill you.”

      “You won’t see me coming.”

      “Is that a threat? Hello?” His employer had hung up.

      Stone cursed and laid his phone back on top of the nightstand. He then lay awake half the night with a restless mind.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            15

          

          

      

    

    







            Now You Don’t See Me, Now You Do

          

        

      

    

    
      Morelos parked the Ford around the corner and a block away from the small warehouse in lower Manhattan where Tanner was supposed to be. It was after two a.m. but there was still business going on three blocks away at a place that sold ribs. The narrow side street where the warehouse was located saw no cars, but out on the avenue it was connected to, traffic rolled along steadily, unless paused by the traffic lights. The city that never slept continued to earn its name.

      Morelos was wearing all black and had a cap on his head that could be pulled down to form a ski mask. He wanted to prowl the area and see what he could find out. Given Tanner’s reputation, it was doubtful that the assassin would be taken unawares by the Primeros kill squads hunting him. Even if they came upon the man while he slept, Tanner would put up a fight.

      Morelos came close to stepping into view beneath the glow of a streetlight before spotting the outline of a man holding a rifle on a rooftop. It was a fleeting glimpse but confirmed what he suspected. The Primeros were going to walk into a trap. It also meant that Tanner was nearby, and perhaps Pullo was there as well.

      Having seen enough and not wanting to risk being detected, Morelos returned to the Ford and saw Amber’s shoulders relax as tension left her.

      “I was getting worried. You were gone for a while.”

      “I had to be careful and move slowly. There might have been motion detectors or cameras set up to give my target a warning.”

      “Is he a dangerous man?”

      “Oh yes, but he’ll die like any other.”

      “What’s your plan?”

      “There’s a rifle in the trunk. The trunk itself has been changed so that I can use it as a shooting blind.”

      “What’s a shooting blind?”

      “It’s a way to conceal myself from sight. I’ll be able to shoot from inside the trunk. That way, we’ll get close to the target without arousing suspicion.”

      “And you want me to drive?”

      “I can’t do it from the trunk. But don’t worry. As soon as you hear me shooting, you can speed away.”

      “What if they shoot at me?”

      “They’ll have handguns that won’t have the range for their bullets to reach you. Besides, I’ll still be using the rifle to fire from the trunk.”

      Amber rubbed her hands together as if they were cold. “It sounds scary.”

      “It might be a little frightening, but you know that I would never put you in danger.”

      Amber leaned over and kissed him on the cheek. “I know that.”

      Morelos smiled back at her. It really was a shame that she had to die. He’d always liked Amber, and she was eager to please him in bed. It was too bad that O’Leary had made her death necessary.

      “When are we going to attack?” Amber asked.

      “I’m waiting for something to happen. It should be soon. The men involved aren’t known for being patient. For now, we wait and watch.”

      “What’s going to happen?”

      “Many men will die while trying to kill one.”

      “Who’s the one man? Is he your target?”

      “He is, and many others have tried to kill him.”

      “But they weren’t you. You’ll kill him. He won’t be expecting you to be shooting from the trunk of a car.”

      “No, he won’t.”

      They grew quiet as they waited for something to happen. Amber broke the silence with a question.

      “I tried to kill a guy once who I hated, but I couldn’t bring myself to pull the trigger. Why is that?”

      “I don’t know. I do know that most people avoid killing, even if they have a good reason to do so.”

      “Was it hard for you to do the first time?”

      “No.”

      “Did you use a gun?”

      “I used a broken bottle and stabbed him in the neck.”

      Amber made a face of disgust. “That I could never do. God, there must have been so much blood.”

      “There was.”

      “Does it ever give you nightmares?”

      “When I was younger, not anymore.”

      Amber reached over and took Morelos’s hand. “You’re such a strong man. I feel safe around you, and… I… I love you. I guess you’ve figured that out already. And don’t worry, you don’t have to say it back to me. I know that you don’t think of me that way. I just wanted you to know how I feel.”

      Had Morelos been capable of experiencing such emotion, he would have felt like a heel at that moment, knowing he was planning Amber’s death. Instead, he felt nothing, and leaned over to share a kiss with her. The truth was he would miss her, but as she was able to testify against him if pressured by the law, she couldn’t be allowed to live. Amber rested her head on Morelos’s shoulder, and drifted off to sleep as they waited.
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        * * *

      

      Manuel had been asleep but woke as the two vans ferrying his fellow Primeros rushed past him on their way to Tanner’s location.

      Manuel was in a car he had stolen from in front of a bar. He had come across the car’s owner passed out in the front seat. The drunk mumbled incoherently as Manuel helped him from the car. Manuel dragged him behind a dormant air-conditioning unit and took the car. It smelled horrible, as there was fresh vomit on the passenger-side floor.

      If he hadn’t left the windows cracked in order to let in fresh air, the sound of the rushing vehicles might not have woken him.

      They’re going off to kill Tanner, Manuel thought. He started the engine, then shivered. The open window let in air, but it was cold air, and he was freezing. He turned on the heat, but that only enhanced the stench of the vomit. He preferred to be cold.

      Thankfully, it was a short drive. Up ahead, the vans slowed, then pulled to the curb to park. When the Primeros left the vehicles and headed on foot along a narrow side street, they kept the engines running. Killing was usually a brief bit of business, especially when those doing the killing were as experienced as the men of the kill squads.

      Manuel drove past the vans and drifted to the curb farther up the avenue. He would walk back and hide in the shadows to wait and see what happened. If Tanner survived the attack, he would not be expecting another one so soon. Manuel was counting on the element of surprise to help his cause, and he was unaware of the men on the rooftop above him.
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        * * *

      

      Pullo whispered into his phone. “You’ve got twelve guys headed your way through the front door, and four coming from the door at the rear, Tanner, with rifles and shotguns. And each group has a man carrying a sledgehammer.”

      “I guess they’re planning to knock the doors in. Romeo and I are ready for them.”

      “Be careful, buddy. That’s a lot of guys, and I’ll bet they’re wearing vests too.”

      “They won’t know what hit them until it’s too late to do anything about it.”

      “And we’ll clean up any that try to get away.”
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        * * *

      

      Morelos knew who was in the vans the moment he spotted them. He could make out one face that was covered in tattoos, as was common with the Primeros. They drove past him, turned into the street where the warehouse was located, then piled out of the vans to move in for the kill. It was just after four o’clock in the morning. If Tanner was asleep, he was about to be awakened in a most disturbing manner.

      Morelos woke Amber by nudging her with an elbow. She’d been snoring slightly and appeared disoriented at first.

      “I’m going to get things ready. Move behind the wheel but don’t start the engine yet. In a few minutes, I’ll climb into the trunk and ready the rifle. When it’s time to move, you’re to back down that side street ahead on the left. Don’t go too fast or too slow, and I’ll take care of the rest.”

      Amber stifled a yawn. “I’m scared.”

      “I understand, but it will be all right.”

      Morelos left the car and walked around to the trunk before Amber could voice an objection. The sound of a metal door being smashed inward could be heard faintly. Death was soon to follow.
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        * * *

      

      Tanner stayed crouched behind one of the invisible shields and gazed upward. Thanks to well-placed mirrors along the edge of the ceiling, he and Romeo could watch the Primeros rush into the warehouse through the front entrance. The gang members wore bulletproof vests and there were lights attached to their weapons that illuminated the warehouse’s interior. Tanner doubted any of them had military training, and it showed in the way they came through the busted warehouse door clumped together.

      From their perspective, a look at what was in front of them would seem to reveal several old cracked or dirty windshields leaning against a brick wall. Had any of the men also been equipped with thermal imaging goggles, the shields Tanner and Romeo were hidden behind would have prevented the goggles from registering their heat signatures.

      The rest of the warehouse was empty, so there was no need to search behind anything. Glass was glass, yes? Everyone knew that you could see right through it. What would be the point in getting closer for a look behind it?

      The men at the rear made their entrance after knocking that door in. As hoped, one of them noticed the partially open door of the small room that had been used as a cell in the past. There was a bed in there. The sheets on the bed were arranged to make it look as if someone had risen from slumber in a rush. From a tape player, there came the sound of a shotgun being racked.

      “He’s in that room!” shouted one of the men in Spanish. As a single unit, they all turned and began creeping forward toward the open doorway.

      The recording advanced and there came the sound of Tanner’s shouted voice. “The first man through that door dies!”

      “We’ve got him cornered,” said a man, the glee in his voice evident.

      Tanner looked over at Romeo. He was barely discernable in the gloom, but Tanner could see that he was nodding. Romeo hit a switch on the wall beside him. It caused a set of blinding lights above and behind them to come on. They were so bright that Tanner could feel the heat they produced prickle his skin.

      They stood with their shotguns at the ready but aimed low. When they began blasting away it caused the gangbangers at the front of the pack who weren’t hit by the pellets to fire toward the room with the bed in it. They were so convinced that their target was in front of them that they failed to understand at first that they were being fired upon from behind. When the men at the rear fell while screaming, it allowed Tanner and Romeo to get a bead on the men in front. Those men were turning to bring their weapons around when more blasts from the shotguns devastated them. Instead of aiming for legs, Tanner and Romeo sought head shots.

      Four of the kill squad members survived the initial barrage and returned fire. It was ineffective because they were being blinded by the bright lights. Their rounds were aimed at the wrong spot. They shattered some of the windshields or gouged the bricks above them. Seven seconds after the shooting began, sixteen men were either dead or severely wounded and bleeding out. The man they had come to kill, a man who had survived many such attacks, had endured one more and come out on top.

      From inside the room where the bed was, there was again the sound of a shotgun being racked, followed by the words, “The first man through that door dies!” It was the tape player, as it continued on. Seconds later, there would come the sound of a shotgun racking again, then the threat would be heard once more.

      After turning off the glaring floodlights and putting on the normal light fixtures overhead, Tanner sent a text to Pullo.

      Sixteen down in here.

      A reply came back a few moments later.

      That’s another one I owe the informant. I’m coming down. Sammy and the others will keep an eye out and see if any cops respond to the sound of the shots.

      Tanner doubted that would happen. It was an industrial area, and everything was closed. Someone in a passing car likely heard the shots, but it was doubtful that they could pin down the source. He joined Romeo in putting the survivors out of their misery by using a knife.

      Later on, some of Joe’s people would have cleanup duty. Tanner didn’t envy them. Things would have been easier had they put down plastic sheeting, but it also would have alerted the kill squad that they were walking into a trap.
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        * * *

      

      Morelos had heard the gunfire, and also the faint screams of men as they died. As suspected, the Primeros had walked into a trap. He was ready to make his move, but first, he had to reassure Amber.

      “What if they shoot at me?”

      “They won’t get the chance. Remember, I need you to back up as you drive down the street. The car’s trunk will be facing them, and I’ll be in the trunk shooting at them. Wait five seconds after the shooting starts then get us out of there.”

      Amber took in a big breath, then released it in a huff. “I can do this. But they’ll be firing at you. Shouldn’t you have on a bulletproof vest or something?”

      “I’ll be fine, and so will you. I’m walking back and getting inside the trunk now. Once you see the lid close, it will be time to go. And remember, turn your lights off before you back down the street. It may buy us another second or two before we’re spotted.”

      “Are we doing this now?”

      “Yes. Don’t bother talking to me once I’m inside the trunk. I won’t be able to hear you from in there. If you have something to say, send me a text instead.”

      Morelos moved to the rear of the Ford and unlocked the trunk. It took him a few moments to ready things before he pulled the trunk lid down. When the car failed to move, he wondered if Amber was frozen with fear, but a second later, the engine started, and she moved away from the curb.
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        * * *

      

      Pullo entered the warehouse and looked around. After taking in the carnage, he walked over and examined one of the invisible shields.

      “I still can’t get over these things. Can I get one?”

      “I’ll put in an order for you. I know the next time I search a room, I’ll be looking behind any clouded glass I see.”

      “You and me both, bro,” Romeo said.

      Pullo wrinkled his nose. “It’s starting to stink in here. Let’s go outside. We still have to move those vans they left parked down by the corner.”

      They exited onto the sidewalk in front of the building. The steel exterior door had a dent in it and the knob was missing. The sledgehammer had done its job well.

      Pullo took his phone out to call Adamo Conti and put him in charge of removing the vans from the scene. Before he could send the text, the car driven by Amber began backing down the street from the avenue. As instructed by Morelos, she was driving at a steady pace but not speeding. Despite having the headlights turned off, the bright white lights of the car’s reverse lamps made it difficult to miss her.

      Romeo pointed. “Look at the trunk! There’s a rifle barrel sticking out of it.”

      They raised their weapons, then hesitated to fire. The barrel of the rifle was pointed forward, and not toward them, but the car kept coming.

      “There could be a bomb inside that car,” Tanner said. “Let’s take cover inside the building.”

      Before turning to reenter the warehouse, Pullo shouted up at his men on the nearby rooftops. “Blast that car!”

      His men took aim as the sound of a rifle firing came from inside the Ford’s trunk. It was joined by the men on the roofs and the night erupted in gunfire, along with Amber’s screams.
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        * * *

      

      Manuel had watched the kill teams enter the warehouse after using a sledgehammer to knock in its door. Seeing so many men, he became certain that Tanner was about to die. When the shooting started, followed by the screams of the Primeros, he closed his eyes and knew that once again members of his gang were dying. However, it also meant that Tanner was near, near enough to kill.

      The gunshots and screams ended as suddenly as they began. He had been about to move closer to the warehouse when he saw a man cross the street and enter the building carrying a rifle. He couldn’t be certain, but he thought that man was Joe Pullo. Tanner and Pullo were together. If he could take them both unawares and survive to talk about it, he would be the hero of every Primero, and feared by all the other gangs. Yes, if he survived.

      Pullo reemerged from the warehouse with Tanner and a blond man that Manuel didn’t recognize. He had never seen Tanner either but knew from the intensity of the man’s eyes that it had to be him.

      Three men with guns. Even if he snuck up on them it wasn’t likely that he could kill them all with a handgun before one of them returned fire.

      Manuel was considering attempting to kill only Tanner and then escaping, when he noticed the car reversing onto the street with its headlights off. There was a woman behind the wheel, a pretty white woman. Her eyes were locked onto the rearview mirror and something was sticking out of the car’s trunk.

      Pullo shouted indiscernible words while looking upward. A moment after that, rifles fired on the car from more than one rooftop. Manuel gazed up at the men. Had he tried to get closer to Tanner to kill him, he would have been cut down by the men on the roofs. His determination to make up for his earlier cowardice dissolved and was replaced by the urge to run. He had to get away before he was seen, and someone killed him.

      Manuel turned to flee and return to his stolen car. As he was rushing past the doorway of a shop that sold secondhand goods, someone grabbed him, while clamping a hand over his mouth. Manuel struggled to get free, but it was no use. And then a knife blade was pressed to his throat.

      He’d been caught, assumed that he would soon die, and had accomplished nothing by returning to New York. Tears welled up in his eyes. Bravery had been his downfall, and he would have given anything to be a live coward again.
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        * * *

      

      Tanner reached the car first, after waiting several minutes to see if a bomb would detonate. When no blast came, he decided that it was safe to leave cover. The motor had cut off because the engine compartment had been hit multiple times, as had the driver, a woman with blonde hair.

      Despite her wounds, she was alive, but unconscious. Pullo and Romeo were with Tanner. Pullo hit the trunk release while Romeo stood near the back of the car ready to fire at anyone inside the trunk. Romeo lowered his rifle after viewing the form in the trunk. More than a dozen wounds had ended the man’s life. And on the body’s right cheek was an old scar.

      “I think this is that sicario, Morelos,” Romeo said, as Tanner and Pullo walked over to get a look into the trunk.

      The men from the rooftops had reached the street, save for one who was still on lookout. When Rico Nazario walked up to the car, Tanner pointed down at the body.

      “Is that Morelos?”

      Rico leaned closer and stared at the corpse. He hadn’t seen Morelos in years and knew that people aged, and their looks altered. With the damage done to the dead man’s face, which was misshapen on the left side because of a massive exit wound to the back of the head, it was difficult to gauge what he had looked like in life. When Rico straightened, he nodded.

      “It looks like him, but I won’t swear to it. I was never close to the man and I haven’t seen him in a long time.”

      “What are the odds that another guy with a scar on his right cheek would come gunning for Tanner and Uncle Joe?” Sammy said. “It must be him.”

      Pullo pointed toward the front of the car and spoke to Sammy. “Get that woman to the doctor we have filling in for Laurel. If she was helping Morelos, there might be others here helping him too. We need to know that. Adamo, you’re in charge of moving these vehicles. You’ll need to hide this one under a tarp when you tow it. Leave the body in it for now. And Finn?”

      “Yes, Joe?”

      “Call in some of our friends on the police force. We need this street blocked off as soon as possible. In the meantime, you and Rico make sure no cars drive down it. We’re lucky we don’t have cops here already with all the noise we’ve made tonight.”

      “Romeo and I are out of here, Joe,” Tanner said. “We’ve got a car parked on the other side of the block.” He looked down at the body in the trunk one more time before leaving, by reentering the warehouse. He and Romeo grabbed up the shields they had used against the Primeros, then headed out the rear door. He was looking forward to returning home to his family. It had been a long day, and a night of killing.
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            Suspicion

          

        

      

    

    
      Tanner and Romeo returned to the penthouse an hour before dawn and were surprised to find Henry awake and sitting in the kitchen. The young man was devouring the last of an Indonesian dish called Bakso that Nadya had made. Bakso were meatballs, and Nadya had prepared them with noodles and Alfredo sauce. Henry had tasted the dish for the first time and enjoyed it so much that he asked Nadya for the recipe to give to his grandmother.

      Nadya had hit him playfully on the arm and said that she would go him one better. Before they left the penthouse to return to Texas, she would teach Henry how to make the dish himself.

      “That way, you won’t need to bother your grandmother,” Nadya told him.

      Henry used a napkin to wipe his mouth, then asked a question. “The trap worked?”

      “Oh yeah,” Romeo said with a smile. “And aren’t those the same clothes you had on last night? I guess that date went well, hmm?”

      Things had gone well with Gwen once they’d connected at her apartment. Things had been excellent in fact. Henry had only left Gwen’s bed an hour earlier. He could have stayed the entire night, but he didn’t want to risk waking anyone at the penthouse by calling or texting. And with everything that was going on with the Primeros, he didn’t want Tanner worried by his failure to return home without explanation. He and Gwen had agreed to go to the movies and have dinner later.

      “A gentlemen doesn’t discuss such things,” Henry said, while adopting a snobbish accent. His expression changed to one of worry afterward, because he had to tell Romeo his suspicions about Stone.

      Tanner noticed the change in his demeanor. “What’s wrong, Henry?”

      “Something happened earlier tonight, something serious.”

      “We’ll talk in the office with the door closed,” Tanner said, as he turned to walk out of the kitchen.
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        * * *

      

      Henry explained his encounter with Mitch Lombard as Tanner and Romeo listened without making comments. They were seated together with Tanner and Romeo on the sofa and Henry in an armchair. Afterward, Tanner asked Henry why he didn’t call him when he knew that Lombard was out to harm him.

      “I thought about it, but I knew you were busy helping Joe Pullo.”

      “You’re my apprentice, Henry. If you need help you can call me anytime. I’m never too busy for you. Understand?”

      “Yes. And thanks.”

      “Aside from that, I’d say that you handled things well. But I do have a few questions.”

      Tanner asked Henry about details of the account and was impressed by Henry’s thoroughness in handling the scene to make it appear that Lombard suffered an accident.

      “Do you think I missed anything?”

      “No. I think I would have done the same thing if I had been there.”

      Henry hung his head. “No, you wouldn’t have. Because you wouldn’t have accidentally killed the guy in the first place. I screwed up and I know it.”

      Romeo chuckled.

      “What’s so funny?” Henry asked.

      “Dude, Tanner and I don’t mess up often now, but we sure as hell did when we were your age. And like you said, it was an accident.”

      “Romeo is right. Don’t be so hard on yourself,” Tanner said. “Anyway, we’ve something else to discuss. We need to know who targeted you.”

      Henry sighed. “Only six people knew that I was meeting Gwen at the bookstore. You guys, Sara, Nadya, Franny… and Stone.”

      Romeo’s back stiffened upon hearing the name of his new friend. “You suspect Stone set you up?”

      Henry nodded. “Who else could have?”

      “What about the chick, Gwen? What do you know about her?”

      “Gwen? You think Gwen set me up to be killed? C’mon, Romeo, why would she do that?”

      “Maybe she’s working for somebody. You trust her now, don’t you? It would be easy for her to set you up again.”

      “Gwen’s a nice girl who works in a bookstore. That’s all she is. She’s not spying for anyone or out to get me killed.”

      “And why would Stone want you dead?”

      “I think maybe he wants to take my place. If I was dead, he might think that Tanner would decide to train him to be the next Tanner.”

      “But the kid’s not like that, Henry. That would be some cold-blooded shit to do you like that.”

      “You don’t know Stone that well, Romeo,” Tanner said. “And Henry, Romeo could be right about Gwen. Even if she is innocent, maybe she told someone about you who isn’t. This could be one of Kagan Andres’s friends looking for revenge.”

      “I thought about that, but wouldn’t they be the type to come at me themselves?”

      “Here’s what we’ll do,” Tanner said. “I’ll ask a hacker friend of mine named Tim to look into Gwen and Stone’s backgrounds. If there’s something there to find, Tim will find it.”

      Romeo shook his head as he stared down at the floor. “Stone better not have had anything to do with this. I like that kid, but if he tried to have Henry killed, that would… shit!”

      Tanner laid a hand on Romeo’s arm. “We’ll wait and see what Tim comes up with. I’ll leave a message for him. Right now, I think we could all use some sleep.”

      Henry yawned. “I could, but first I have to go back to the kitchen and wash my plate.”

      Romeo reached out and placed a hand on Henry’s shoulder. “I’m glad you’re all right, kid. I hate to think what would have happened to you if you hadn’t checked the area before walking into that bookstore.”

      “It was Tanner’s training. I thought circling the block was a waste of time, but it saved my life.”

      “It is a waste of time, usually,” Tanner said. “The one time it isn’t, it allows you to come out on top.”

      They left the office as the first hint of daylight brightened the eastern horizon.
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        * * *

      

      In Florence, Italy, Boyd Dunn and Kirby Mills were on a private jet they had chartered in order to make it to Stone’s side as soon as possible. After the preflight checks were completed, they would be on their way to the United States. Their destination was New York City.

      “He’ll be pissed at first and accuse us of trying to boss him around. You know that,” Mills said.

      “I don’t care. I’ve got a bad feeling and I think Stone needs our help.”

      “He doesn’t realize that he’s playing with fire. If Tanner doesn’t kill him, the man who hired him to kill Tanner might try to do it.”

      “That’s another thing, we’ll watch over Stone and have his back, but I can’t just sit here and do nothing.”

      “Me neither.”

      The jet’s pilot informed them that they were ready to take off. After taxiing down a runway, they were in the air and headed for New York.
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        * * *

      

      Rico Nazario didn’t make it home to his apartment until nearly ten o’clock in the morning. He had stayed at the warehouse to help Adamo Conti supervise the cleanup of the bodies and the repair work to secure the two broken doors. Rico had been awake and on the move for more than a day. He was looking forward to having a hot shower and falling into bed for some much-needed sleep. It was not to be.

      Rico entered his bedroom while taking off his jacket. There were two men inside the room. One of them was Hispanic and in his late teens, unarmed, and looked like a scared rabbit. The other man was familiar, pointing a gun at Rico’s chest, and was someone Rico believed had died hours ago. He was Morelos.

      The “special item” Morelos had in the trunk of the Ford was a human being. The man he’d contacted in Newark had been given the task of finding someone who could pass for Morelos’s double. The match didn’t have to be exact, and it was a simple matter to apply a phony scar onto a face.

      The unlucky lookalike had been a man named Nestor Benning. Benning, married and a father of two, was grabbed off the street in Jersey City and drugged, before being loaded into the trunk of the Taurus. Morelos had secured the rifle that had been protruding from the car’s trunk in place with clamps. The clamps had been welded to the inside of the trunk for that purpose.

      After shutting the lid on the trunk while ducked out of sight outside the car, Morelos had lowered himself to the ground and slid beneath the car that the Taurus had been parked in front of. When Amber took off on her drive to the warehouse, she had no idea that she was going alone. Then again, the hapless Nestor Benning had been with her, and neither of them was meant to survive.

      Stumbling across Manuel had been a bonus for Morelos. He would use the teen as a helper until he no longer needed him. After talking to the boy, Morelos understood that Manuel was motivated to kill Tanner, but woefully equipped to do so. He assured Manuel that together they could get the job done.

      Now that Pullo and Tanner believed Morelos to be dead, they would drop their guard and make for easier targets. As for Rico, he would be invaluable as a source of information.

      Rico was wearing a gun in a holster on his hip. Morelos gestured at it.

      “Remove the holster and throw it onto the bed, Rico.”

      Rico finished removing his jacket and tossed it on a chair. He made no move to comply with Morelos’s order to disarm.

      “I thought you were dead. Who was the guy in the trunk?”

      “I don’t know who he was, nor do I care.”

      “How did you talk him into firing at Pullo?”

      “The shots you heard came from a recording. The man in the trunk was drugged.”

      Rico threw his chin toward Manuel. “And this boy?”

      “He’s my new helper and a member of the Primeros. Enough talk. Lose the gun.”

      Rico knew that being armed was his best bet at staying alive. It was also true that if he tried to use his weapon Morelos would shoot him to death.

      “What’s it going to be, Rico?” Morelos said.

      Rico had taken three steps into the room before realizing he wasn’t alone. He thought of turning to dive through the doorway and into the hall, but that would only result in getting shot in the back. If he cleared leather and attempted to shoot Morelos, he would be shot, although there was a chance that he could return fire. Only one path was left to him if he wanted to avoid a bullet.

      Rico sighed and removed the holster from his belt, then held it out for Manuel to take. The teen stood to do so but was halted by a gesture from Morelos.

      “Rico doesn’t want to hand you his gun. Rico is hoping to use you as a human shield. Toss the gun on the bed, Rico. Do it now.”

      Rico flicked his wrist and the gun landed on the bed. He was to regret doing so in the coming hours.
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            Mission Accomplished

          

        

      

    

    
      Having not gone to sleep until after midnight, Sara and Franny were aware that Henry had been out late. When the young man didn’t rise from bed until after the others in the penthouse had eaten lunch, they knew that his night had been a long one. From the wide smile on his face when he greeted them, they could tell that he was in a good mood and that his date with Gwen had gone well.

      “When are we going to meet this girl?” Franny asked. She and Sara were seated at the kitchen table with Henry, who was having a cup of coffee. Little Marian was in her high chair, while on the floor, Lucas and Florentina played with building blocks.

      Henry looked at the women. “You want to meet Gwen?”

      “You were out all night,” Sara said. “So yes, we’d like to meet her.”

      “It wasn’t all night. I made it back here around five.”

      “Love them and leave them, is that it?” Franny asked.

      “No. I’m taking her out later to see a movie.”

      “And what about when it’s time for you to return back home?” Sara asked. “Are you just going to leave the poor girl here pining away for you?”

      “I… Gwen knows that I’m only going to be here for a short time. I didn’t hide that from her.”

      Franny looked at Sara. “It’s just like I said, love them and leave them.”

      Henry opened his mouth to reply to that, but he couldn’t think of anything to say and his mouth hung open.

      Sara and Franny began giggling.

      “You guys were teasing me?”

      Sara patted his hand. “Yes, we were, but we were also being nosy. Are you really seeing the girl again?”

      “Yeah. I like her. I wish she lived in Texas.”

      “We come to New York several times a year. You’re always welcome to join us so you can stay in touch with Gwen. And I would like to meet her, out of curiosity.”

      Henry took out his phone. “Here’s a picture of her that I took last night.”

      Franny shielded her eyes. “It’s not X-rated, is it?”

      “Stop teasing me,” Henry said, and held up the phone to display Gwen’s photo.

      “She’s beautiful, Henry,” Sara said. “How old is she?”

      “She turned twenty last month, so I guess I’m dating an older woman.”

      “I’m glad to see you happy again. I know you miss Olivia.”

      “I do a little, but we both agreed it was time to break up. She wants to live in California, and I plan to stay in Texas.”

      Tanner entered the kitchen wearing blue cotton shorts and a matching sleeveless T-shirt. He was headed to the home gym for a workout. Henry gulped down his coffee and said that he would join him.

      Lucas hopped up from the floor and went to his father. “I want to work out too, Daddy.”

      Tanner tousled his son’s hair as he smiled down at him. “You can show Henry how it’s done.”

      Lucas had his own weight set. They were barbells and dumbbells made of lightweight colorful plastic. He was much too young to begin a serious lifting regimen, but thanks to his play set, he was learning proper lifting form. Along with the weights, he often jumped rope with his father, when Tanner performed a quick cardio workout during the times the weather was too inclement to run outside.

      After kissing Sara and Marian, Tanner picked up his son and headed for the gym with Henry following.
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        * * *

      

      Pullo was grinning as he spoke to Tyrese Vann on the phone. Tyrese’s plan to start a war between the Primeros and the Crips was working. He and the men he’d brought with him to California had successfully masqueraded as Crips while killing Primeros, then donned the purple gang colors of the Primeros to kill several Crips drug dealers.

      That sparked the Crips to retaliate, followed by the Primeros doing the same. Conflict between the two gangs was happening in Detroit and Chicago as well.

      “It was a bold plan and you pulled it off, Tyrese. Now you better get back here before all hell breaks loose and you get caught up in it.”

      “I’m not done yet. I want these bastards fighting World War Three. The only way they’ll leave us alone is if they’re too busy killing each other. Taking out a few of their street dealers started them fighting, but now I’m going to hit them where it will hurt.”

      “What’s that mean?”

      “I’m going to kill one of the Primeros’ higher ups, then do the same to the Crips. They won’t stop fighting then until one group eliminates the other, and that could take a long time.”

      “The gang’s leadership will have protection around them. You need to be careful going after a target like that.”

      “I will be. My boys and I will also come at them while wearing their gang colors. They’ll be less on guard because of that.”

      “Tyrese, this could be what saves us. We could start wars like this between all the gangs gunning for us. You’re a genius.”

      “And I’m tricky as a motherfucker too. How are things going there? Has that hitter Morelos reached the city yet?”

      “He died last night trying to snipe at us from the trunk of a car. Right before that, Tanner and Romeo wiped out two kill squads the Primeros sent here.”

      “I bet they won’t be sending anymore men to the city. Not after I kill one of their leaders. After that, all they’ll want to do is kill Crips.”

      “Be careful, buddy.”

      “I will. And I’ll be back in New York soon. It’s too damn warm out here in California. It’s January and it’s sunny and seventy degrees. That shit ain’t natural.”

      Pullo laughed. “We’ll have dinner when you get back. And oh yeah, the weatherman says it’s going to snow in three days.”

      “Now that’s more like it. Later, Joe.”

      The call ended and Pullo made another one. He was calling Laurel to tell her that it was safe and that she and Johnny could come home soon. If he’d known that Morelos was still alive, he never would have made that call.
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        * * *

      

      Lucas threw a straight jab at the air in front of him as he mimicked the motions of his father, who was boxing with Henry. They had decided to spar as a warm-up before hitting the weights. The small boy’s face was set into a look of determination as he threw his punches. On his hands were a pair of colorful kid-sized boxing gloves.

      Henry signaled a time-out to Tanner, then got down on his knees, so that he would be closer to Lucas’s height.

      “You and I can spar for a while, okay?”

      Lucas lit up in a grin, then put his hands up. When Henry allowed him to throw a punch at his chin, he was shocked when the blow rocked his head back.

      “Whoa, little man, that’s some punch you have there.”

      Tanner laughed. “I should have warned you. Lucas is stronger than he looks. Great strength runs on my mother’s side of the family. I’m beginning to think Lucas might have inherited it.”

      “That would be cool,” Henry said. “I’d love to have an advantage like that.”

      They moved on to the weights. Henry had never been a serious weight trainer until he became Tanner’s apprentice. His goal was to increase his strength without becoming too bulky. Since turning eighteen, he’d been able to lift heavier weights.

      To end the workout, they stretched. Tanner had noticed a diminution of flexibility over recent years. Now that he was in his early-forties, the natural aging process took its toll on his body. Despite that, he was still flexible and capable of doing a full split. A lifetime of exercise had left him fitter than most men half his age.

      With the workout completed, Henry was famished. The early morning meal he had eaten was long gone.

      “I’m going to order a pizza before I step in the shower, Cody. Do you want anything?”

      “No thanks. I had lunch.”

      “You went to bed as late as I did last night. How early did you get up?”

      “Around eleven. I had a video call scheduled with Rick Winhoffer, Heidi, and Bobby Lincoln back at the ranch.”

      “How are things there?”

      “Good. And there was news. Heidi and Elijah are engaged.”

      “I’m not surprised. Those two are never out of each other’s sight.”

      Cody’s phone indicated that he had received a text. He had just told Henry that he would see him later but called him back, as he was heading off to his room. The text was from Tim Jackson. He had news about Stone and Gwen. There were no surprises with Gwen, Stone was another story.

      Henry looked up after reading the text. “Stone is twenty-three and has been living in Italy. That’s not what he told Romeo, is it?”

      “No, it’s not,” Tanner said. “And he was also using a phony surname. Damn it. Romeo really likes Stone.”

      Lucas pointed up at his father. “Daddy said a bad word.”

      “You’re right, buddy. I won’t do it again.”

      “Romeo is not going to take this well,” Henry said. “And on top of the lies Stone told him, he tried to have me—” Henry was about to say that Stone tried to have him killed but stopped talking when he saw that Lucas was listening.

      “We don’t know for sure that Stone was behind that, Henry.”

      “But it’s likely.”

      “Yeah, but we’ll give him a chance to prove his innocence.”

      “And if he’s guilty, then what?”

      Tanner glanced down at his son’s innocent face. “I think you know the answer to that question without me saying it. If he’s guilty, he won’t get a second chance.”

      That was the answer Henry wanted to hear. He just wondered who would pull the trigger on Stone. The man tried to murder him; he’d have no problem returning the favor.
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            Exposed

          

        

      

    

    
      Luis Peraza had been sitting in his living room and watching TV when his superior called. He hid the glee he felt as he spoke to the man. The two kill squads sent to New York City had failed to make contact again after reporting that they were going after Tanner. The obvious conclusion was that those men had failed and were dead.

      Peraza had been kept out of the loop when the decision had been made to send the men to New York. When he found out after the fact, he had stated that it was a bad idea. At that time, no one cared what his opinion was, but now they wanted to know what he would have done differently.

      “I would have to give that some thought. But I will say this. If given the chance, I would kill Joe Pullo within one week. After that, I would kill Tanner.”

      “You may get that chance, but not now. We need to put the Crips back in their place before we can think about dealing with New York City again. Anyway, that sicario Morelos may handle the problem for us. He’s in New York.”

      “I know his reputation. I still think Tanner is better. Once we slap the Crips down, will I be given a shot at taking over New York?”

      “You couldn’t do any worse than Juan-Carlos. Thanks to him we’ve lost over a hundred of our brothers.”

      Peraza fought the urge to grin and spoke calmly. “New York will be ours. I swear it.”

      “We still have to decide, Luis. When I know for sure, I’ll send you a text. But between you and me, the job of taking over New York is yours.”

      After the call ended, Peraza sat back with a satisfied smile on his face. By working covertly with Pullo, he had made his rival within the gang look like an incompetent. Now that it was his turn to defeat the Giacconi Family and conquer New York, he would use the trust he had built up with Pullo to lead the man into a trap. He would suggest a face-to-face meeting, then send a pawn in his place. He had men working beneath him in the gang that would do whatever he said. He would send one of them to the meeting with Pullo along with a disguised bomb.

      The art of making explosives had come a long way. He would supply his man with a laptop computer filled with plastique, then detonate the bomb when Pullo was in range. And if he could somehow get Tanner to attend the meeting as well, that would be oh so much better.

      The only wrinkle in his plan was the skirmish they were currently having with the Crips. It was a minor concern. The Primeros had butted heads with other gangs many times over the years. Before long, peace was made, and everyone went back to business as usual. It would happen this time too. When it did, then he would be off to New York.

      Peraza stood and paced around his living room. If not for the delay caused by the uncertainty with the Crips, he would make contact with Pullo as soon as possible and discuss having a meeting.

      Why not do it anyway? Peraza thought. It would also give him a chance to confirm that Pullo was responsible for the disappearance of the kill squads.

      He walked over to a desk, unlocked a bottom drawer, and turned on the burner phone he would use to make contact with Pullo. He sent off a text, but no reply came back straightaway. The phone went into a back pocket. When Pullo did reply, he’d want to know immediately.

      Peraza smiled again. His plan was working just as he thought it would. And although he had a long way to go before he could declare it a success, he felt like celebrating.

      Peraza took out his regular phone and called a number he knew by heart. When a woman’s voice answered after only one ring, he knew she had been on alert for his call. She damned well better be, he thought.

      “Luis. Please tell me you’re coming over?”

      “I’ll be there soon.”

      “I can’t wait.”

      Peraza rolled his eyes. The woman he was talking to was twenty-one and had the body of a goddess. He was a middle-aged man with a receding hairline and the beginnings of a belly. The only reason she spent time with him was because he owned the house she lived in rent free and gave her a generous monthly stipend. In short, she was a whore, and he was her customer, but it was a nice fiction that she found him irresistible. If the money ever dried up, he would never see her again.

      He left the house and waved off his chauffeur. He was of a mind to drive himself since the weather was warm. And with the mood he was in, he’d take his classic Mustang out for a spin. Two men ran over as he was gliding the car out of the garage. They were his bodyguards and normally accompanied him wherever he went.

      “Let us come with you, Mr. Peraza. And we should take the limo. Remember the trouble with the Crips we’re having.”

      Peraza laughed at their concern. “They’re shooting down drug dealers on street corners. I haven’t done that sort of work in a long time. You guys stay here and relax. I’ll be back in a few hours.”

      Peraza drove through the open gates of his home in Culver City and headed for a rendezvous with a woman who was younger than his daughter. He never noticed the vehicle following him from a distance.
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        * * *

      

      After discovering that Stone had been lying to him, Romeo asked to meet Stone in Central Park, near the Pulitzer Fountain. He had wanted to confront the man somewhere private, but Tanner pointed out that it might make Stone suspicious, and that he could go into hiding.

      Not having heard back from Mitch Lombard, Stone had to assume that Henry was still alive. If Stone feared that Lombard had talked and given him up, he would also be on guard.

      Romeo spoke to Stone in the friendly tone he’d always used, and when the time came for the meeting, Stone showed up.

      There was a bite in the wind, but the sky overhead was a brilliant blue. The fountain was dormant and the water beneath it had a glaze of ice forming on its surface. Romeo was seated on one of the concrete benches nearby. There was a shopping bag at his feet with the name of a well-known department store on it.

      A few benches over, an old man was feeding pigeons while seated beside his twelve-year-old grandson. The boy ignored the pigeons and played a game on his phone. On another bench a couple was involved in a conversation that had the woman wiping at stray tears and the man leaning forward as if pleading with her.

      Stone settled beside Romeo and pointed at the shopping bag. “It looks like you spent some cash before coming here.”

      Romeo opened the bag and showed Stone the contents. There were several small sweaters in there.

      “Some things for my daughter.”

      Over where the couple was seated. The woman had stood. The man reached out to take her hand, but she pulled it away, wiped at fresh tears, and hurried off toward Fifth Avenue. The man sat there looking dejected for a moment, then rose and slunk off deeper into the park.

      Stone tilted his head in the direction of the bench the couple had been seated on. “Do you think they just broke up?”

      “Could be.”

      “So give me more details about this contract you were offered.”

      “There is no contract. I only said that to get you to show up.”

      Romeo watched Stone’s face carefully. He saw a flicker of fear in the man’s eyes.

      “Someone tried to kill Henry yesterday. It was a guy name Mitch Lombard. Lombard said that you hired him.”

      Stone said nothing.

      “You’re not going to deny it?”

      Stone looked Romeo over. “You’re not holding a weapon. Does that mean you’ll let me explain?”

      “Dude, I’d love to know what this was all about. I like you, Stone, and I thought we were friends. Now I know that you’ve been lying to me all along.”

      “What’s that mean?”

      “Your name is Stone Hayes, Not Stone Rodgers. You’re twenty-three and you’ve been living in Italy until a few weeks ago.”

      Stone looked surprised at Romeo’s knowledge. “What? You had someone check me out?”

      “I did,” said Tanner.

      Stone was startled by his sudden appearance behind him. He turned his head to see that Tanner was wearing a peacoat with the collar turned up and had a hat pulled down low over his eyes. Stone had been in dangerous situations before while working as an assassin. This was the first time he feared that he wouldn’t live to see the sun set.

      Tanner reached over, slipped a hand inside the jacket Stone was wearing, and freed his gun from its holster. Romeo held up the shopping bag that was at his feet and Tanner dropped the weapon inside it without anyone noticing. The gun slid down between the colorful sweaters and out of sight.

      Stone looked at Romeo and uttered a statement. “You’re going to kill me.”

      “Talk to us, Stone,” Romeo said. “Why all the lies and the hatred for Henry?”

      “I don’t hate Henry. And I wouldn’t give a damn about him if he wasn’t Tanner’s apprentice. I figured if he was out of the way, then I could be Tanner Eight someday.”

      “That doesn’t explain what happened before that,” Tanner said. “You arranged to meet with Romeo, didn’t you?”

      Stone nodded. “Romeo was a way to get to you. You two are friends, and my employer figured that it was just a matter of time before Romeo introduced you to me.”

      “And then you were to try to kill me?”

      Stone nodded again.

      “Someone hired you. Who was it?”

      Stone shook his head vigorously. “No way. That name is all I have as a bargaining chip. If you let me live, let me walk away from here, I promise to call and give you the name. Otherwise, it will die with me.”

      “Turn your head around and look at me again, Stone,” Tanner said.

      Stone did so, and saw that Tanner was glaring down at him.

      “Trust me when I tell you that if I wanted to, I could get you to tell me anything. I wouldn’t kill you, but you’d wish I had.”

      Stone swallowed hard, imagining the truth behind that statement. He broke eye contact with Tanner and reached out to grip Romeo’s arm.

      “I’m an asshole for using you to get to Tanner. But Romeo, I really do like you and I wasn’t faking being friends. I don’t want to die, man. Let me live and I swear I’ll tell you who hired me to kill Tanner.”

      Romeo freed his arm from Stone’s grip. “We’re not friends. The man standing behind you is my friend. Tanner is like a brother to me and you wanted to kill him. Why do you think you deserve any mercy?”

      Stone drummed his fingers on the edge of the bench as dread built inside him. Twenty feet away, a young mother was walking along holding the hand of her four-year-old daughter. Stone bounded from the bench and ran toward them, to snatch up the child. A moment later, he was holding a knife to the little girl’s throat.

      Romeo jumped up. “Stone! What the fuck, dude? Put that girl down.”

      The girl’s mother rushed at Stone and at the same time she reached out for her daughter. The little girl was crying. Stone used the knife to slash the air in front of the mother. The woman stopped short as the blade barely missed slicing open the palm of her right hand.

      Stone shouted at Tanner and Romeo. “Stay away from me! When I’m out of New York I’ll call and give you the name you want.”

      Tanner showed his empty hands to Stone. “Don’t hurt that child. We’re not chasing you.”

      The mother lunged at Stone again. This time she managed to grab onto her daughter’s coat and attempted to tug her free. Stone let go of the little girl and the mother stumbled backwards with her daughter in her arms.

      Stone bolted from the scene while shouting over his shoulder. “I’ll send you the name!”

      Tanner and Romeo took off in a different direction before a cop showed up and wanted to question them. As he hustled away from the fountain, Tanner took out his phone and called Henry.

      “I’ve got him,” Henry said.

      “Keep him in sight and let us know where he winds up. But don’t hurt him. We need him to talk.”

      “Okay. Did he say why he wanted me dead?”

      “You were right. He wanted to take your place as my apprentice. Before that, he was out to kill me for someone else. We need to find out who hired him.”

      “Some vacation this is,” Henry said, followed by, “I gotta go. Stone is headed down into the subway.”

      “Don’t lose him. But if you do, watch your back. It may mean that he spotted you and is circling around behind you.”

      “I won’t lose him. This bastard is not getting away.”

      “Good man. Call me when you know where he’s headed.”

      Tanner put away his phone and looked over at Romeo to find him staring at him.

      “Cody, man. I know it’s my fault that Stone got so close to you, but I really don’t want to be the one to put that kid down.”

      “I get that, Romeo. If it was Henry that betrayed us, I wouldn’t want to do it either.”

      “Who do you think he’s working for?”

      “I don’t know, but I guess it could be Soulless. Although, this isn’t his style. He’d be more likely to wipe out half of Manhattan to try to get to me.”

      “Stone was in Italy. Do you have any enemies over there?”

      “No, but I do know someone who might be able to tell us more about him. It’s an old man named Emilio Degussa. He may be dead. He was very old the last time I saw him. Degussa is a crime boss in Italy. If Stone was operating as an assassin over there, Degussa may know of him.”

      “What about Crash?”

      “Yeah, that’s another source to try, but I’d rather hear the truth from Stone himself.”

      “Before he dies,” Romeo said with a sigh.

      Tanner nodded. Stone Hayes had to die.
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            Snitches Get Stitches

          

        

      

    

    
      Luis Peraza’s lover lived in a house set far back from the road at the end of a winding driveway. At night, from the patio at the rear, you could see the lights of the City of Angels. The young woman was named Zora. She had obvious physical assets in all the right places, a perfect smile, and thick dark hair that hung down to her ass.

      Peraza had been her sugar daddy for two years. When he grew tired of her, as he knew he would, she would be escorted out of the home by two of his men, taken out to the desert, murdered, and tossed down an abandoned mineshaft, to lie atop the bones of Peraza’s earlier lovers. It was a cold way to end a relationship, but Peraza deemed it necessary.

      Seventeen years earlier, his mistress at the time had made good on a threat to visit his home. She had gone there to talk to his wife after Peraza told her that they were through. Fortunately for Luis, he had been at home while his wife was taking their daughter to dance class.

      To appease the woman, Luis agreed to give her a cash settlement to buy her silence. When they met at the agreed upon time and place to hand over the money, Luis had taken out a gun and shot her in the head. From that point on he’d abided by that old adage that an ounce of prevention was worth a pound of cure.

      For the time being, Peraza was still enchanted by Zora. He left the house tired and sated after spending hours in bed with her. He was opening the door on the Mustang when he received a text from his superior. It was official. The task of taking over New York City was now his, although he wasn’t to make a move until things quieted down with the Crips.

      Peraza grinned. Could this day get any better?

      He climbed into the car and heard the V8 engine roar to life. When he looked back at the house, Zora was standing in the doorway wearing a skimpy red silk robe and throwing him a kiss. He smiled at her and threw one back. She was quite the actress, and as long as she kept playing her part, he’d keep playing his.

      After waving goodbye, Peraza headed down the long tree-lined driveway at a slow pace, the Mustang glided along with ease, but came to a stop after he rounded a curve and found a van blocking his path. His first reaction was to be annoyed, but that shifted to apprehension quickly as he spotted the face of the van’s driver, which radiated menace. He was a black man wearing a purple shirt with a matching purple cap. Purple was the gang color of the Primeros. Noting that, Peraza hesitated to act. He didn’t realize that he was responding as his attackers wished him to do, lulled into a false sense of safety by thinking they were a part of his gang. The driver stepped out with a gun in his hand. Seeing that weapon jolted Peraza into action.

      Peraza’s left foot was headed for the clutch pedal as his right hand grip the gear shifter to throw the car into reverse. Before that could happen, the car’s windshield was shattered by a round that struck him in the chest. Three more bullets entered his body, with one hitting him in the neck.

      Peraza, fueled by a jolt of adrenalin, reached over to claim the gun he kept in the car’s glovebox. His wounds overcame the rush of energizing hormones and he slumped sideways in his seat with his right arm outstretched. He was aware that the life was draining from him. The shooter had walked around to the side of the car. When Peraza turned his head to look up at the man, to his surprise, he realized that it was a face he knew.

      “Vann?” Peraza wheezed.
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        * * *

      

      Tyrese was surprised that Peraza recognized him, then realized that as a higher up in the Primeros, Peraza might have been shown photos of himself and Pullo.

      “This will be blamed on the Crips,” Tyrese told Peraza. Most of the words went unheard by their addressee. Peraza had died while Tyrese was speaking.

      Tyrese was about to turn away and climb back into the van when he spotted something unusual. Peraza had two cell phones. There was one sticking out of a back pocket, and also one on top of the dashboard. On impulse, Tyrese took both phones. Peraza had been a higher up in the Primeros. There might be something on one of the phones that was of interest.

      Two hours later, three members of the Crips died. One of them had been the leader of a division of the gang that they called a set. Within hours, the Primeros and the Crips were killing each other all over the city, with skirmishes breaking out as far away as Missouri.

      The conquering of New York City was placed on the back burner. That is, unless a sicario named Morelos did what so many others had failed to do and murdered Tanner.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Once he had him unarmed, Morelos had used a stun gun on Rico and tied him spread eagle to his own bed, shirtless, and with a gag in his mouth.

      The following hour had been the most difficult of Rico’s life as Morelos tortured him by burning him with matches. The teen gangbanger, Manuel, looked as if he wanted to vomit when he first caught the scent of burning flesh.

      Rico was a man who looked out for himself, but he also had a sense of pride. After holding out and enduring much, he nodded to Morelos, signaling his agreement to tell Morelos what he wanted to know.

      He understood that Morelos would never let him go or let him live. However, as long as he remained useful to the man, there was a chance that someone from the Giacconis might realize something was wrong and come looking for him.

      Although he had the day off, it would be unusual for him not to call and check in with Pullo or Finn Kelly. Rico was hoping to hold out long enough to be rescued by someone.

      “Before you speak, Rico, know this. If you lie to me about anything, I’ll start removing body parts. Nod again if you understand.”

      Rico nodded and the gag was removed.

      After swallowing a few times, Rico spoke with a raspy voice. His throat was raw from having screamed into the gag.

      “What do you want to know?”

      “How do I get to Joe Pullo?”

      “He spends most of his time in an office building, but there are guards, and the windows are bulletproof.”

      “You’re not telling me anything new. You must know something that could give me an edge. What is it?”

      Rico was going to try and stall, but then he realized the truth would be better.

      “There’s a secret way into the building.”

      Morelos leaned closer. “Go on.”

      “It’s a tunnel. It connects the office building to a pizza parlor.”

      “The pizza place on the corner?” Manuel said, speaking for the first time. “I’ve been in there.”

      “How many are guarding the tunnel?” Morelos asked.

      “At least three at all times in the pizza parlor. Then there are others inside the office building, along with cameras.”

      Morelos straightened and stood looking thoughtful. If he could gain access to that tunnel without raising an alarm, he might be able to sneak up on Pullo, and possibly Tanner too.

      Morelos reached down and gagged Rico again. Afterward, he grabbed his jacket from where it was hanging off the back of a chair and spoke to Manuel.

      “I’m going out to verify the existence of this tunnel. Keep an eye on our prisoner.”

      “What if he has to use the bathroom?”

      “He can piss himself. Just do not untie him.”

      “And if someone comes to the door looking for him?”

      “Ignore them, and they’ll probably go away.”

      “How long will you be gone?”

      Morelos glared at the teen before speaking. He was growing tired of answering questions.

      “It could take hours, but I’ll be back. And I’ll bring you food.”

      Rico watched Morelos leave. It could take him hours to verify the tunnel, which is why Rico told him about it. In the meantime, he would have an opportunity to escape or be rescued. Rico gazed at Manuel with pleading eyes and released a moan. Manuel responded by looking at the burn marks on Rico’s arms, then grimaced. The kid might be a gangbanger, but he wasn’t tough by a long shot.

      Rico began mumbling; after thirty seconds of it, Manuel loosened the gag.

      “What are you trying to say? I’m not going to let you go.”

      “It’s too late for me,” Rico said. “But you can still get away. If you stay, Morelos will kill you.”

      “Why would he kill me?”

      “He sent his last partner into a trap and she was shot to death.”

      “The blonde lady driving the car?”

      “That’s right,” Rico said, although it wasn’t true. Amber had survived her wounds but was unconscious. “And don’t forget the poor bastard Morelos put in the car’s trunk to fake his own death. Morelos is a user, and he’ll use you then toss you away.”

      Manuel nibbled at his bottom lip as he considered what to do. Rico fought against the urge to smile. If he could convince the boy to run, he might also persuade him to free him from the bed.

      “What’s your name, amigo?”

      “Manuel.”

      This time, Rico did smile. “Manuel is my son’s name. He’s only five.”

      Rico had no son. He told the lie while hoping to build a rapport with Manuel and attain sympathy for an imaginary young son who was on the verge of becoming fatherless. If he could do that, he might gain his freedom, and once free, he’d get revenge on Morelos. Otherwise, the sicario would surely kill him.
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      Henry followed Stone to the apartment building in Greenwich Village where Stone was staying. He didn’t know which one of the apartments Stone entered because he didn’t want to get too close and be spotted.

      He’d been giving Tanner updates on their movements since Stone fled from the park. Tanner and Romeo were just minutes away. Once they joined Henry, they could watch the building until Stone left, and when the time was right, they would grab him and take him somewhere private.
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        * * *

      

      Stone entered the apartment of the nurse he was staying with and was grateful she was still at work. He didn’t have time to answer questions. He was there to pack his things, grab his passport, then get the hell out of New York. He’d use a car, head through a tunnel to New Jersey, then board a plane and leave the country.

      He realized he hadn’t been so nervous since he was on his first contract with Dunn and Mills. Before that, he had only been an observer. His first target had been a loan shark. The man had been stealing from his boss and needed to die so that others would learn the penalty for robbing the wrong people.

      The guy had been a two-pack a day smoker who was sixty pounds overweight. He still tried to escape from Stone by running into the woods behind his house. It took the teenaged Stone only seconds to catch up to him. By then, the guy was red-faced and clutching his chest.

      Stone often wondered if the guy would have died from a heart attack if he hadn’t shot him. But he had shot him. He’d placed a round in the man’s torso and one in the head, as he’d seen Boyd and Kirby do to others. Ever since that day, they had been a team. They had made a lot of money, traveled often, and lived well.

      He had given all that up for a chance to gain fame as the man who killed Tanner. Stone laughed bitterly as he realized he hadn’t even stayed true to his new course for very long. When he discovered that there was a chance that he could be the next Tanner, he abandoned the contract on the hit man in the hopes of being his apprentice.

      Stupid! Stupid! Stone thought.

      Everything was working in his life and he had to go and throw it all away. Now he had Tanner out to get him. Tanner, the greatest assassin of all time. It was a miracle he wasn’t already dead.

      But he had a name that Tanner wanted. Once he was safe, he’d call Romeo and make a deal. Romeo was big on keeping his word and had said that Tanner was the same way. If they made a deal to trade him his life for the name of his employer, Stone thought that there was a good chance they would let him live. If that happened, he’d return to Italy and resume his life, and be damned glad to do so.

      Stone was in the middle of packing a suitcase when a loud noise made him jump. Rushing to the window, he saw what had made the sound. It was a car accident. Someone had tried to beat the red light the same time another fool had taken off too soon while anticipating the change to green. The collision looked serious and had certainly been loud.

      Stone was turning away from the window to complete his packing when he caught sight of Henry. The sneaky bastard must have followed him. That was why Tanner and Romeo never gave chase. The teen was across the street and looking left at something. It wasn’t the accident, which was to his right. Stone pressed the side of his face against the cold glass of the window and felt a deeper chill run down his spine. Henry had been looking at two men walking his way—Tanner and Romeo.
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        * * *

      

      “It’s the building across the street,” Henry said, and as he spoke, he looked up and saw Stone’s face in the window. He pointed up at the fourth floor. “There he is!”

      Tanner caught a brief glimpse of Stone before the face retreated from the glass. “I’ll take the front entrance. Romeo, you and Henry take the rear. There must be another way out of there. Remember, we need to talk to him and find out who he’s working for.”

      “Oh, he’ll talk all right,” Romeo said.

      The three of them headed across the street. Tanner had removed a set of lock picks. He made it past the building’s front door lock in a matter of seconds. The cap he wore was pulled down low. With the collar of his peacoat turned up, only part of his face would be captured by any overhead cameras. That is, if the building’s lobby even had any. What it did have was a sofa that had seen better days. The same was true for the two matching chairs that were positioned to either side of it.

      Tanner dragged one of the chairs over to the elevator. The car was at the lobby level. When the doors slid open at Tanner’s prompting, he shoved the chair in the gap, to keep them from closing if the elevator was summoned. If Stone wanted to leave the building, he would need to take the stairs.

      Tanner was on the first-floor landing when he heard an apartment door open somewhere on an upper floor. What he didn’t hear was the sound of that same door being closed shut again. Stone had left the apartment he was in without taking the time to close the door behind him.

      Tanner heard nothing else and wondered if Stone was trying to call the elevator to his floor. He hoped so. It would waste time that Stone didn’t have.

      Tanner continued going up the stairs in a quiet but steady pace. Above him, on the fourth floor, rapid footsteps could be heard on the stairs. Tanner moved back into a corner of the next landing he reached and waited for Stone to come to him. Moments later, he realized that the footfalls weren’t getting louder, but were fading. Stone wasn’t coming down; he was headed up.
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        * * *

      

      The roof, Stone thought. It’s my only chance.

      Stone had been up on the roof a few times. The nurse he was sleeping with liked to smoke weed but never wanted the smell to remain in her apartment. The last time her mother had visited her from Rochester, she had commented on the lingering odor.

      Stone had asked the nurse if she ever wondered how it was that her mother knew the scent so well. He suspected that mom had first-hand knowledge of marijuana.

      There was access to a fire escape from the roof, but it wasn’t Stone’s intention to use it. He assumed that either Tanner or Romeo would be waiting at the bottom of it. His plan was to leave the building by jumping onto another one. The next building over was a bit shorter than the one he was on and separated by an alley that was maybe fifteen feet wide. He could jump fifteen feet with a running start. He had damn well better if he wanted to live.
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        * * *

      

      Henry and Romeo had spotted the fire escape. Instead of heading up it themselves, they would wait and see if Stone tried using it to reach the street. There was also a rear door in the building. Romeo and Henry waited by it. There was a canopy above the door that would shield one from rain. It would also keep Stone from seeing them until he was too far down the fire escape.

      Romeo sent a quick text off to Tanner.

      We’re in position but there’s no sign of him yet.

      Tanner who was climbing stairs, tapped out a brief reply.

      Roof.
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        * * *

      

      Stone winced when the metal door of the roof shrieked while he was opening it. His hands were free, he had left his open suitcase sitting on the bed and fled the apartment with the clothes on his back and his passport.

      He went to the edge and looked over at the roof of the other building. His estimate of fifteen feet was about right, but it suddenly looked like a long distance.

      He took in a deep breath and calmed himself. He was young, he was in good shape, and had long legs. With a running start, he should be able to cover the gap. Landing well would be the tricky part. The roof was a few feet lower than the one he was on. He had to be careful how he touched down. If he landed badly and twisted an ankle, he’d be done.

      His plan was to make the leap onto the adjacent roof, then keep running from roof to roof until he was at the other end of the block. The apartment building roof was the only one that was so tall and separated from its neighbors by a wide alley. The rest of the roofs were of a uniform height and adjoined to each other like row houses. Negotiating them would be easy after making the first jump.

      Stone walked back to the other edge of the building, turned, leaned forward, then took off at a sprint. He timed his leap just right and sailed out above the space between the buildings.
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        * * *

      

      Like Peraza, Pullo had used a different phone than his normal one for their communications. When he checked it, he saw that his informant had left a message that he wanted to setup a meeting in person. He sent a text back, asking for details, and was surprised when the phone rang. That surprise was increased when he heard the voice on the other end.

      “Tyrese?”

      “It’s me, Joe. The phone I’m calling on belonged to a Primero named Luis Peraza. He was the one sending you the tips.”

      “Let me guess. He was killed by the Crips?”

      “That’s the story. The asshole had another phone too. There was a text on it that said he was to be in charge of taking over New York. Peraza was setting us up by making us trust him.”

      “And he wanted us to meet in the flesh soon. I bet that wouldn’t have gone well for me. Tanner and Romeo said it might be something like that. How did you know it was Peraza?”

      “I didn’t know shit until I looked over his cell phones. One of them had the text he sent you where he warned you that the meeting with Ernesto Enrique was a trap.”

      “He was some piece of work to betray his own people that way. Damn, Tyrese. If you hadn’t gone out there, I’m not sure how things would have turned out.”

      “It was a risk, but it’s worked out. There’s news on the radio here that the gangs are fighting each other. Me and my boys are heading back home now. I hope these assholes here all kill each other.”

      “You gave them someone else to worry about and bought us some time. I owe you for coming up with that plan.”

      “Right now, our deal is 55/45 in your favor. I was thinking that 51/49 sounds better.”

      Pullo laughed. “I’m surprised you’re not asking for a 50/50 split.”

      “Why be greedy? And if I was you, I’d want to stay in control. A 51/49 split makes that work.”

      “All right. 51/49 it is. Hell, you make us more money than our old partners ever did.”

      “And I’ll make even more in the future. The Bloods are going to be branching out into online sports betting. Those websites are raking it in.”

      “And they’re legitimate too. The Feds regulate them.”

      “The Bloods will be a silent partner in one of them. It can’t be all about the street anymore, not the way things are headed.”

      “I hear you. Have a safe trip back, Tyrese.”

      Pullo looked down at the phone in his hand after the call ended. He brought up the last text Luis Peraza had sent him, the one in which he requested that they meet in person.

      He chuckled, turned the phone off, and tossed it in the trash.
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      Tanner came onto the roof with his gun leading the way. Movement to his right caught his eye and he was captivated by the sight of Stone Hayes in mid-leap between two buildings. The young man reached the apex of his jump and began falling toward the other roof, which was lower. A moment more and he was out of sight, so Tanner moved toward the roof’s edge to see what had happened.
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        * * *

      

      Right after his leap into the air, Stone registered the loud squeaking of the roof access door. That meant that either Tanner, Romeo, or Henry had found him. But they were too late.

      He bounded well into the air and covered good distance before he was headed down toward the other roof.

      Roll when you land, he reminded himself. Tuck your head to your shoulder and roll.

      He doubted anyone would shoot at him. After all, they wanted to know who had hired him. They might be bold enough to attempt to make their own leap off the roof, but that seemed unlikely. Desperation had fueled his leap. Tanner, Romeo, and Henry weren’t desperate, they were just angry.

      As he neared the other roof, Stone was confident that his jump had been successful. But as he got closer, he realized he hadn’t leapt far enough.

      The roof’s ledge was raised and had a rounded metal edge, and the building below it was made of brick. Stone fell against the side of the building and managed to grab onto the edge with both hands. His feet sought to find a toehold in the brick as his hands slipped along the metal edge. That edge was a favorite spot for pigeons and the droppings they’d left behind made the surface slick. Stone scrabbled and clawed like mad to gain purchase, but it was a losing battle. When a piece of the brick he’d been pressing a foot against came free, it caused him to shift sideways.

      His hands slid off the metal edge and he screamed, “No!” well aware of the fate that waited below for him.
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        * * *

      

      Romeo and Henry heard Stone’s body slap against the edge of the roof. They stepped out from beneath the small canopy they’d been standing beneath to look upward.

      They watched Stone’s frantic attempt to gain a grip on the roof’s edge. When Stone released his cry of panic and fell, all they could do was watch as he plummeted six stories and into the alley.

      Stone actually landed on his feet, with the impact fracturing his ankles, dislocating his knees, and causing severe damage to his spine. As he fell back against the alley’s surface at great speed, he cracked his skull open and broke both elbows.

      Romeo reached him first. Despite his awareness of Stone’s treachery, he was still distressed by the sight of the young man’s shattered body. He lowered himself beside Stone and spoke to him.

      “Don’t try to move. We’ll get you help.”

      A startled cry came from the mouth of the alley. There were two women standing there. They had been passing by the alley when they heard Stone call out as he lost his battle to make it onto the roof. They had watched him fall, then saw Romeo and Henry’s arrival.

      Henry shouted to them. “Call an ambulance!”

      One of the women pointed toward the intersection where the car accident had occurred. “I see an ambulance not too far away. We’ll go get them.” She took her friend’s hand and urged her to move. The friend was the one who had made the startled cry. She shook herself as if to wake from a bad dream and went with the other woman towards the ambulance.

      Tanner called down from the roof. “We need to get out of here. We’ll meet in front of the supermarket down the street.”

      Henry acknowledged him with a wave. When he looked down at Romeo, he saw that he was bent over Stone, with an ear near his mouth. Convulsions rocked Stone’s body a moment later, then he lay still. When Henry stared into his eyes, he could see that he was no longer looking back.

      “Let’s go, Romeo.”

      Romeo made it to his feet and Henry saw the sadness in his expression. He didn’t offer sympathy. It didn’t seem fitting.

      Henry started toward the alley’s entrance, but Romeo called him back. “We’ll go the other way.”

      They took off in a run down the alley and came out the other side. It made their walk to the supermarket longer, and they were not surprised to find that Tanner had arrived there before them.

      Tanner took one look at his friend’s face and knew. “He died.”

      “Yeah,” Romeo said. “But Cody, bro, he gave me a name with his last breath.”

      “The name of the man who hired him? Who is it?”

      “Scallato. He said the name Scallato.”
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      Hours after his fall from the roof, Stone Hayes lay on a steel tray in the morgue. Looking down at his shattered body were his friends, Boyd Dunn and Kirby Mills.

      They had arrived at the apartment house where Stone had been staying and found the woman he’d been living with crying. She was Stone’s type all right, a blonde with long legs and a generous chest. She told them how she had arrived home from work to hear from neighbors about her boyfriend’s mishap on the roof.

      “I don’t know what he was thinking trying to jump onto the other roof. Maybe he was on something.”

      Dunn and Mills knew that Stone hadn’t been taking drugs. He’d been running from someone. And that someone was Tanner.

      They went to the morgue. After bribing a worker, they were escorted into a room and shown their friend’s body. Both of them cried tears that they wiped away as soon as they formed. Stone had been their little brother, their only family. And now his life had been snuffed out. The fury building inside them was unlike any they had ever felt before.
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        * * *

      

      In Italy, Dario Scallato was awakened by the ringing of a phone. It was after two a.m. and he had only been asleep a short time. He knew by the tone that it wasn’t his regular phone ringing, but rather the phone he used to stay in contact with Stone Hayes.

      If the young American was calling, perhaps it meant that he had come to his senses and was back on board with Dario’s plan.

      “Hello?”

      “Scallato, this is Boyd Dunn.”

      “Dunn? How did you get this number?”

      “Never mind that. I’m calling to tell you that Stone is dead.”

      “Tanner?”

      “Of course it was Tanner, you asshole. You sent Stone here to kill the man and now he’s dead.”

      “You’re there, in America?”

      “That’s right. Kirby and I flew here to talk sense into Stone. But he was already dead when we got here.”

      “You have my sympathy.”

      “Sympathy? We don’t want your pity you son of a bitch. I’m calling to put you on notice. Kirby and I are going to kill Tanner for killing Stone, and then we’re coming after you. And believe me, we’re going to make you wish that you were never born.”

      The line went dead.

      Dario Scallato put the phone down and lay back onto the bed. He wasn’t concerned with Boyd’s threat to kill him. He had to assume that Boyd Dunn and Kirby Mills would die at Tanner’s hand. No, what concerned him was the knowledge they held of his involvement. If Tanner were to uncover the fact that he was behind Stone’s attempt to kill him, there would be nowhere on earth where he could hide from the man, and he would share the fate of his late brother, Maurice. Dario lied awake the rest of the night pondering what to do next. In the end, he would decide to travel to America and kill Tanner himself.
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        * * *

      

      Morelos had kept watch over the pizza parlor for hours. He had tracked who went in and who came out, as well of the number of people who had been inside it when he first got there. When two men emerged from the store that he had never seen enter, he came to believe Rico’s tale about a tunnel. The men were dressed in suits but had the look of thugs.

      Pullo had a secret tunnel that was no longer a secret. It would be the key to killing the man. Knowing that Tanner and Pullo were friends, it was likely that they met inside the office building on occasion, with Tanner accessing the tunnel to get inside. Morelos would be patient. And when both Tanner and Pullo were in the building, he would make use of the tunnel to attack them.
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        * * *

      

      “Dario Scallato,” Tanner said. He was on the phone in the office with Tim Jackson. Stone’s dying pronouncement that he was working for Scallato had been unexpected. Scallato’s motive must be revenge for his brother’s death. But why wait so long before attempting vengeance? Tanner had killed Maurice Scallato years ago.

      “I’ll find out as much as I can about him, Tanner, and then get back to you.”

      “Thanks, Tim.”

      “I also have friends in Italy that I can contact. One of them is a private investigator Madison and I met when we were living in Venice two years ago.”

      “If you do that, warn your friend to be careful. Dario is in the same business that I am.”

      “Oh. Okay then. And maybe it won’t be necessary. I might find out enough online.”

      After talking to Tim. Tanner lifted his daughter out of her playpen and stood with her while looking out the window.

      Dario wasn’t in his brother Maurice’s league. Once Tim gave him a clue where he might find the man, Tanner would eliminate him.

      At least the trouble with the Primeros had been resolved, and the sicario Morelos was a memory. Tanner gave Marian a peck on the cheek and left the office to find Sara and Lucas. He was unaware of the multiple enemies planning his demise.
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