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      LOS ANGELES, CALIFORNIA

      

      Joshua Mullins spotted a guy wearing an expensive suit as he was dropping his passenger off at the airport’s departure terminal. Joshua worked for a company named People Pick-up, which was a competitor to Uber. He had spent close to an hour weaving his car through heavy traffic and made what amounted to chump change. Once you subtracted his fuel costs, the percentage of his monthly car payment, and the wear and tear on the vehicle, Joshua figured he made less money than the guy in the fancy suit had paid for the high-priced coffee he was carrying.

      Joshua’s passenger, who herself was dressed rather smartly and wearing diamond jewelry, slammed the back door of his car as she got out. On the ride to the airport, she had been acting as if the traffic was Joshua’s fault and kept telling him he should have taken a different route.

      Joshua had kept his cool and hadn’t argued. There was no point in arguing. He had learned that lesson as a child. People will do what they want to do and will blame you for situations they themselves created. Joshua was able to recognize this trait in others, but not in himself.

      If the woman wanted to get to the airport with plenty of time to make her flight, she should have left her hotel earlier, like before rush hour on a Friday. Maybe then she wouldn’t be in such a hurry.

      As expected, the woman stiffed him on the tip. Joshua was sure she’d also leave a negative review on the app. If anyone was looking at him, they would think he was calm. They would be wrong. There was hatred simmering inside Joshua Mullins. That animus was born from a union of envy and frustration.

      Joshua was a white male who had a degree in economics from a respected university. If history, statistics, and popular culture were to be believed, Joshua should be one of the privileged, or on his way to becoming one. Instead, he was twenty-six and lived in a small space that had once been a detached garage. Years after graduating from college he’d yet to find a position in the field he’d studied and was working at a job that required no training. He owed eighty-seven thousand dollars in student loans and had credit card and auto loan debt that took a good chunk of his income to keep current.

      Despite having decent looks and being in good shape, Joshua didn’t do well with women. Most women didn’t want guys like Joshua who barely made enough to buy them a meal at a fast-food restaurant. They wanted men like the guy in the expensive suit who could treat them to weekend trips on Catalina Island. They wanted rich men.

      But he couldn’t complain. Of late, he did have a girlfriend; one he had met at a protest rally directed at police violence. Joshua hadn’t been a part of the rally. He had been riding his bike and stopped to see what all the noise was about. That was when he met a woman with dyed blue hair, and they began talking. Her name was Haley. She wasn’t a long-legged blonde, but she was cute, only twenty-two, and Joshua liked being around her. It was thanks to Haley that he’d grown a social conscience.

      Joshua followed the guy in the suit out of curiosity. He could tell the suit was expensive by the way it fit the man like a second skin. That suit was tailored, made of wool, and had to cost more than Joshua cleared in a month.

      The man was about forty, in good condition, had curly dark hair, and was getting looks from most of the women he passed. Predictably, the guy drove a Mercedes. It was a sporty red convertible.

      The car was parked at the end of a row in the long-term parking lot. Joshua pulled to the curb near the fence and watched as the man placed his lone suitcase inside the car’s trunk. When his phone rang, the man answered it in a deep voice that carried well.

      “This is Charles Kensington.” The man smiled as he listened to his caller, then spoke again. “Yes, Anthony, I was told to expect your call. I just arrived back in town and look forward to our meeting on Monday.” Kensington did more listening as he walked around and got into his vehicle. His next words were swallowed up as he closed the door on the car. With nothing better to do, Joshua continued to follow him.

      Charles Kensington, Joshua mused. Even the prick’s name sounds rich.

      Kensington lived in a gated community. It was one that Joshua was familiar with because he had picked up customers there before. The homes in the community cost a million dollars or more. When the revolution began in earnest, Joshua would make it a point to tear down those gates and burn the homes.

      He filed away the information in his mind and headed back the way he had come. He was done working and was looking forward to gathering at a bar with his friends.

      They were people like himself. Most had gone to college, studied hard, gotten good grades, and entered the marketplace to find there weren’t many decent jobs around. What well-paying jobs did exist were handed out to relatives or those with other connections. If you didn’t know someone who could set you up in a better position, you wound up working as a barista, bartender, a waiter, or as a glorified cabbie, as Joshua did.

      If you went to work for a fast-food restaurant or a retailer you were rarely offered full time employment, because they didn’t want to have to offer you benefits.

      Joshua knew a dozen people like himself who had degrees and were doing jobs that used to be filled by high school dropouts. Meanwhile, men like Charles Kensington and the rude woman he’d driven to the airport became richer every year.

      Joshua was sick and tired of the inequality, and so were his friends. In the beginning, there were about a dozen of them. They would go to protest rallies and gather signatures on petitions. Later, as their numbers grew, there were over a hundred of them.

      Joshua grinned as he remembered how they had brought traffic to a standstill on the highway several weeks earlier. By doing so, they had caused the president’s motorcade to take a different route. That helped them make the news and brought attention to their group. It also resulted in twenty-nine of them spending the night in jail. Joshua hadn’t been one of them. He and Haley had managed to get away with three others and make it back to his car.

      It had cost him two hundred dollars to chip in on the bail for his friends who were arrested, but it had been worth it. The media attention had gotten them a sponsor of sorts. Joshua wasn’t aware of who it was, but whoever they were, they had money, and they had used some of it to help them.

      The group was given a place to hold meetings. It was a bar that had seen better days and was up for sale. It had been the type of place where factory workers would go after their shifts were done. Joshua’s own father, Richard Mullins had been one of those men back in the day. The factories were gone, and so were most of the workers. The new residents in the area bought their beer at the supermarket and were more likely to get high on drugs instead of booze.

      The old building made for a good hangout. It had a huge flat-screen TV, and the bar was kept stocked by their benefactor, who also footed the bill for what they called their uniforms, which were leather vests. Many of the guys wore them without shirts while the women wore them over their tops. They also had white ski caps that could be pulled down to cover their faces.

      Along with the money came assistance. A woman named Naya Powers was in charge now. Everyone liked her, and Joshua had to admit, he had a crush on Naya. She was about his age, had long dark hair, and gray eyes that looked right through you. If she was an American, she hadn’t grown up in the US, because she had a slight accent that was German. Naya was a serious person and made sure that everyone was as dedicated as she was to the cause. Whenever she smiled at him, Joshua would feel his knees go weak.

      Naya was the only one who knew the name of the person helping them. Sometimes, Joshua wondered if it wasn’t Naya herself. No one knew anything about her. She just showed up after the group had been on the news for closing down the highway.

      She’d said she represented someone who was sympathetic to their cause and wanted to help the organization grow. They had grown all right. There were so many new faces around that Joshua couldn’t keep track of their names. Haley could though, and she and Naya had become friendly. That was one of the things Joshua loved about Haley, her outgoingness. She was good at making friends and everyone liked her. In contrast, Joshua was the quiet type. Haley complemented him well.

      Before they were being sponsored, the group just thought of themselves as anarchists or rebels. Now they had a name. They called themselves, “Die Fistulous.” No one seemed to know what it meant but because Naya had a German accent, and the word “die” in German could translate to the word “the” in English, Haley figured that Die Fistulous was German for The Fist, or something like that. Joshua liked it and the name had caught on with the media. They were Die Fistulous, The Fist, and like a fist they would knock out their opponents.

      During the last protest rally they attended in San Francisco, everyone in the group was paid to attend and were transported to it for free on buses. They also received money for food, and someone had brought along beer and weed. It was like a big party. Joshua had to admit that not all rich people were assholes. The one helping them wasn’t, that was for sure.
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        * * *

      

      Joshua thought he was going to be one of the first ones at the bar, but the streets were full of vehicles, and he had to park his car three blocks away. Haley would already be inside. She only lived two miles from the bar. She’d either get a lift from one of her two roommates or take the bus.

      He found Haley in a corner of the large room holding a bottle of beer and talking to some of the new people. There were six of them and they were three couples. One of the couples was gay, one black, and the last couple looked like teenagers. The boy was short but muscular, while his girlfriend was skinny with a model’s face. Joshua thought they were high school kids but learned they had both just dropped out of college.

      He wished he had dropped out early on. He would owe a lot less money if he had. That was okay. When the revolution happened, all debts would be forgiven.

      Naya didn’t show up until the place was packed with people. Haley took a rough head count and said that there were over two hundred and fifty people. Die Fistulous was growing. Someday it would be too big to ignore.

      Naya climbed up onto the bar to speak and the crowd cheered her, then grew hush to let her talk. Naya’s smile lit up the old tavern as she looked at the faces in the crowd.

      “Hello, my friends. It’s good to see so many of you here.”

      Naya’s voice was melodious, and a bit husky. Joshua thought she would do well as a late-night radio talk show host. There was a chorus of greetings back at her. When she raised up a hand, the group became quiet again.

      “As you all know, there’s an important trial beginning on Monday north of here in the city of San Padre. It looks like the jury may get to deliberate on the case by late next week. Die Fistulous will be there, outside the courthouse. If the jury returns the wrong verdict, all hell will break loose.”

      The gathering erupted with shouts of agreement and the shouted phrase, “No justice, no peace!”

      The trial referenced by Naya concerned the death of a six-year-old child. Her name was Sharonda Washington. She’d been struck by a Ferrari driven by Kyle Anderson. Sharonda Washington was black and poor, Anderson was white and the twenty-four-year-old son of a plastic surgeon who catered to Hollywood’s elite.

      Little Sharonda had been hit by the Ferrari as she ran into the street chasing after a ball. Instead of stopping to see if the girl was all right, Anderson took off. He returned to the scene thirty-one minutes later with his father, Dr. Ben Anderson. Kyle Anderson claimed that he hadn’t fled the scene of the accident but had gone to get his father instead, so Sharonda would get immediate medical assistance.

      As one media pundit quipped. “The child didn’t need a facelift; she needed an ambulance.”

      Sharonda was dead by the time Dr. Anderson arrived at the scene. It’s estimated that Kyle Anderson struck her while going over fifty miles an hour in a thirty-five mile an hour zone. Video taken after the accident appears to show Anderson being more concerned about the dent in his car than he was about the child he’d injured. One of Anderson’s uncles was a United States senator, while his late grandfather had been a former longtime mayor of San Padre. Anderson’s aunt was the city’s current mayor, and her husband ran the city’s newspaper.

      Anderson’s lawyers claimed that Anderson didn’t flee the crime scene, but that he went to get help from the best doctor he knew, his father. When asked why Anderson didn’t stay at the scene and summon his father on the phone, the lawyers stated that such questions would be addressed at trial. That trial was soon to begin, and the case was expected to be handed off to the jury within a few days.

      Naya jabbed a finger at the crowd and most of the noise died down. “There will be justice. We will see to it. If Kyle Anderson is found innocent of the hit and run charge, we will make the authorities aware that there are consequences for injustice.”

      Someone raised a hand. He was a tall black guy Joshua didn’t recognize.

      Naya pointed at him. “Do you have a question?”

      “Yeah. There are going to be cops everywhere at that courthouse.” The man looked around. “There’s a lot of people here, but not enough to deal with the cops and their tear-gas and attack dogs. They’ll probably just throw us all in jail.”

      Naya smirked at the man before scanning the crowd. “We have guests with us tonight. Would you all join me?”

      People started moving toward the front. In all, there were about thirty of them. They were the people Joshua had thought were new recruits because none of them wore vests. Half of them joined Naya up on the bar while the others stood in front of it. Naya beamed at the crowd.

      “These are my partners. Like me, they have their own Die Fistulous groups in different towns and cities across the state. We are not hundreds—we are thousands. They don’t have enough police officers to handle us. When the verdict comes in and they try to set Kyle Anderson free, we will be there to get the justice little Sharonda Washington deserves, and we will burn that city to the ground.” Naya thrust a fist into the air. “No justice, no peace!”

      The chant went up and filled the old bar. Joshua thrust his own fist in the air and joined in. Thousands, Naya had said. They were an army. And like an army, they would conquer.
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      STARK, TEXAS

      

      Saturday morning found Cody Parker in the ranch house’s kitchen having breakfast. He was with his live-in housekeeper, Franny Facini, his wife, Sara, and his two children, Lucas, and Marian.

      Cody saw the sadness in Franny’s eyes before she revealed what had caused it. Franny had excused herself from the table after she’d received a call. When she returned to the kitchen, it was obvious by her demeanor that the call had relayed bad news to her.

      “Is everything all right, Franny?” Sara asked.

      Franny looked at the children and forced a smile onto her lips, but her blue eyes remained sad. They were also reddened, as if she’d been crying.

      “We can discuss it after breakfast.”

      Cody and Sara nodded. They understood that whatever news Franny had was not something she wanted to reveal in front of two young children.

      Franny looked down at her meal and pushed her plate away. She had been planning to heat up what was left of her breakfast in the microwave, but she had lost her appetite.

      Marian finished eating, and Lucas had already cleaned his plate. It was no wonder; part of the meal had been French toast, one of Lucas’s favorite foods.

      “I’m going to take the children into the living room,” Sara said. “I’ll put on one of the videos they both like and will be right back.”

      Franny nodded and began clearing the table of dishes. Cody helped her, and he remained silent until Sara returned. Whatever Franny’s bad news was about, Cody was sure she would appreciate only having to tell it once.

      When Sara returned a few minutes later, the three of them sat at the table and Franny revealed her news.

      “My Cousin Boyd passed away. They think he had a heart attack.”

      Cody joined Sara in giving Franny condolences on her loss while feeling a degree of loss himself. When he was a boy growing up on the ranch, Franny’s cousin, Boyd LaMar, had been a neighbor and one of his best friends.

      “Was Boyd in bad health?” Cody asked.

      Franny nodded while wiping away tears with a tissue. “He was a smoker and overweight. He had gotten heavier the last time I saw him, after his divorce.”

      “Did he have any children?” Sara asked.

      “No, but his mom, my Aunt Patty, is still alive. She’s in a nursing home; that was she who called and… I have a favor to ask.”

      “What is it?” Sara said.

      “I need to take some time off to see to Boyd’s funeral arrangements and spend time with my Aunt Patty. I know it’s short notice but—”

      “Of course you can have the time off,” Cody said.

      “I feel bad about the timing, because of the trip you had planned.”

      Cody and Sara were going to visit Sara’s aunt in California, along with Cody’s brother, Caleb. They were to leave in four days and be gone for over a week.

      “Don’t worry about our trip,” Cody said. “We’ll be fine. And take as much time as you need.”

      Franny reached over and gave his hand a squeeze. “Thank you.”

      “Take today off too,” Sara said. “You’ll need to prepare for your trip.”

      “I could use the time. I told my aunt that I would inform the rest of the family… about Boyd. We’re somewhat scattered around the country, but I’m sure that most of them will want to come to the funeral.”
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        * * *

      

      After Franny went to her room to make phone calls in private, Sara looked over at Cody and saw that he was wearing a pensive expression.

      “You used to be friends with Franny’s cousin, didn’t you?”

      “Yeah, until his family moved away. I have good memories of him, although we were just kids the last time I saw him.”

      Sara leaned over and kissed him on the cheek. “I’m sorry for your loss too.”

      “Thanks.”

      “We won’t be together, but Franny will still be in California when we arrive there. Do you know where her cousin was living?”

      Cody stirred the last of his coffee before lifting the cup. “Franny mentioned it once. She said that Boyd had made his home in the city of San Padre.”
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        * * *

      

      On Wednesday, Joshua Mullins and his girlfriend, Haley, were in San Padre.

      The two had traveled there on their own to get a look at the city, even though they were to join the other members of their group on a bus trip there the next day. The hit and run trial of Kyle Anderson was winding down. Anderson was facing second-degree murder charges in the death of Sharonda Washington. It would soon be up to the jury to determine Kyle Anderson’s fate.

      A poll conducted by a news station revealed that over ninety percent of those asked believed that Kyle Anderson was guilty of leaving the scene of the accident. There were few who bought his story that he had gone to his father to get aid for his victim, Sharonda Washington. Most believed that he went to his father to get help for himself. At some point, Kyle must have realized that leaving the scene after hitting a child was beyond wrong, and a criminal act.

      Most felt that Kyle Anderson had panicked and driven away from the scene. Going to his father for help was just part of a lifelong pattern. Anderson had been in trouble as a youth of fifteen when he and two of his friends were accused of shoplifting. His father, Dr. Anderson, had intervened then to make certain that Kyle hadn’t faced any consequences. Four years later, when Kyle was a freshman in college, his father came to his rescue again when one of Kyle’s classmates accused him of drugging her and taking advantage of her—as in rape.

      The young woman later recanted her accusation and left the state to settle in Florida. It came out during the trial that she had accepted a forty-thousand-dollar payment from Dr. Anderson to do so.

      Kyle Anderson didn’t go to his father on the day he ran over Sharonda Washington to get medical help for the child. Running to Daddy was just simply something Kyle did whenever he was in trouble.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Joshua Mullins and Haley were parked in a scenic overlook along the highway. Joshua pointed out the large homes that were situated on a hill that overlooked the ocean at their rear. The luxury homes were separated from the highway by a wide stream and a high wall. The one road leading to them was guarded 24/7 and there were also iron gates blocking the way.

      “I bet each one of those homes cost five million or more.”

      Haley brushed aside strands of her blue hair from in front of her face. “I’d say closer to ten million. And see that large white house near the barrier wall? That’s where Kyle Anderson lives with his father.”

      Joshua whistled as he took in the three-story home. He was too far away to make out details, but he could get a sense of the home’s size. “I knew the Andersons were rich, but I didn’t think they were that rich.”

      “Being a plastic surgeon brings in the big bucks,” Haley said. She was right, of course, but no one had handed Dr. Anderson his practice. He had spent four years in medical school and an additional six years in a residency at an inner-city hospital in Los Angeles. After practicing medicine for more than a decade, he decided to specialize in cosmetic surgery. His son might be a waste of space, but Dr. Anderson wasn’t. He donated to worthy causes and gave of his time and skill to help the poor who suffered disfigurement due to accidents or birth defects. Joshua and Haley were aware of none of these facts. Dr. Anderson was rich, and the rich were evil in their view. The one exception was whoever was behind the funding given to Die Fistulous. That unknown benefactor had their priorities straight as far as Joshua and Haley were concerned.

      They returned to Joshua’s car and drove deeper into the city of San Padre. The business district was in an area that took up less than twenty square blocks, but the stores and restaurants were on the higher end of the spectrum of retail establishments. One of the storefronts was the real estate office that had belonged to the late Boyd LaMar, Franny’s cousin.

      There was also a park with a manufactured lake. A family of ducks was in the lake and the park had bike paths and walking trails.

      As they continued driving, it wasn’t long before Joshua and Haley came upon an area that was rundown. When contrasted with the newer section of the city, the difference was like night and day.

      San Padre had once been a thriving community of blue-collar workers, but that was decades earlier, before most of the factories in the region moved into Mexico where labor rates were cheaper.

      The old downtown area was littered with vacant storefronts. What remained were discount stores, pawn shops, and several offices occupied by bail bondsmen. The streets were dirty, graffiti marred the few mailboxes that remained, and several buildings displayed signs of having suffered a fire.

      Despite the poverty, the area was home to several thousand people who were occupying the subsidized housing projects. These weren’t the brick multi-floor tenements that were so common in many cities. They were sprawling, one-story wooden structures that took up two hundred acres. Their beige stucco surfaces were crumbling, and they were uniform in their appearance. There were twenty-two building complexes in all, and they contained units ranging in size from seven hundred square feet to twelve hundred square feet. Over the years, the section of the city had come to be known as Flat Town.

      The one-story buildings in Flat Town had been built back in the 1960s and had seen better days. The crime rate and drug use in the area was several times what they had been when the structures were built. As for the people, they looked to be either high on something, beaten down by life, or both, with here and there a man or a woman who was engaged in work or on their way home from a job.

      Joshua shook his head in disgust as they drove through the narrow streets between the complexes. “Look at this poverty. And only a few miles away, assholes like Kyle Anderson are living in mansions overlooking the ocean.”

      Haley had been watching a group of children play in a vacant lot that was full of trash. She pointed them out to Joshua. “Those kids are about the same age as Sharonda Washington. Imagine hitting one of them with your car and just driving off like you had run over an empty soda can.”

      “The jury will find Anderson guilty. They have to.”

      “But what if they don’t?”

      Joshua smiled. “That’s why we’ll be here. The group I mean, Die Fistulous. If the jury doesn’t deliver justice, we’ll do it.”

      “I hope they find him guilty. Otherwise, things are going to get seriously violent.”

      Joshua waved a hand around the interior of the car, indicating the slum beyond the windshield. “If it takes violence to change this, then I’m down with it. If Anderson is allowed to go free, I’m going to suggest to Naya that we head to those homes on that hill back there and burn them all to the ground.”

      “Oh, Joshua, that would send a message, wouldn’t it?”

      “You’re damn right it would,” Joshua said, and he found himself wishing for the jury to find Anderson not guilty.
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        * * *

      

      Naya was in San Padre as well. And it would shock Joshua and Haley if they knew where she was. She was at a meeting being held in one of the opulent homes on the hill that looked out over the ocean. Naya and twenty-eight of her cohorts were meeting with the man who’d recruited them, Morgan Miller.

      Naya wasn’t a true believer and an advocate for social justice. She and the others were hired by Morgan Miller to act as professional rabble-rousers. They had been given the task of recruiting people into the organization that Miller had named Die Fistulous. For every person they brought in they earned forty dollars. Naya had recruited thousands of them since coming to work for Miller a year earlier and found it easy to do so. There was no shortage of young people who felt disenfranchised, marginalized, or disregarded by society. Had she been looking for those that were self-motivated, ambitious, hard-working, and capable of critical thinking, she might have never made a cent.

      Morgan Miller—which was not his real name—was working for others and had made a career in the corporate world as a fixer. He was forty-one, tall, handsome, and when dressed in a suit he looked like an ad executive. Today he was wearing jeans and a long-sleeved T-shirt.

      Naya and the other coordinators were scattered around a living room that granted a view of the ocean through floor-to-ceiling windows. The room was fifteen hundred square feet and had a fieldstone fireplace that was ten feet wide. The fireplace was dormant, but it made for a nice backdrop as Miller paced in front of it while speaking. He had a rich voice that carried well throughout the room.

      “I have a source in the courthouse who tells me that Kyle Anderson’s case will be going to the jury no later than tomorrow morning. The trial has only lasted this long because of the endless expert witnesses the defense has brought in. My source also expects the jury to return a verdict within a matter of hours.”

      A man in the back of the room raised his hand as he asked a question. “What happens if they find Anderson guilty? Our people are ready to riot if he’s found innocent, but if he’s not set free, they’ll have no reason to be pissed anymore.”

      Miller smiled. “In that case, we switch to Plan B.”

      “What’s Plan B?”

      Miller’s smile turned enigmatic. “You don’t need to know that. But I can assure you that your people will be given a reason to riot no matter what the verdict is. When they do, be sure to steer them toward that list of targets I gave you.”

      A woman on the right spoke up. She looked like a college student, but Naya knew she was about thirty.

      “If I know my people, they’re going to want to come here and tear these houses down, especially the one that belongs to Kyle Anderson’s father.”

      Miller was nodding. “I realize that, and so does my employer. That’s why it’s up to all of you to direct your people to the targets I’ve selected. It shouldn’t be difficult. Most of them will be more interested in looting than in causing Anderson’s father grief. If they do come up here, they won’t stay for long. There will be extra security on duty, and they’ll have orders to use deadly force if necessary.”

      Another man spoke up. He was a black guy with a large afro. “A lot of people are going to die either way. The cops won’t be holding back once the riot breaks out. Shit, they might even start it.”

      Miller and Naya shared a look after hearing that comment, then Miller nodded in agreement with it.

      “Yes, the police can become overzealous sometimes. Does anyone have any questions?”

      A woman with short blonde hair and thick glasses raised her hand. “When do we get our last payment?”

      “You’ll be paid again the day after the verdict comes out. The money will be delivered to you in the usual way, along with a bonus for the good work you’ve done. Any more questions?”

      There were none, and Miller told everyone to go down to the beach and enjoy themselves.

      “There’s an open bar and catered food. If you want a bathing suit or need to use a bathroom, you’ll find both in the cabana near the shore. Enjoy yourselves, people.”

      Naya stayed behind. And after the others left, she joined Miller by the fireplace, where they embraced and kissed. Unlike the others, Naya had worked with Miller before and was his lover. She knew the true purpose behind his forming of the protest group Die Fistulous.

      Miller’s employer was a corporation named Hexalcorp that didn’t give a damn about social justice or inequality. What Hexalcorp cared about was profit and the expansion of their power. Once a riot broke out, the rioters would be directed toward targets chosen by Miller’s employer.

      Those targets included the region where the low-income housing was located. That was valuable land, land that could be put to better use and turn a profit many times larger than what it cost to fund Die Fistulous.

      The state was in the process of connecting San Padre to a second interstate highway as a remedy for traffic congestion in the area. The other interstate highway became a parking lot during each rush hour, and it was thought that connecting the city with a second freeway would ease the traffic woes.

      Hexalcorp saw the state’s road plans as a grand opportunity. With easier access available to the area, San Padre could accommodate a new enterprise that would bring an inflow of fresh capital into the region. The only problem was that there was little empty land available. That was when Hexalcorp decided that Flat Town’s two hundred acres were too valuable to be used by the poor.

      They had instigated riots in other cities and states to make the changes they needed. They could do the same in San Padre.

      It wouldn’t happen overnight, or even within a year, but eventually, the properties obtained for pennies on the dollar after the riot would be renovated and new development would take place. Within a few years, the slums of San Padre would be replaced with a hospital, or perhaps become the site of a new sports arena. If a medical center was built on the land, there would also be new buildings to house the offices of medical specialists that invariably set up shop around hospitals. Land that had been used to house the area’s most unproductive citizens would generate new wealth for decades.

      Miller’s employer understood the fact that people died during the riots they instigated, while others lost their homes or businesses. It wasn’t even a factor to Hexalcorp, the corporation funding the endeavor. There were always winners and losers in life. That too was a fact.
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        * * *

      

      After sharing a kiss, Naya walked over to the whiteboard Miller had used to list the areas that the group would target. At the top of the board, Miller had underlined the name of their group, Die Fistulous. Naya pointed at the words.

      “What does that mean, Die Fistulous? Does it even have a meaning?”

      Miller chuckled. “I came up with that. It’s an anagram.” He moved over to the board and used an eraser to wipe away what was written beneath the group’s name, then, one by one, he rearranged the letters in DIE FISTULOUS and wrote them below, while connecting the letters with the corresponding ones above them.

      U-S-E-F-U-L I-D-I-O-T-S, which spelt out Useful Idiots.

      Naya laughed as she pointed at the board. “Oh Morgan, that’s hilarious.”

      “And true. The people you recruit have no idea that they’re being used by the rich they hate so much. Thanks to them, the rich will get richer, and you and I will profit as well.”

      Naya took Miller by the hand. “Let’s go join the party. I could use a drink.”

      Miller locked up the home as they left so that no one could enter it while he wasn’t there. He had it for the rest of the month and then would be moving on. There was a racial incident in Kentucky where three white police officers were accused of beating a black man to death. There was prime real estate there being taken up by a peach orchard. Miller would see to it that the trees in that orchard were burned to ashes, and the land’s rich owners vilified for siding with the cops.

      When his work was done in San Padre, Miller would be moving on to start a chapter of Die Fistulous in the Bluegrass State. Naya planned to be at his side.
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            Wrong Place, Wrong Time

          

        

      

    

    
      SAN PADRE, CALIFORNIA

      

      The funeral for Boyd LaMar was held on the day before the jury in the Anderson trial was handed the case.

      Franny had spent the days leading up to the funeral dealing with the arrangements and helping her Aunt Patty. The old woman had lost her husband three years earlier and now her son. Given her bad health, Franny thought that her aunt might not be long for the world herself.

      Other relatives had flown in for the funeral. Most had left to return home that same day since the funeral had been held in the morning; the rest had flown out early the next day. Franny stayed on. She still had to deal with a few details of Boyd’s life, such as supervising the transition of her cousin’s real estate business to the care of his assistant.

      The young woman was named Wendy Kim. Wendy was twenty-five and of Korean descent. Boyd had been teaching her the business and she had been renting the small apartment above the office. Wendy only had about a year of experience in working as a commercial realtor, but she was good with people and had assured Franny that she could keep the business running.

      Wendy was familiar with Boyd’s clients, and although she had a lot to learn, she knew enough to keep the business afloat. She had a background in real estate evaluation and had worked in that field prior to being hired by Boyd.

      After talking with her Aunt Patty, Franny convinced her to let Wendy Kim have a chance at keeping the business viable. The only alternatives would have been to put the real estate office up for sale or shut it down. Franny was acting as her aunt’s legal representative. She and Wendy had plans to meet with a lawyer and have an agreement drawn up that would finalize the deal.

      Franny wouldn’t make a dime from the arrangement. Any profit not going to Wendy would go to Franny’s aunt until the cost of acquiring the business was paid off and it became the sole property of Wendy.

      Wendy had also been a big help to Franny in planning the funeral, and Franny liked the young woman. With her good looks, ready smile, and pleasant attitude, Franny thought that Wendy would have a great future in a people-oriented career such as real estate. Wendy had also stayed behind at Boyd’s apartment to help Franny clean up after the gathering that was held there following the funeral.

      The two got along so well that they decided to meet for coffee before traveling to see the lawyer to discuss the transfer of the real estate business. Franny was aware that Kyle Anderson’s trial was going on, but she was surprised by how crowded the streets around the courthouse were. At Wendy’s advice, she had left her rental car parked in front of the real estate office and they had taken a cab. If she had driven into the area near the courthouse, Franny would have had a difficult time finding a parking space.

      “It’s the protestors,” Wendy told her as she ate apple pie with her coffee. “A lot of them drove here, but many were bussed in from all over and a lot of them look scary.”

      “I’ve seen more than a few men wearing leather vests.”

      Wendy nodded. “That’s how many of them dress, the women too. If the jury decides to let Kyle Anderson go free, I’m afraid there might be a riot.”

      “Has the case gone to the jury?” Franny asked.

      “Yes, it happened just before noon. There could be a verdict at any time.”

      Worry creased Franny’s forehead. “If you think there might be trouble, we can postpone the meeting with the lawyer. His office is close to the courthouse.”

      Wendy finished taking a sip of her coffee then pointed out the window. When Franny followed her finger, she saw a parade of police vehicles drive by on the street. It was an overcast day with rain expected later in the evening. The lack of sunlight made everything look dreary. And being November, the sun would set early.

      “There are a lot of protestors, but also a lot of cops,” Wendy said. “Besides, every expert on TV thinks that Kyle Anderson will be found guilty for sure. It seems foolish to me that he didn’t admit his guilt and take a plea bargain deal. I mean, he did hit that poor little girl and then drove away. That’s a fact.”

      “Juries have been known to set people free who were obviously guilty. I guess Anderson thought it was worth taking the chance that he might become one of them,” Franny said, and as she spoke, she was looking out the window again, where a man and a woman wearing leather vests and T-shirts were walking by, while on their way to the courthouse. The woman had blue hair.
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        * * *

      

      Joshua and Haley were filled with excitement as they hurried back to the courthouse after getting something to eat and using a bathroom. It was predicted that the jury would come back with a verdict within hours. People wearing leather vests were everywhere throughout the area, and so were the cops. There were also many residents from the city’s low-income area in attendance. They were there to see that Sharonda Washington received the justice she deserved.

      The San Padre police department was overwhelmed by the thousands of people gathered outside the courthouse. It was a crowd whose size they had woefully underestimated, just as Morgan Miller had planned.

      The San Padre police had asked for help to keep the peace and their request was answered. There were cops from neighboring communities, the highway patrol, and FBI agents. Some of the latter were said to be dressed in leather vests to infiltrate Die Fistulous. Joshua thought that it was no more than a rumor. He couldn’t imagine that he or any of his friends wouldn’t be able to recognize a Fed on sight.

      Naya had been making the rounds among the group’s members and had eaten dinner with Joshua and Haley and several others the night before. Joshua had sat next to her and hoped that Haley couldn’t tell that he had a thing for Naya. At one point, Naya had touched him on the back of his hand and smiled at him. It sent a shiver down his spine. Naya made him feel like he had when he’d had a crush on a girl in high school. The girl back then had been a blonde cheerleader who wound up becoming the class valedictorian. And just like then, Joshua knew that Naya was out of his league.

      But it was okay. He had Haley, and sometimes Joshua thought he might be falling in love with the blue-haired, social justice warrior. He and Haley never fought, liked the same things, and enjoyed each other in and out of bed. What more could he ask for?

      As they neared the courthouse, Haley remarked that there were more TV crews on hand, and it was true. Anderson’s trial was news, but it had become a sensation because of the attention Die Fistulous had brought to it. The trial wasn’t only about a hit and run incident, it was about the lack of justice the poor in this country received as well as the entitlement the rich expected.

      Kyle Anderson was hoping that his father’s money had bought him a defense team of lawyers that would see him set free, despite everyone knowing he was guilty as sin.

      That wasn’t going to happen, not when there were thousands of protestors awaiting the chance to unleash their fury if the verdict came in as not guilty. If that happened, Kyle Anderson and the jury members would be lucky to escape with their lives.
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        * * *

      

      Franny and Wendy were in the lawyer’s office when the news came in that the jury had reached a verdict, and that it would be announced shortly. Franny had become increasingly uneasy about the situation developing outside. The lawyer’s office was on the third floor and granted a view of the area in front of the courthouse.

      The streets outside were packed with protestors and cops in riot gear had extended the perimeter around the courthouse. The protestors didn’t like being pushed back and angry shouts were exchanged between the cops and the activists.

      Franny was seated next to Wendy in front of the lawyer’s desk. The lawyer was a gentleman in his sixties named Mike Townsend. Townsend was a former Marine. He and Franny had chatted about their time in the military and realized that they knew some of the same people. Franny had been in the army, not the Marines, but her late husband had been a Marine. Wendy had never served in the armed forces, but her boyfriend, Jake, had recently left the army to return to civilian life.

      Townsend’s legal assistant was a woman in her fifties who wore her white hair long. She appeared in the doorway and let the lawyer know that the jury in the Anderson trial had reached a verdict and were returning to the courtroom. Franny suggested to Wendy that they leave the law office and finish up the paperwork at another time. Franny’s instincts were telling her to leave the area.

      “But we’re almost done. Aren’t we, Mr. Townsend?” Wendy asked the lawyer.

      “My assistant is making the copies we’ll need, I’ll have you sign them, and then you ladies can be on your way.”

      “All right,” Franny said. “We’ll finish up today. But that crowd outside is making me nervous.”

      Townsend smiled. “Those troublemakers will be heading out as soon as the verdict is read. Kyle Anderson is guilty. There’s no way a jury would find him innocent.”
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        * * *

      

      The lawyer was right. The Jury had filed back into the courtroom and given their verdict. Kyle Anderson was guilty of second-degree murder in the hit and run death of Sharonda Washington. When the verdict was announced, most of the protestors outside the courthouse cheered, although there was a large percentage of them that wore expressions of disappointment. They were the ones that had wanted trouble and had been looking forward to rioting, to venting their frustrations, and they would have felt justified while doing so. Joshua fit that category.

      After the cheering died down where Joshua and Haley were, it was followed by the sound of loud laughter. The man doing the laughing was dressed like a motorcycle cop and was wearing a helmet and sunglasses. He wasn’t a cop. He and others in the crowd had been hired by Miller to instigate a riot. The phony cop pointed at several of the protestors who were carrying signs.

      “Hey assholes, why don’t you go back to your mommy’s basement and play video games. There’s nothing for you here.”

      Several in the crowd shouted insults back at him. One of them was a man with long hair and glasses. He was holding a sign that proclaimed Kyle Anderson was guilty. The sign had been proven right, but the man holding it was frustrated by the verdict. He’d been ready to riot and had plans to loot an electronics store for a new laptop. The motorcycle cop’s taunt had angered him, and he spat at the man and cursed him.

      Two other fake cops wearing helmets and sunglasses charged at the man and began beating him with batons. The other cops on the scene went on the alert and many brought out their Tasers to point them at the crowd. A bottle flew from somewhere within the ranks of the protestors and hit a cop on the side of the head. The bottle shattered and the police officer stumbled backwards, to be kept from falling to the ground by one of his friends. A piece of broken glass from the bottle had cut a different cop on his left cheek, right below his eye. He was another of the phony cops working for Miller. The man hissed in pain from the cut, brought out his gun, and began firing at the crowd. Throughout the long line of protestors and cops, similar scenes were playing out to enrage the mob.

      Someone amid the protestors brought out a gun and fired at a San Padre police officer. He was struck in the chest. The bullet hit his vest, but more shots were fired, and another cop was wounded in the leg. Meanwhile, a group of thirty protestors charged at five police officers and drove them to the ground, then stripped them of their weapons.

      More gunfire erupted on both sides as tear gas was released and the beginning of a full-fledged riot was underway. Outnumbered by odds of fifteen-to-one, the cops and the FBI agents on the scene were forced to retreat into the courthouse building. A news van was overturned, a reporter stabbed while on air, and a brick was tossed through the window of a sporting goods store. Despite a verdict of guilty being handed down, and justice being served, there would still be no peace in the city of San Padre. It was all by design.

      The motorcycle cops who had started the trouble weren’t police officers, but mercenaries. They had done their job, but they also had an agenda of their own. While the looters ripped off retail establishments, the mercenaries would be robbing the banks in town. Afterward, they would slip away in the chaos, and would be rewarded well for their work.
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        * * *

      

      Franny was on her feet after hearing the first shot. From her viewpoint inside the third-floor office of the lawyer, Townsend, she and Wendy watched as pandemonium and madness broke out on the street below. Franny silently cursed herself for not heeding the warning voice in her head and wondered if she would make it out of the building alive.
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            Change Of Plans

          

        

      

    

    
      Cody had been piloting his private plane at an altitude of twenty-two thousand feet above California when he learned about the rioting breaking out in San Padre.

      Sara was seated behind him on his right in the passenger compartment, with the children at her side. She had been on her phone and had seen a breaking news report about the riot. After telling him what was happening, she looked at Cody with a worried frown.

      “Franny is somewhere in the middle of that. I hope she’ll be all right.”

      “She said she was staying at a hotel. She should be safe there if she stays inside.”

      “I’m going to call her.”
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        * * *

      

      Franny was startled when her phone rang. She had been gazing out the window of the law office and watching a city be torn apart. The protesters had begun looting the shops along the avenue and here and there she could see the body of a police officer lying in the street, along with several protestors.

      Wendy was already on her phone and talking to her boyfriend, as the lawyer was on his office line and speaking to his wife.

      Franny removed her phone from her purse and saw that Sara was calling. “Hello, Sara. Are you aware of what’s going on here in San Padre?”

      “That’s why I’m calling. Are you all right, Franny?”

      Franny hadn’t made out Sara’s words over the drone of the airplane’s engine and the sounds of the riot.

      “I couldn’t hear you, Sara. It’s noisy here and there’s a loud sound coming through the phone.”

      “We’re in the air right now,” Sara said in a louder voice. “We want to know if you’re all right.”

      “I am right now, but I’m in an office building near the courthouse and it’s chaos outside.”

      “Oh God. Will you be safe where you are?”

      “I hope so. I’m on the third floor and looking down on the riot. Hopefully, the rioters won’t come up here. If they do… I don’t know what will happen.”

      Sara relayed Franny’s words to Cody. He told her to have Franny tell her exactly where she was.

      “I’m at 332 Main Street, in the law office of a man named Mike Townsend, and there’s a young woman with me named Wendy Kim. Why did Cody want to know that?”

      Sara didn’t have to ask Cody to know what he was thinking, she said, “He’s coming to get you and keep you safe.” When Sara looked over at her husband, she saw him nod in agreement with her statement.

      “Tell him not to come here; it’s too dangerous. Anyway, I thought you were still in the air.”

      “We are, so it will be a while before Cody gets to you. But he’ll come there.”

      “It’s too dangerous.”

      “You’re like family, Franny. We look out for family. And believe me, Cody can handle himself in any situation.”

      “Yes. I’m aware of that.”

      “What was that, Franny? I think the connection is breaking up. Franny? Oh, I think I lost the cell tower I was using.”

      “That can happen in flight,” Cody said. “See if you can get her back on the line.”

      “Daddy.”

      “Yes, Lucas?”

      “Is Franny all right?”

      “She will be buddy. Daddy’s going to get her.”

      “Okay. Can I come?”

      “No. Mommy will rent a car and drive you and Marian to your Uncle Caleb’s farm.”

      “Can’t you land the plane there like last time?”

      “Normally I would. But I’m making a detour to get Franny,” Cody said, then he got on the radio to request permission to land at the closest airfield near the city of San Padre.
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        * * *

      

      Sara was unable to reach Franny again until they were on the ground twenty minutes later. Cody landed at an airfield that was twelve miles away from San Padre. Franny reported that the situation outside had gotten worse and that the rioters were setting fire to police cars. Cody told her he would be there as soon as possible.

      “If we have to leave this building, Wendy and I will make our way to the real estate office. There’s little of value to steal there and I think the looters will realize that. Wendy also lives in the apartment above the shop; that’s where we’ll be if we can’t stay here.”

      Cody got the address of the real estate office and told Franny that he would find her. When the call ended, he kissed Sara and the children goodbye. Sara had rented her own car so she could drive to Caleb’s farm, which was about ninety miles away.

      When their kiss ended, Sara caressed Cody’s cheek. “Be careful. I know you’ve been in bad situations before, but a mob is unpredictable.”

      “That’s why I have to get Franny out of that city.”

      Cody waited until he knew Sara and the children were on their way and then he climbed into his rental and headed toward San Padre. When he turned on the radio, there was news that the National Guard was being deployed to stop the rioters. They also stated that the courthouse was under siege. The normally quiet coastal city of San Padre was turning into a war zone.
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        * * *

      

      Franny considered leaving the law office after seeing rioters force their way into a similar office building across the street. She wondered if they wouldn’t do better out in the open rather than risk being trapped inside a closed space.

      Wendy wanted to stay. Her boyfriend was on the way and had told her that he would be there as soon as he could. That might be a while; he was in San Francisco when Wendy spoke to him.

      “Jake will get here soon,” Wendy assured Franny. “He has a motorcycle and will be able to weave around traffic.”

      “All right. I’ll stay with you, but I’d feel better about things if I had a weapon.” Franny normally carried a gun in her purse, but that wasn’t an option when she had to board an airplane to travel.

      The lawyer, Mike Townsend, unlocked a bottom drawer in his desk, reached in, and brought out a gun. It was a Glock 19 with fifteen rounds. He held it up. “I can protect us with this.”

      “I hope you won’t need to use it,” Franny said, then she jumped, as outside the gas tank on a burning police car erupted. She shook her head. “This is insanity.”
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        * * *

      

      Not far away, Joshua uttered a similar statement, but for a different reason. “This is crazy.”

      He and Haley were with a group of two hundred and fifty-seven members of Die Fistulous. Naya and another group leader had just declared their intention to travel to the poorest section of the city and burn it down. Joshua couldn’t believe what he was hearing and had blurted out his opinion of the plan. He normally would have followed Naya without question, but her idea seemed insane to him.

      Naya stared at him. “It’s not crazy to burn down that slum. Have you seen how the people live there? If we burn it down, the state will be forced to put them up in decent accommodations, then they’ll have to build them new and better homes.”

      “Eventually, yeah. But what about in the short run? If we burn down those buildings, where will they sleep tonight? And what about their belongings? They won’t have a chance to gather their things, and it will be dark in an hour.”

      “And if we do nothing, nothing changes. The powers that be will rebuild the storefronts for the rich merchants, but the poor people in this city will go on living in those slums. I won’t allow that. I’m going to change that. Now, who’s with me?”

      Most of those gathered let out a cheer, but Joshua was pleased to see that Haley and about twenty other people agreed with his point of view. Naya had noticed as well, and she made an attempt to win them back to her side.

      “What would you like to do, Joshua, nothing?”

      “No. Why don’t we go up the hill there and burn down those damn mansions?”

      “We will, but first we’ll instill terror in their owners. Imagine how freaked-out they’ll be when they see the rest of the city burning. They’ll know that they’re next, and it will give us time to gather more people together. Now, enough talk. Get on the buses and let’s bring this city to its knees.”

      There was more cheering, and most of those gathered began climbing aboard the buses they had used to reach the city. Joshua didn’t move, and he was pleased when Haley took his hand and gave it a squeeze. Nineteen other people stayed where they were, declaring their agreement with Joshua.

      Naya stared at them and there was a gleam of hatred in her gaze. She wasn’t getting on a bus; she had driven her car to the city, and she would be leading the assault on the slums.

      Naya drove off with the buses following behind her and Joshua watched them until they made a turn and disappeared from sight. He then spun around and pointed up at the homes on the hill.

      “I’m going up there and I’m going to burn those monstrosities to the ground.”

      “Yes baby,” Haley said, and kissed him. The others made sounds of agreement and they began walking toward the hill.
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            From Bad To Worse

          

        

      

    

    
      Cody had said goodbye to his family at the airport, but it was Tanner who was headed toward the riot in San Padre. He was making good time as there were few vehicles en route toward the city. On the other side of the highway, traffic was heavy as people fled the area.

      He had tried calling Franny again and made contact, but the call ended after several seconds. She sounded frightened. His next attempts at reaching Franny resulted in the calls not going through. He wondered if the authorities were blocking cell signals to keep the rioters from communicating with each other and considered it a strong possibility.

      As he neared the city, several police cars rocketed past him with their sirens blaring. They were followed by transport vehicles filled with national guardsmen.

      By Tanner’s rough estimate, the trucks couldn’t have carried more than two hundred men combined. Armed or not, that was not enough bodies to match the number of rioters, which was in the thousands. It would be enough to secure the courthouse. Perhaps their arrival would help Franny stay safe, and there were likely more troops on the way.

      Tanner had to bring his vehicle to a halt as traffic in front of him came to a stop. Up ahead, national guardsmen were directing the traffic inbound to the city toward a detour. That detour would lead them to an on-ramp that would head them back in the direction they had come.

      Drivers complained and expressed their concern about their loved ones’ welfare. They were threatened with arrest if they didn’t obey. Tanner said nothing, followed the guardsmen’s directions, but avoided getting back on the highway. Instead, he drove his rental into the parking lot of a post office and took off on foot through a wooded area that bordered a stream. He was only about two miles from the part of the city where the riot was taking place and had enough daylight left to make it there before dark.

      As he looked up through a gap in the branches of the trees, he could see a cloud of black smoke forming over San Padre, a city that was being set aflame in more ways than one.
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        * * *

      

      The same group of rioters who had broken into the other office building forced their way inside the building where Franny was. Mike Townsend had disabled the elevator, but there was also a stairwell.

      The protestors had clubs and other makeshift weapons, but Franny had glimpsed the outline of two men carrying rifles. Those two wore ski masks. One of the masks was red and the other brown. Mike Townsend’s handgun might not be enough. Franny told him about the rifles and Townsend laughed.

      “I doubt they know how to use them. If it comes down to a firefight, I’m betting that my training and experience in combat will serve me well.”

      Franny hoped he was right and suggested that they use the metal filing cabinets for cover. The thin metal they were made from wouldn’t stop a bullet, but the files and the inches of paper packed into them might keep a slug from getting through to the other side. She huddled behind a row of them along with Wendy and Townsend’s female assistant.

      Townsend elected to stay at his desk where he had a better line of sight on the door. The oak desk he was crouched behind wasn’t ideal for cover, but it might offer some protection.

      They heard a scream come from an office down the hall that was closer to the stairwell. Franny remembered passing it on her way to see Townsend. It was a dentist office that could be viewed from the corridor through glass walls. The dentist was a man, but Franny had seen two dental assistants who were young and attractive women. A second woman screamed, and the sound was followed by someone yelling at her to shut up.

      “Why won’t they just let them go?” Wendy said.

      Franny and Townsend shared a look, as they both feared that the men roaming the building might have plans for the women that included rape. As the screams increased, and were joined by the sound of a slap, Franny could see that Wendy had figured out what was going on.

      “Oh my God,” Wendy whispered.

      Townsend held his gun in a two-handed grip. “They won’t get past me. And they’ll wish they were never born.”

      More screaming could be heard, along with the sound of the stairwell door banging open again. Wendy released a whimper and Franny reached out and took the younger woman by the hand. Townsend’s assistant huddled beside them; the woman had gone so pale that her face nearly matched her white hair. When they heard someone moving around in the reception area, Townsend issued a warning.

      “I’ve got a gun in here and I know how to use it! Leave the building and you won’t get hurt!”

      There was no reply. Franny found that odd. She had expected to hear someone point out that Townsend was outgunned and outnumbered, or maybe derisive laughter, or a statement of disbelief that the weapon he claimed to have was real. There was silence. Then, a voice spoke.

      “Throw that gun out and we’ll let you leave.”

      “Go to hell,” Townsend said.

      “Who are you?” said the voice. To Franny’s ear, it sounded as if the speaker had changed his position before talking. His voice made him sound older than most of the protestors she had seen earlier. He also seemed calm. There was a reason for that. The man was one of the mercenaries hired by Morgan Miller to incite the riot. He and the others of their group had decided to stay and do some pillaging of their own. The regular protestors—a mixture of Die Fistulous and natives of the city—had run from them once they’d seen that they were armed. Members of a gang of thieves weren’t put off by the weapons and decided to tag along with the masked men. It was the gang members who were down the hall raping the women from the dental office. The women’s cries of protest and screams of pain mixed with the raucous sounds of the pandemonium going on in the streets below.

      “I’m a lawyer and a former Marine!” Townsend shouted. “I will shoot you.”

      “Do you have money in there? Maybe a safe?” the voice asked, and again, it sounded as if the man had moved from where he’d been before.

      It occurred to Franny then that he was moving about so Townsend couldn’t pin down his location. At the same time, each reply from Townsend made it easier to figure out where he was. Franny was opening her mouth to warn Townsend when the lawyer spoke again.

      “There’s nothing of value here. Now leave. If you come through that door, I’ll kill you.”

      “Oh, I won’t be coming through that door until you’re dead.”

      Those words were followed by gunfire. Bullets ripped through the wall on Townsend’s left, and several of the rounds struck him in his side. He collapsed to the floor while crying out from the pain of his wounds and settled onto his back.

      Wendy screamed and Townsend’s assistant panicked and headed for the door. The woman made it through and into the reception area, then let out a shriek as someone beyond the doorway grabbed her.

      Franny released Wendy’s hand and moved over to check on Townsend. Dust particles created by the perforated wallboard floated in the air and smelled like chalk.

      Townsend had suffered three serious wounds and was losing blood at a rapid pace. He moaned with his eyes clenched tight against the pain coursing through him.

      Franny picked up his weapon. Knowing she had no chance against the two rifles, she opened a file cabinet and tucked the gun inside. She would look for an opportunity to retrieve it and surprise their attackers. It wasn’t much of a plan seeing as how she was outnumbered, but it might give her and Wendy a chance to escape.

      Townsend’s assistant was propelled backwards into the room, stumbled, and fell to the floor. A mercenary, the one wearing the red ski mask, followed her in. He had fired through the wall and wounded Townsend. He looked down at the bleeding lawyer, then searched the floor with his eyes. Those same eyes fell upon Franny, and he asked her a question.

      “Where’s the gun?”

      Franny’s voice quavered as she answered. Some of the tremor in her speech was exaggerated, as she hoped to appear nonthreatening, but she was feeling fear. She dreaded the thought of being raped by the mob down the hall or murdered by the man standing before her.

      “He, he was bluffing. There was no gun.”

      The man looked back down at Townsend, then took aim and placed a bullet in his head. Franny was shocked by the act. Townsend was no longer a threat and would have bled to death before help could arrive.

      Wendy shrieked again as she grabbed onto Franny’s arm, and there was trembling in her grip. Sitting on the floor, Townsend’s assistant began weeping.

      As his partner wearing the brown ski mask entered the room and began going through the desk, Townsend’s murderer shouted at the assistant to stand up. The woman did so slowly, while still sobbing.

      “Do you work here?”

      “Yes.”

      “Is there a safe?” the man asked her.

      The assistant answered while pointing to her right, where the door to the supply closet sat open. “The safe is built into the back wall in there. There’s some money being held for a client; I think it’s twenty thousand dollars… and there’s maybe three hundred dollars in petty cash.”

      As they were speaking, the other man had found nothing of interest in the desk and began going through Franny and Wendy’s purses to remove their cash. When he knelt beside the body to grab the wallet from Townsend’s back pocket, he reminded Franny of a mongrel dog she’d once seen picking over the remains of a carcass.

      With one man kneeling on the floor, and Townsend’s killer occupied by trying to get the safe’s combination from the legal assistant, Franny figured there would never be a better time to act. She ripped open the drawer on the filing cabinet where she’d hidden the gun and brought the weapon out.
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            Shoot-Out

          

        

      

    

    
      Sunset was beginning above the City of San Padre, and yet, the overcast sky was already dark with threatening storm clouds.

      Joshua and Haley led the march up the hill where the luxury homes were. They were all wearing masks to hide their faces and were determined to burn the mansions to the ground. As they neared the summit, they found their way blocked by armed guards. There were four of them and they were standing in front of a pair of huge, black iron gates that were locked. Their rifles were up and pointed at the approaching group of protestors. They had on regular clothes instead of uniforms and carried themselves like the former soldiers they were. They weren’t normal guards; they were a team of operators whom Miller had hired to defend the gates.

      A deep voice shouted an order over a speaker. “Turn back around and leave or we will fire on you.”

      None of the guards in front of Joshua had opened their mouths. When he looked beyond them and to the left, he saw that there were two other guards inside an elevated security booth. One was standing by a window and holding a handheld mic. He’d been the one to issue the threat.

      “How much are the rich assholes who live in those mansions paying you to protect them?” Haley asked.

      “It’s enough,” said one of the guards pointing a rifle at them.

      “It’s pocket change to those parasites. They could pay you ten times as much and not even miss it. Why should a handful of people enjoy the beach here instead of everyone?”

      Another guard laughed. He was a short man who had a gun strapped to his hip and was wearing a tactical vest. “Save your commie bullshit and start walking, you blue-haired bitch. We will shoot your ass if we have to.”

      One of Joshua’s group pushed past him and moved within three feet of the guard who’d laughed. He was a tall guy named Peter whom Joshua had only met the day before. In that short time, he’d seen Peter in three separate arguments. The man had also gotten a kick out of taunting the cops who had been guarding the courthouse.

      “You’re a Nazi, do you know that, shithead?”

      The short guard smiled up at Peter, who towered over him. “I know you’d better back off before I shoot your faggot ass.”

      “A Nazi and a homophobe. What a surprise.”

      More of the crowd behind Joshua moved forward and joined Peter in hurling insults at the guards. Their superior numbers gave them courage they might not otherwise possess. Joshua was about to join them when he felt Haley take his hand. She tugged on it, to pull him to the side. When he met her eyes, he saw fear there.

      “I don’t like this, Joshua. Look at the face on that guard who insulted Peter. He’s looking for any reason to use that rifle.”

      Joshua called over to Peter. “We should go now. We can always come back with more people later.”

      “What? You want to run away from these assholes? Why? We outnumber them.”

      “They’ve got rifles, Peter… and they’ll use them.”

      Peter made a derisive sound at that statement. He turned back to the guard and looked him up and down. “He won’t do shit. The little prick doesn’t have the balls.”

      The short guard laughed, took aim at Peter’s left knee, and fired a round into it. Peter’s leg buckled as he screamed, and the short guard laughed again. The laughter died when one of the other protestors threw a baseball bat that hit the guard in the face. Blood spurted from his nose as he dropped his rifle.

      One of the other guards opened fire as the crowd of protestors rushed forward, two people were wounded in their legs, one seriously, and Peter took a second round that struck him in the stomach. The confrontation might have ended there, but a protestor had picked up the short guard’s rifle. He began firing at the other guards, his rounds missed high as the short guard kicked the barrel of the rifle upward. That same kick, along with the recoil from the weapon, made the protestor stagger backwards.

      Three other guards pumped bullets into him before he could fire again; he went down with wounds to every part of his body. That started the remaining protestors to turn and run. One of them, a woman with eyebrow piercings, shoved Haley out of her way. That caused Haley to fall hard against Joshua. The two of them stumbled backwards over a guardrail and began tumbling down the side of the hill. They didn’t stop until they splashed into the water of the stream below.
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        * * *

      

      Franny fired a round into the torso of the mercenary who’d killed Townsend before turning the gun on his partner. The man still knelt on the floor and had his rifle slung over his back. He was sliding a sidearm from a holster on his belt when Franny fired off a shot that hit the man on his chin beneath the mask he wore. The round destroyed his jaw and exited out the back of his neck, and the mercenary settled beside Townsend’s body. He was still alive but was breathing his final breaths.

      Turning back to the first man, Franny was shocked to see he was still on his feet. The lack of blood on his shirt told Franny that a vest had stopped her round. The vest may have saved his life, but he was still dealing with the pain that the bullet’s impact had inflicted on him and was bent over at the waist while groaning. The rifle remained in his hands; he sent a hurried three-round burst at Franny that missed her by passing through the space between her raised arm and her left side. Franny fired back at him but also missed, because the man had dived through the open door of the supply closet.

      “Let’s go!” Franny said. She backed up toward the room’s exit while keeping her eye on the closet. She was tempted to remove the other rifle from the man she had killed, but it was strapped onto his back. Freeing it from his body would take time she didn’t have and leave her vulnerable.

      Wendy, looking frantic, moved past her and into the reception area. Franny kept staring at the doorway to the closet while holding her gun in a two-handed grip. When the receptionist came even with her, the man in the red ski mask reappeared and sent more rounds at Franny. Instead of hitting her, they ripped into the body of the legal assistant and killed her. An exit wound sprayed blood across Franny’s face as she returned fire. She’d been hoping to score a head wound, but her aim was off due to blood getting in one eye. Two of her three rounds struck the man in the vest again. He fell back into the storage room as a grunt of pain escaped him.

      Franny wiped her face with her sleeve and looked down at the assistant. She released a moan as she took in the dead woman. That moan was followed by a scream from Wendy, and Franny left the law office to help her new friend.
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        * * *

      

      We’re going to drown, Joshua thought. After tumbling down the hill, he and Haley had fallen into the moving water of the stream. Although it was getting dark, there had been enough light left for Joshua to see that Haley was unconscious. He battled the rush of water and reached her, but the current and the weight of Haley’s limp body made it difficult for him to fight his way to the slanted bank of the stream. The best he’d been able to do was to hold on to the limb of a fallen tree that was sticking up out of the water beside the stream’s bank. His efforts to get Haley out of the stream had failed. The bank was still muddy from a previous rain and twice Haley had slid back into the water.

      He had removed his mask along with Haley’s, but the rest of their wet clothing clung to their bodies and made it more difficult to move.

      Joshua was certain he could claw his way out of the stream on his own, but if he released Haley she would be swept away, and likely drown. He wouldn’t do that, he couldn’t, and the thought had come to him that they might both wind up drowning.

      Joshua took in a deep breath, gripped the tree limb with his left hand, and with his right he attempted to heave Haley onto the bank of the stream again. It worked, but as before, Haley began sliding back into the water. Joshua released a sob of frustration, then gasped as Haley slid back up and onto the bank fully.

      “I’ve got her,” said a voice.

      Joshua looked up and saw a man dressed in jeans and a black T-shirt who was wearing a backpack. There was also a gun in a holster on his hip. When their eyes locked, Joshua gasped again. The man’s eyes were like beacons of intensity.
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        * * *

      

      Tanner had been passing by on his way to Townsend’s office when he’d heard Joshua’s grunt of effort. When he looked in that direction, he’d spied Haley’s form slipping back into the water. He was able to reach under her arms and pull her to solid ground before she reentered the stream. Then, he offered a hand to Joshua and helped him out of the water. Joshua thanked him as he rushed over to Haley and checked on her.

      “Is she breathing?” Tanner asked.

      Joshua turned to him with a smile. “Yes. And thank you again. I think you saved our lives.”

      Tanner used his phone like a flashlight and looked Haley over. He pointed to her side where her blouse had turned bloody. “She’s injured. Was she shot? I heard gunfire a few minutes ago.”

      “No. She wasn’t shot, but we both tumbled down the hill. Something must have cut her.”

      Joshua removed Haley’s leather vest and slid her top up to examine her. There was a gash on her right side, a few inches below her bra. The laceration was bleeding freely. An examination of her head revealed that a lump was forming beneath her hair on the left side. The blow to the head was why she was unconscious.

      Tanner removed first aid supplies from a pouch on his backpack and went to work on the cut. He was able to stop the bleeding.

      “Hey man, who are you?” Joshua asked.

      “I’m a guy in a hurry who’s passing through.”

      “You’re like our guardian angel is what you are. I’m Joshua, she’s Haley.”

      “What was that gunfire about?”

      “We were with a group trying to get past the guards up on the hill there. They fired at us. Shit, I hope nobody died.”

      “Are you one of the protestors?”

      “That’s right. Things need to change and the rich need to share the wealth.”

      Tanner said nothing in reply. He was as apolitical as they came and had no desire to debate anyone about social issues, politics, or money. He was in San Padre because of Franny, a woman who had become like one of the family to himself, Sara, and their children. His only concern was finding Franny and keeping her safe.

      “I wouldn’t count on help getting to you anytime soon. The cell phones aren’t working, and I doubt the cops have time to answer all the 9-1-1 calls they’ll be getting.” Tanner removed a pouch from his pack and handed it to Joshua. “That’s an emergency thermal blanket. Wrap Haley in that to keep her dry and warm.”

      “Thanks man,” Joshua said, as he looked up at the sky. “It looks like it might pour soon.”

      “I’ll help you move her to a spot under those trees. That will keep most of the rain off you once it starts.”

      They moved Haley beneath a tall pine and Joshua covered her with the thermal blanket. When he looked up, Tanner was moving away at a run. Joshua called to him.

      “Hey, thanks again, man.”

      Tanner raised a hand in acknowledgement and increased his speed. He needed to get to Franny before something bad happened to her.
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            Taking Out The Trash

          

        

      

    

    
      Franny left the reception area in Townsend’s office and stepped into the tiled hallway on the third floor. Wendy was struggling to get free of a young man with a beefy build who was gripping her by her arms. The man’s bearded friend saw Franny and pointed at her.

      “Look, there’s another bitch. She ain’t bad-looking either.”

      “Let her go,” Franny said, and raised the weapon she was holding. The man who had pointed was walking toward her. He halted when he saw the gun, then held up his hands.

      “Don’t shoot. We’re going.”

      The beefy man holding Wendy released her and backed up toward the stairs. His friend joined him, and they headed through a door and into the stairwell.

      Wendy stood rooted in place with tears streaming down her cheeks. She was standing in front of the open door of the dental office and gazing in at a scene of violence and depravity.

      A body lay on the floor near the reception counter. It was the dentist. Someone had stabbed him numerous times, and blood was splattered throughout the room. Four men were raping the dental assistants. As two of them pinned the women to the floor, the other two rutted away between their victim’s legs like beasts in heat, while grunting with their efforts. The women were struggling to get free but were unable to cry out as they had done earlier because they each had a hand clamped over their mouths.

      Franny felt vile rise in her throat and rage erupt within her. She moved into a shooting stance, took aim, and began firing. A round entered the back of the head of the man raping the woman on the left. When the other rapist paused in his thrusting to jerk his head around at the sound of the shot, Franny placed a bullet between his eyes. One of the men holding down the women sprang up and charged at Franny with a knife in his hand. She pumped three bullets into his torso, and he kept coming, fueled by cocaine. Franny kept firing and his charge morphed into a collapse that had him falling to the floor at her feet, the knife still held in a tight grip.

      “I give up! I give up!” the last man said. Franny answered him with two rounds to the chest that emptied her gun. If she could have brought them all back to life and killed them again, she would have been more than willing to do so.

      The two rape victims leapt up from the floor and rushed by Franny and Wendy. As they were passing the body of their dead employer a mournful cry erupted from each of them.

      Wendy was looking at the bodies of the four men Franny had shot. “They’re dead. Oh my God, Franny. What are we going to do? The world has gone insane.”

      “We’re going to survive,” Franny said. She was looking down the hall as she spoke, knowing that the man in the red ski mask was still alive. Despite the bulletproof vest he wore, the last two shots she hit him with would have hurt him. Franny told Wendy to follow her, and they took the stairs and left the building.
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        * * *

      

      The man in the red ski mask was named Devon Sobol. Franny had been correct in her assessment of his condition. The first round that struck his vest had doubled him over in pain, round two had impacted the vest with the force of a sledgehammer, and the third round had hit the vest where his diaphragm was located. The pain weakened his legs and he collapsed to the floor of the supply closet. To Sobol, it felt as if his lungs had been shut off. He’d been unable to take a breath for more than a minute. When he was able to draw in air, the agony was so intense it made his eyes water.

      As he lay there recovering, he’d heard Franny’s slaying of the rapists and wondered if she would come back to finish him off. If so, he would have been unable to stop her. For the first eight minutes after he’d been shot, it was all he could do to breathe. When he had recovered enough to speak, he called out to his friend in the brown ski mask. Sobol knew his friend had been shot; he was unaware that the wound had been fatal.

      “Denny… are you there?”

      No answer. And that in itself was an answer. It told Sobol that Denny was either dead or unconscious.

      Finally, his diaphragm muscle recovered from the shock of the impact it suffered, and he was able to draw in a deep breath. His torso felt as if he’d been run over by a tank, but he made it to his feet and reclaimed his dropped rifle.

      Sobol spat out a curse when he saw Denny’s dead form. He had known Denny Martinez for seven years and fought beside him in both urban and jungle war zones. Now the man had been killed by some middle-aged woman who was old enough to be their mother.

      She wouldn’t get any older, Sobol vowed to himself, not once he caught up to her. There were purses on the floor near Denny’s body. Sobol found the wallets Denny had looted of cash and opened them up. Inside each of them was a driver’s license.

      The woman who’d shot him was Francine Facini. She was from some town in Texas named Stark. The other woman, the Asian one was named Wendy Kim. Sobol was glad to see that her address was listed as being in San Padre.

      Before leaving, Sobol hid Denny’s rifle behind a stack of copy paper in the supply closet. It would be too awkward to carry two rifles and he could claim the weapon later. As he was about to walk out of the office, Sobol turned and spoke to Denny’s corpse.

      “I’ll find the bitch that killed you and put her down, brother. I swear I will. And I’ll make her suffer too. Sobol left the room at a pace allowed by his injured diaphragm and went in search of vengeance.
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            Escape Into Madness

          

        

      

    

    
      Franny found the streets of San Padre to be no reprieve from the insanity that had taken place inside the office building. Looting was going on everywhere, as was violence. Two groups of protestors were fighting over a huge flatscreen television, and several of them had knives. A man was stabbed in the chest as she and Wendy watched, then a speeding pickup truck ran over the box containing the TV, which had been abandoned in the street. When the looters complained to the driver, while calling him names, his passenger leaned out an open window in the truck and fired off a shotgun. The 00 buckshot killed one man and sent the others scattering.

      Stores that weren’t filled with looters were on fire and burning out of control. One such storefront had been a florist. Franny wondered if the shop had been looted first and then set ablaze. A bizarre vision came to her of dozens of people roaming the wild streets while holding bouquets of flowers.

      “Look, Franny,” Wendy said, and gestured to their right. Down the block, there were four men standing in front of a building as if they were guarding it. They wore different colored ski masks and held rifles. “They look like the two men who attacked us.”

      “You’re right,” Franny said, and at the same moment it struck her that the building where the men were standing was a bank. The men in the ski masks weren’t random looters looking to score a free TV or laptop. They were organized and going after money.
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        * * *

      

      The four men were members of the same security company as the guards Joshua and Haley had spoken to up on the hill. Devon Sobol and Denny Martinez were also members. The owner of the company was a man named Tibbetts. Tibbetts was wearing a black ski mask and had a plan to blast open the safe in the bank. He had yet to learn that Denny Martinez was dead or that Sobol had been injured. They had been given the job of finding money inside office buildings. Sobol had abandoned that task and was wandering the streets looking to kill Franny as payback.

      Tibbetts and his men were working for Morgan Miller. They had started the riot while pretending to be cops and protestors, now they were looking to profit from the madness they’d unleashed. It was rare for Tibbetts to be in the field during an operation since his company had grown much larger recently. That growth had been due to a contract he’d signed with Hexalcorp a year earlier. On paper, the forty-eight-year-old Tibbetts ran a legitimate security firm, but he offered less than legal services to certain clients such as Hexalcorp. With the riot ignited and his job done, Tibbetts saw no reason not to do some looting of his own. He wasn’t after large screen televisions; he wanted long green cash. He and his men had come prepared and had already sabotaged the city’s surveillance system. There were cameras mounted on every traffic light, but they weren’t getting any power; consequently, the traffic signals and half the streetlights had stopped working too.

      After breaking into the bank, Tibbetts had plans to invade the safe inside a nearby credit union. He smiled as he entered the bank. It felt good to be back on the streets and in the middle of the action.
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        * * *

      

      Franny and Wendy moved on but were unable to keep to the shortest route to the real estate office. There were mobs everywhere, either looting or destroying anything in their path. Although Franny had a weapon, it held no rounds. If a mob decided to attack them, the gun would only be good for bluffing their way out of trouble.

      They had to find shelter twice and wait out rampaging groups until they passed by. Afterwards, they took one detour, then another, as they stayed to the shadows to reach a place of safety.
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        * * *

      

      Tanner saw that he had been right about the destination of the National Guard troops. They were at the courthouse and struggling to push back the last of the protestors who were out for blood. Although Kyle Anderson had been found guilty and would spend time in prison, there were those that wanted to drag him from the courthouse and make him pay with his life.

      The demonstrators outnumbered the soldiers but weren’t armed with rifles. They were being shoved back to the original perimeter point that had been in place when the verdict was announced. The National Guard was showing great restraint by not firing their weapons. The threat of what they could do with them was enough to make the protestors back off.

      And while order was being reestablished at the courthouse, the same could not be said for the area around it. Looted stores and burning buildings were the norm. The flames gave light to see by, as many of the streetlights were out.

      Tanner read the numbers on the buildings and located the one where Franny had been when he’d last spoken to her. The glass front doors at its entrance were shattered, along with several windows, and nearby a man on a motorcycle was being attacked.

      Three men and two women were punching and kicking the man, and one of the women was trying to yank his helmet off. A bare-chested man with a baseball bat smashed the motorcyclist’s right knee with a swing that could have launched a home run. The motorcyclist released a howl of pain and fell off the bike.

      Tanner called out to the group as he approached with his gun hanging loosely at his side. “Leave him alone.”

      The man with the baseball bat rushed toward Tanner. The fool had a wild glint in his eyes and bravery supplied by whatever drug he was on. Tanner shot him twice in the chest and the bat hit the ground the same time as the man who’d been holding it. His companions stared at the body in disbelief, then took off running in different directions as Tanner grew closer. He let them go and spoke to the man in the motorcycle helmet.

      “How’s the knee?”

      The man tried to stand and collapsed. He removed the helmet and looked up at Tanner. He was in his mid-twenties and had blond hair.

      “I think something is broken. I can’t put any weight on the knee, and I ache all over from all the kicking and punching. But never mind that. Listen, my girlfriend is in this building. Please go in there and tell her I’m here. Her name is Wendy and she’s at a lawyer’s office on the third floor.”

      “I’m here looking for the woman who’s with Wendy, Franny Facini. Give me your hand and I’ll help you inside the building.”

      The man rose with a grunt. When he tried putting weight on his knee again, a look of agony crossed his face. That grimace of pain was replaced by an expression of annoyance when he saw that the keys were missing from his motorcycle’s ignition.

      “Shit! One of those bastards stole my keys.”

      Tanner asked him his name as he helped him hop along on one leg past the damaged entryway doors.

      “I’m Jake Banack. And hey, thanks for saving my ass. Did you kill that dude that hit me with the bat?”

      “He’s dead.”

      “Good!”

      They stopped talking as they looked around the building’s lobby. A leather sofa was smoldering in a corner, telling of a failed attempt to set the building on fire. Tanner left Jake in a sitting position and leaning against a wall. Before going upstairs to find Franny and Wendy, he needed to see to the sofa and make certain it didn’t erupt into a steady blaze. There was a fire extinguisher attached to the wall beside the elevator. Tanner used it to smother the flames building in the sofa. With that handled, he told Jake he was going upstairs.
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        * * *

      

      Tanner came across the bodies of the four rapists Franny had killed. Next, he found the dead legal assistant, and the mercenary in the ski mask, along with the body of the lawyer, Townsend. The scene made him clench his jaw. Franny had met with serious trouble but appeared to have survived it. She might not be as fortunate again.

      Franny and Wendy’s wallets and purses were lying nearby. Tanner picked them up and carried them along as he searched the rest of the offices. When he was satisfied that Franny wasn’t still in the building, he returned to the lobby. He told Jake what he had found and handed him the purses.

      “Wendy must be scared out of her mind,” Jake said.

      “I’m going to her apartment and see if they’re there. Once they’re safe, I’ll come back for you,” Tanner said, while removing a gun from an ankle holster. He held it up and spoke to Jake. “Do you know how to use this?”

      Jake smiled. “After six years in the army, I’d better know how.”

      Tanner handed him the gun. “You might need it. I think this riot is far from over.”

      Jake took the weapon and did a press check to make sure it was loaded. “Thanks again. What’s your name?”

      Tanner hesitated before answering. Franny would eventually talk to Jake, and she knew him by his real name of Cody Parker. If he gave Jake the name of Tanner, Franny might wonder why and piece together the fact that he was an assassin. Having two identities could get confusing at times.

      “I’m Cody Parker. Franny works for me.”

      “And you’ve walked into this nightmare to help her? You’re a hell of a boss.”

      “Franny helps to take care of my children. She’s become family.”

      Jake told Tanner the fastest way to reach Wendy’s apartment and ended his words with a plea.

      “Mr. Parker, keep Wendy safe, okay?”

      “I plan to. And I’ll be back when I can.”

      “Good luck,” Jake said.

      Tanner left the building and headed for the real estate office and the apartment above it where Wendy lived. As he passed scenes of lawlessness and anarchy, he wondered if Franny hadn’t escaped the frying pan only to find herself walking through fire.
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      Joshua had settled in with Haley under the tree after Tanner left. A few minutes later, he heard three distinct splashes take place upstream. It sounded like people were jumping into the water. He left Haley’s side and went to the bank of the river to see if he could spot anyone. He saw them all right. The bodies went drifting by while bobbing up and down in the water. One of them was Peter.

      “Oh my God,” Joshua whispered. The men guarding the gates must have tossed the bodies down the hill to get rid of them. A few miles downstream, the water merged into a wide bay; once there, the bodies might be lost forever.

      When a soft moan came from behind him, Joshua jumped as if it had been a loud scream. He moved back under the tree and found that Haley was regaining consciousness.

      “Haley, baby, wake up.”

      Her eyelids fluttered, closed, then sprang open. Joshua felt relief at seeing her awake and leaned over to kiss her. Haley pushed him away, rolled out from under the blanket, and vomited onto the grass. She was on her hands and knees with her blue hair hanging down and obscuring her face. When she was done retching, she laid down again, then reached up to feel the lump on her head.

      “What happened, Joshua? Where are we?”

      “We fell down the hill and landed in the stream.”

      “What hill? And oh, I’m so dizzy.”

      “We were up on the hill trying to get past the guards… don’t you remember?”

      “I remember heading up the hill, but then I was here.”

      “You must have a concussion, and there’s a cut on your right side that our guardian angel bandaged up.”

      “What cut?” Haley said, as she moved a hand to her side and felt the bandage. “Ow! It hurts. My head is pounding so much that I didn’t notice the cut. And who’s our guardian angel?”

      “The dude that saved our lives. We came close to drowning before he came along.”

      Haley looked around. “Where is he?”

      “He left. I think he was going into the city to look for someone.”

      Haley sat up, intending to stand, but she lay back as the world swam around her. “I’m so dizzy… and tired.”

      “You’ll never be able to walk out of here. I have to get you help.” Across the stream was the road Joshua and Haley had driven on when they first visited San Padre. There were no cars on it. The National Guard had halted traffic going in and out of the city.

      Haley mumbled something that Joshua couldn’t make out.

      “What was that?”

      “Why are my clothes damp?”

      “We fell in the stream.”

      “Right, you said that. God, my head hurts.”

      “You stay here, and I’ll go get help.”

      “You fell too. Were you hurt?”

      “No. I guess I got lucky.”

      She touched his cheek. “I’m glad you’re all right. I… I love you, Joshua.”

      Joshua grinned. It was the first time Haley had ever said that she loved him. “I love you too,” he told her, and leaned in for a kiss. Haley stopped him by turning her head.

      “Don’t kiss me. I just vomited; my mouth is gross.”

      Joshua kissed her anyway. And yes, her breath had been fresher, but he didn’t care.

      Haley’s eyes crossed and she lay back. “I’m so dizzy.”

      “I’ll go get you help. I think you need a hospital.”

      “Be careful,” Haley said, then she drifted off to sleep.

      Joshua was worried about Haley’s condition and went looking for a working phone. Both his phone and Haley’s had been rendered useless after having gotten wet in the stream. Tanner had also remarked that the cell service was down. Joshua figured that one of the mansions overlooking the beach might have a landline phone he could use. The problem was, how to reach the houses. Going back up the hill to ask the guards to help might only end up getting him shot, and the nearest house was over a mile away.

      He sighed. If someone knocked on his door during a riot, he be damned if he’d let them in. It was more likely that someone might threaten to shoot him with a shotgun.

      There were homes that were much closer. The mansions overlooking the beach, which were a quarter of a mile behind him. Summer was over and that meant that several of the homes would be empty. If he could find a way inside one, it was possible he could locate a working landline and summon an ambulance for Haley.

      Joshua made certain that Haley’s breathing was good before leaving her and walking through a stretch of trees to reach a forty-eight-foot-high wall. The stone wall separated the beachfront properties from the small, wooded area that bordered it. The wall ran on for hundreds of feet and ended where it merged with a cliff that was over a hundred feet high. Atop that cliff was the scenic overlook that Joshua and Haley had been on the previous day.

      Joshua had been an avid rock climber during his years at college. When he saw that there were divots in many of the stones making up the barrier keeping him from the beach homes, he believed he could use them to climb up the wall.

      After digging his fingers into a shallow depression in a stone that was a foot over his head, Joshua brought up his left foot and stuck the toe of his running shoe into a divot that was at waist level. Seconds later, he was seven feet off the ground and making steady progress toward the top of the wall.

      Although it was fading rapidly, there was still enough daylight left to see by. That was when Joshua realized it would be too dark later to make the climb down. On top of that, the stones might be slippery from the looming rain that was certain to come.

      He shook his head. He’d worry about that later. Right now, he needed to get help for Haley. Joshua kept climbing in a slow, methodical manner, determined to make it up and over the wall.
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        * * *

      

      Franny and Wendy were making detours and avoiding large groups of people as they made their way to the real estate office; the same was not true for Tanner. The assassin headed toward his destination by taking the shortest path possible, thanks to directions given to him by Jake Banack.

      He still had to skirt around car fires, scenes of looting, and groups of marauders, but Tanner never diverted onto a side street. The fact that he wore a gun on his hip kept most at bay. One look into his intense eyes was enough to make many people wary of him, but not all.

      As he was approaching a pawn shop being broken into by four men, one of them pointed a metal bar at him and issued an order. “Turn around and go back the way you came if you know what’s good for you.”

      “I’m just passing by.”

      The other three men turned from their efforts to get through the pawn shop’s locked metal gate and joined their friend. Two were also holding metal bars, while the last man had a baseball bat. There was something smeared on the bat that looked like blood.

      The first man spoke again. “Everything on this block is ours, and nobody gets past us.”

      Tanner increased his pace and left his weapon sitting in its holster. He didn’t need a gun to deal with the four fools. His first blow was a kick that landed into the groin of the man holding the bat. As the man bent over in pain, Tanner took away his bat. He ducked as one of the other men swung a metal bar toward his head, then straightened up and shoved the head of the bat into the man’s face. There was a crunch of cartilage as the man’s nose was destroyed; the blow had enough force behind it to knock him out. Blood poured down his slack face as he fell back against one of his friends, a guy with long hair, causing the friend to lose his balance and fall to the ground.

      Again, an iron bar was swung at Tanner’s head. He blocked it with the bat and buried a knee against the soft gut of the man who tried to hit him. The guy he’d taken the bat from charged at him with his head down. Tanner stepped aside and smashed the bat against the back of his head. The blow had been brutal and broke the bat in two. The man who’d fallen to the ground had regained his feet and was raising his weapon over his head in preparation to strike. Before he could take a swing with his iron bar, Tanner grabbed his long hair and yanked on it, making the man twist sideways. He then rammed the jagged end of the bat against the thug’s backside. The splintered wood tore through the fabric of the man’s pants, punctured his scrotum, and ripped into his ass. The looter screamed and the metal bar clattered to the ground.

      “Fuck this,” said the punk who’d taken a knee to the stomach. The words had been spoken as he was running away. Tanner had smashed the face of one of his friends, cracked the skull of another, and jammed a broken bat up the ass of a third. Two of them were out cold, and the man with the bat handle sticking out of his ass screamed as if he were on fire.

      Tanner watched the last man run off before he continued on his way.
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            No Shelter From The Storm

          

        

      

    

    
      Franny and Wendy were nearing their destination when they came across yet another scene of violence. A news reporter and his cameraman had ventured into the chaos to get exclusive video of the riots. Instead, they became two more victims. Their van was on fire and both the cameraman and the reporter were being kicked to death by a mob of twelve teenagers who were all holding liquor bottles.

      Franny thought the news crew might already be dead, as neither man raised a hand to shield themselves from the blows. She and Wendy viewed the scene while concealed behind a car that had its windows broken and its tires slashed.

      Remarkably, one of the teens was using the news camera to film the event. Franny hoped that the crew hadn’t been reporting live. If so, horrific images were being broadcast.

      When the group was satisfied the men were dead, they stood panting and gazed down at the result of their savagery in silence. The quiet was broken when one of them told the others that they should go trash the high school. There were shouts of agreement and the mob moved on. When Franny looked at Wendy, she saw that she hadn’t been the only one crying.

      Wendy shook her head. “This is a nightmare.”

      Franny took the younger woman’s hand and urged her to get moving again. If they could make it to Wendy’s apartment, they might be able to wait out the riot there until order was restored. As they moved past the bodies of the news crew, Franny said a silent prayer that Cody had been unable to enter the city. She would be sickened if anything happened to him because he’d been attempting to help her.

      She then thought about her employer, and all sense of concern for him vanished. Cody Parker was not a man whose safety you needed to worry about. Franny was also certain that he would find her. Cody had told her that he was on his way to help her. Having come to know the man’s character, those words were as good as a vow. He would find them, and the way things were going, he might be the reason she and Wendy survived.
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        * * *

      

      A hardware store took up a corner lot on the street where the real estate office was located. It had been looted and cans of spray paint were scattered outside the store’s broken display windows. Franny and Wendy walked past the shop and around the corner to find that the real estate office had not been spared.

      It was on fire, as was Wendy’s apartment above it. Nearby, Franny’s rental car lay on its side, having been overturned. The windshield was broken, and the car seats had been ripped open by a blade.

      “Oh God no,” Wendy said. “My cat! What happened to my cat?”

      She left Franny’s side and headed toward the enclosed staircase on the side of the building that led to her apartment’s entrance. Flames had begun eating at the wooden structure and Wendy was forced to turn back after climbing only three steps. Franny had followed her to stop her, fearing that Wendy would attempt to enter the inferno above. Whatever was inside the apartment was being consumed by flames.

      Wendy was sobbing as she imagined the worse for her cat, whom she had named Garfield. Franny hugged her, trying to give comfort, then spotted something that could offer true hope.

      “Wendy, look in the street, past the gutter.”

      Wendy sniffled and wiped at her eyes. A fire hydrant a block away had been struck by a delivery van earlier. The broken hydrant was sending water twelve feet into the air. That water was running along the gutter, and in the light of a street lamp, tiny paw prints could be seen leading away from the burning building.

      “He got out,” Wendy said. “Garfield made it out.”

      “It looks that way,” Franny said. “I’ll help you look for him when it’s safe to do so, but right now we need to keep moving.” While she was speaking, Franny was gazing down the street where a group of men had just walked around a corner several blocks away. She could tell by their silhouettes that they were wielding some sort of clubs.

      Wendy nodded in agreement as she saw where Franny was looking, and they headed past the hardware store, going back the way they had come.

      “What about Jake and your friend, Cody? They won’t know where to find us.”

      Franny realized Wendy was right, then saw a way to leave a message for them. She grabbed up one of the cans of spray paint scattered on the ground and rushed back to stand in front of the real estate office. She used the fluorescent green paint to write a message on the sidewalk. Along with Cody and Jake’s names, she added an arrow to indicate which direction they should take to locate them. She repeated the message on the corner, with an arrow drawn to show the path they were taking.

      Wendy pointed at the ground. “That’s clever.”

      “I just hope it’s enough,” Franny said. When she looked at the figures she had seen in the distance, they appeared to be much closer than before. “Let’s get going again.”

      “Where to?” Wendy asked.

      “My hotel. It’s a long walk, but it’s all I can think of.”

      Wendy quickened her steps. “It sounds good to me.”

      Franny kept pace with Wendy, as somewhere nearby, a woman screamed, and a man cried out in pain.
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            Useful Idiots

          

        

      

    

    
      Joshua made it up to the top of the wall. The climb had taken him longer than he would have believed and left his arms trembling from the effort. He sat on the wall to catch his breath and let his muscles rest. He still had to climb down the other side, although it was a shorter distance to reach the sand of the beach below him, since the area slanted upward. Still, it had been a long time since he’d done anything so strenuous.

      Joshua could see off into the distance from his new vantage point, and what he saw sickened him. The sky to the east was orange from the fires Naya had set in the slums. More flickering orange light came from the city’s downtown area where the riot was still taking place. The fires there were many and scattered over a larger area.

      Joshua heard the faint sound of gunfire and wondered if it was the police or the National Guard trying to restore order. He hoped so. If the police regained control, Haley would have a better chance of getting the care she needed.

      Something on the right caught his eye and he saw headlights through the tops of the trees. Any vehicle traveling that high above ground had to be approaching the gates at the crest of the hill. The thought occurred to Joshua that it might be Dr. Anderson returning home from the courthouse. If it was, Joshua would force the man to drive to where he’d left Haley and make him care for her.

      Thinking of Haley made him want to rush down the other side of the wall to get help. However, that would be foolish given how tired he still felt from the climb up. He decided to wait another few minutes to make certain his muscles were prepared to expend more effort. After climbing down, he still had to walk along the beach and navigate the long flight of wooden steps that each home had. The homes had been constructed on an artificial hill to save them from tidal surges. Normally, Joshua would have had enough vigor to run up and down the steps with energy to spare, but his earlier struggles in the stream had zapped his reserves.

      While waiting for his strength to return, he saw the lights of the car on the hill move forward. Whoever was behind the wheel of that car, they’d been allowed to pass through the gates.

      Joshua stretched his neck, shook his arms, and decided he was ready to climb down. It was getting more difficult to see as the last of the daylight faded and darkness settled over the city of San Padre.
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        * * *

      

      It had been Naya driving the car Joshua had seen up on the hill. She had made certain that her people had set fire to the structures in the slum and then slipped away without being seen.

      She had done her job well. Naya had turned the idealism and desire for equality of her followers into a thirst for vengeance that blinded them to logic and made them eager to lash out and destroy. They’d certainly done that. By morning, the buildings in the slums would be little more than a pile of ashes, while the land they were on would be up for grabs at a bargain price and be scooped up by the people who were paying her.

      Naya felt bad about the residents of the slum having lost their homes, but really, it would end up being for the best. The city or the state would be forced to put them up somewhere, perhaps in motels, and eventually they would build new low-cost housing that would be better than what the people had been living in.

      Naya smiled. Her boss and lover, Morgan Miller, told her that their employers would profit in more ways than one. After buying the land where the slum had been, Hexalcorp would build on it and make money by putting the area to greater use. As for where to relocate all the displaced residents of the slum, they had a plan for that as well.

      Hexalcorp would approach the riot-devastated city with a deal that would be too good to pass up. They would offer to repurpose another property that they owned, which was an old town dump. Hexalcorp would propose that they clean up that land and build low-cost housing for the poor on it. Of course, the project would be partially funded by taxpayer dollars. Also, given the environmentally friendly nature of the project, there would be substantial tax incentives from the federal government as well.

      The old town dump was down by the bay and covered sixty-three acres. Not all of the land would be used for the small apartments in the buildings that would house the poor. No, the best section of the land—that overlooking the bay—would be where upscale apartments would be built. It was estimated that Hexalcorp would recoup all costs in less than eight years; after that, it would be pure profit. At the same time, Hexalcorp would receive good press by being willing to help the poor and clean up what will be labeled as a toxic waste site. As for the residents in the new low-income housing. They won’t have a view of the bay and its blue water. No, all they’ll see from their windows is the rear of two towering, brick apartment buildings.
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        * * *

      

      Naya pulled into the driveway of the beach house Miller had rented. She was looking forward to having a shower and getting the smell of smoke out of her hair. She’d worn a mask over her face, but the smoke still clung to her hair. She had set fire to one of the buildings as she encouraged her people to do the same. They had been careful and made sure that no one was inside before setting a building ablaze.

      There had been a few people who had to be forced out of their homes, with few exceptions they’d been the elderly, infirmed, and several children. Most of the able-bodied residents of the slums had been downtown looting. It made Naya smile to think of them returning home with a looted TV only to realize they no longer had a wall to hang it on.

      Miller met her at the door and leaned in for a kiss. When they separated, he pointed toward the area where the slums were burning.

      “They’re reporting on the news that Flat Town is a total loss. That means you’ve earned another bonus.”

      “Sweet.”

      “We won’t be bothered by the mob you were leading, will we?”

      “No. When they heard that the National Guard was at the courthouse protecting Kyle Anderson, they headed that way. If enough of them show up, they might drag Anderson out of the courthouse and hang him.”

      “We did have a little trouble at the gates earlier, but the guards handled it.”

      “That would have been a fool named Joshua. He was against burning down the slums and a few of the others agreed with him.”

      “He might be dead. The guards said they were forced to open fire on them.”

      Naya shrugged. “Who cares? All I want right now is a shower and a drink.”

      “I have champagne.”

      Naya kissed Miller. “And we’ve something to celebrate.”
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        * * *

      

      Joshua’s left foot slipped out of the crevice in the wall he’d been using to support his weight. The sudden shift in his balance made his hands lose their grip and he fell eight feet to land on his back. Luckily for him, the surface he landed on was made of loose sand. Joshua had the wind knocked out of him, but he had avoided breaking any bones or twisting an ankle.

      After he recovered his breath, he looked up at the line of luxury homes and decided to change his plans. It occurred to him that the houses where no one was home would be locked up tight and have their alarm systems active. He was no burglar and didn’t have the skill or equipment to defeat an alarm system. However, he could be sneaky and slip inside one of the few homes where the lights were on.

      The homes faced the sea and the only road in was guarded by armed security. It was likely that the residents weren’t obsessive about locking every door and window. They would also have their alarm systems off since they were at home and moving about. If he could find a way inside one of the beach houses, he could use their phone to call for help and then slip away.

      He started down the beach and saw a flash of lightning out over the water. The storm was getting closer. When he saw the tire tracks in the sand, he realized that the guards must patrol the beach in a vehicle at some point. That didn’t worry him. He would hear the engine sound of whatever they were driving and have time to duck out of sight.

      A thought then occurred to him that gave him pause. He was walking in sand and leaving behind impressions of the sneakers he wore. If a guard spotted them, he would know that someone was on the beach. If they then followed the tracks back to the wall, they would know they had an intruder. Joshua decided to move closer to the homes and away from where the vehicle’s tire tracks were. That way, a guard would only see his sneaker prints if they themselves were walking near the houses on foot.

      The first three homes he passed looked dark and unoccupied. One of them was the huge white house owned by Dr. Anderson. Joshua had ventured up the hill in the first place because he was enraged by the perceived injustice in the world, and with the desire to burn the homes to the ground. That feeling of rage was gone. He now had no wish to do such a thing. All he wanted was to get help for Haley and leave San Padre behind them.

      He still believed it was decadent and immoral to live in such luxury when others around you were barely scraping by, but he also knew that there would always be those who had more than others. He turned and looked back at the glow of fire above the city’s center. The riot would change nothing. If he burnt the doctor’s home to the ground, the man would cash an insurance check and build just as grand a home to take its place. As for the poor who had lost their apartments, they would be dependent on charity, government aid, and the mercy of whatever god they believed in.

      Joshua came upon the home belonging to Morgan Miller and was glad to see that its interior was brightly lit. Moving as quietly as he could, he made his way up the steps leading to an elevated deck. There were curtains drawn closed on the other side of a sliding glass patio door, but a gap allowed Joshua a view of the interior. What he saw made his eyes go wide.

      Naya was seated on a white sofa with a dark-haired man Joshua had never seen before. The two were sipping on champagne and smiling at each other. The man was dressed in jeans and a white polo shirt, but Naya was wearing a red negligee. Joshua’s eyes roamed over her, taking in the swell of her breasts and her sexy legs. He could make out details of her body because the nightgown was diaphanous and easily seen through.

      Joshua wrinkled his brow in confusion. Why was Naya in a seaside mansion on the hill? And who was the man she was with? The answers came to Joshua even as he was asking himself the questions. Die Fistulous’s funding had come from someone wealthy. The man seated on the sofa with Naya must be that person and the house must belong to him. But then, if that were true, why did Naya state that she wanted to burn the houses on the hill to the ground and make their owners suffer? For that matter, where were all the members of the group that had followed her to the slum area?

      No, Joshua thought. Something wasn’t right.

      When Naya and the man with her placed their champagne flutes on a coffee table they began kissing, and the man’s hand slipped beneath the gown and cupped one of Naya’s breasts. Joshua felt a jolt of envy viewing that. He watched as the kissing grew more passionate and wondered if he were about to see them make love.

      Instead, Naya stood and took the man’s hand, to lead him toward a curved wooden staircase that Joshua was certain led up to where the bedrooms were located. Before leaving the living room, the man had snagged the bottle of champagne off the coffee table. He offered it to Naya as they paused at the foot of the stairs, and she took a deep pull on the bottle. Then, they went upstairs together with their arms around each other’s waist.

      When Joshua could no longer see them, he tried sliding open the patio door. It was locked. The deck he was on wrapped around both sides of the rear of the house. The windows on the right side were locked, but one on the left side wasn’t. Joshua slid the window up, removed a screen, and climbed inside. He was in a powder room that had been decorated with a seashore theme. The tiled floor had images of seashells and starfish on them, and the wallpaper showed beach scenes.

      Realizing he had to pee, Joshua used the toilet. He nearly flushed out of habit but stopped himself in time. The sound of the flushing toilet might alert the two lovers upstairs to his presence.

      After washing his hands, another habitual act, he left the bathroom and went looking for a landline phone. He figured he might find one inside the kitchen but was disappointed. Realizing he was hungry, he checked out the refrigerator and found it to be nearly empty. There were bottles of water and soda and a container of Chinese food. Joshua looked at the food and thought it looked as if it had been in there for a while.

      When he spotted a wicker basket on the kitchen counter that held bags of potato chips and bars of chocolate, he stuffed some of the candy into one of the many pockets on his cargo pants. Haley loved chocolate and would probably be hungry by the time he returned to her. Knowing Haley would also be thirsty, Joshua stuck a bottle of water in a pocket and opened one for himself.

      He drank water and ate potato chips as he crept through the other rooms looking for a phone. He wasn’t worried about Naya or the man she was with catching him. He was being quiet, so they should have no reason to suspect they weren’t alone. And if he was with a woman like Naya, he knew he’d be in no hurry to leave the bed.

      It occurred to him that he could call up the stairs and let them know that he was there. Naya would recognize him and should be willing to help him and Haley. Somehow, Joshua knew that would be a bad idea, but he couldn’t say why.

      Joshua didn’t find a phone; however, he did find something useful in the home’s study. There was a shoulder holster hanging on the back of a door and it had a gun in it. Joshua assumed it belonged to the man he’d seen with Naya. He decided to keep the weapon and leave the holster behind. He knew nothing about guns, but the Glock looked as if he could simply point and pull the trigger. He hoped he wouldn’t need it but liked having it. It would come in handy if he ran into any of the trigger-happy guards he’d seen earlier. When the weapon was missed, it would be assumed that a burglar had broken in. To give that story more credence, Joshua took a small computer tablet off the desk. He normally wasn’t a thief, but Naya’s lover was obviously rich. Joshua reasoned that he could easily replace the items he took without it being a hardship. Besides, it felt comforting to have the gun with a riot going on nearby.

      Joshua finished his search for a landline phone by checking the living room. He didn’t find what he’d been looking for, but he did stumble across forbidden knowledge. Near the fireplace was the whiteboard that Miller had used during the meeting he’d held at the house days earlier. He had yet to wipe it clean of the last thing he’d written on it.

      DIE FISTULOUS.

      And below the name of the group were two other words, their letters were connected to the ones above them by drawn lines. They spelled out the truth using the same letters that formed the group’s name. USEFUL IDIOTS.

      Joshua stared at the whiteboard for long moments. As he did so, the rage he’d felt earlier returned.
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            Follow The Arrows

          

        

      

    

    
      Tanner arrived at the real estate office and his anxiety over Franny’s safety escalated to a new level as he watched the flames consume the building.

      With lawlessness rampant, the fire department was unable to respond to any of the numerous fires raging. Firemen had rushed to a scene earlier and were shot at from a window. One man was wounded in the arm, and they returned to the firehouse to wait until they could get a police escort.

      The blaze in the real estate office had spread to the building beside it that was the office of an accountant. In time, it would consume more than a dozen storefronts.

      Tanner was wondering what his next move should be when he spotted the message Franny had left behind on the sidewalk. He grinned. The woman was smart and resourceful. If he hadn’t come to help her, he would have bet that she would be all right without him.

      He took off in the direction indicated by the arrow Franny had drawn, then found the next arrow on the corner. As lightning flashed across the sky and the wind picked up, Tanner began moving at a jog and looked for more arrows. Franny was leading him right to her.
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        * * *

      

      After painting another arrow, Franny and Wendy had rounded a corner a dozen blocks away and saw a figure appear from out of the shadows. The man had no weapon, but he was tall, had a hefty build, and towered over them.

      “Give me your wallets and phones.”

      “We don’t have wallets or phones,” Franny said. “All I have is this can of spray paint.”

      The man looked them over and appeared confused when he saw they were telling the truth. Franny still had the gun, but it was tucked away in the waistband at her back; it was also unloaded.

      “What happened to your purses and phones?”

      “Um, we were robbed earlier,” Wendy said. “There are a lot of thieves and crazies out tonight.”

      The man sighed. “You must have some money. Empty your pockets.”

      The man moved closer. Franny brought up the paint can and sprayed the guy in the face, then her hand went to her back and gripped the gun. She had used her left hand to grab the weapon and was holding it awkwardly. The man charged at her, and because the weapon was empty, instead of firing it, she used it like a club and opened a cut across his forehead.

      The guy had had enough. He couldn’t see well because paint had gotten into his right eye and was stinging like mad, while the cut he’d received was sending blood dripping into his good eye. He lumbered away while cursing Franny and calling her names.

      Wendy began laughing and pointed at the can of spray paint. “I should have grabbed one of those; they make for a great weapon.”

      Franny laughed along with her and felt some of the tightness in her shoulders go away. When they reached the next corner, Franny left another arrow for Cody to follow.
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        * * *

      

      Devon Sobol, the mercenary Franny had shot in the vest, had arrived at Wendy’s apartment earlier. He’d been there minutes after she and Franny had left, but earlier than Tanner’s arrival. He’d seen the flames and realized that the women must have headed somewhere else. From the ID he’d found in her wallet, he knew that Franny was from out of state. That could mean that she was staying at one of the hotels off the highway.

      He went in search of the women while moving at a speed that was slower than his usual pace. The impact from the slugs that struck his vest had caused damage and he was having trouble taking a deep breath. That didn’t matter. The woman had killed his friend, Denny Martinez; Sobol was determined to make her pay.

      Despite being armed, he’d run into trouble when a group of five rioters attacked him. They’d been hidden behind a van and jumped out when he walked past them. Sobol had been forced to empty his sidearm, killing two of them, then had the gun knocked out of his hand. It skidded away and he watched it disappear down into a sewer. If he hadn’t been able to bring his rifle around in time, they might have killed him. Instead, he left the scene with three of them dead and two seriously wounded. The exertion had weakened him further and left him gasping for a breath, but he was determined to track down Franny and kill her.

      When he came across a man with blood running down his bright green face, he ignored him. Weirdness was running rampant during the riot and Sobol had seen stranger sights while stalking the streets looking for Franny. Hell, he himself was walking around with a rifle hanging from a sling while wearing a red ski mask.

      When the man with the green face muttered something about how he was going to “Find those bitches and kill them,” Sobol decided to talk to him.

      “A woman painted your face like that?”

      “Yeah, and she hit me with a gun.”

      “What did she look like? Did she have dark hair?”

      “Yeah, and there was a Chinese chick with her too.”

      “Where are they?”

      The man looked at the rifle hanging in front of Sobol. “What are you going to do to them?”

      “I’m going to kill them.”

      Green lips spread into a smile and the man pointed. “They were about two blocks back down Eighth Avenue. If you hurry you might catch up to them.”

      Sobol took off at a jog and heard a wheeze escape his open mouth. He felt like hell, but he could rest up and heal once he found the women and avenged Denny Martinez’s death.
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        * * *

      

      Franny saw a small, orange streak dart across the street and into an alley. Wendy caught a glimpse of it as well and wondered if it could be her cat, Garfield.

      “Is Garfield an orange tabby?”

      “Yeah, and I have to check and see if that’s my cat. I’ll call to him and see if he comes to me.”

      Wendy rushed ahead and entered the alleyway. Franny felt apprehensive about venturing into such a shadowy place, but when she reached the lip of the alley, she saw that the passageway wasn’t dark. It was illuminated by two streetlights, had been recently paved, and opened onto an avenue at its other end. Shiny green dumpsters stretched the length of the alley. They were positioned beside the rear entrance doors of the shops that made up the brick building on the right.

      Wendy was calling to her cat and looking behind dumpsters. To save time while that was happening, Franny decided to move past the alley’s entrance and paint another arrow on the ground. The can of spray paint made a loud rattle as she shook it and a hiss as she sprayed. The noises covered up any sounds Sobol made as he crept up behind Franny.
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        * * *

      

      While pursuing Franny, Sobol had pushed his injured diaphragm muscle as hard as he dared. His efforts left him leaning against a wall and wheezing like an old man with asthma. The pain in his abdomen had gotten worse and had him wondering if he needed to see a doctor.

      He recovered within minutes and the fact that he’d required rest turned out to be a good thing. He had run beyond the area where Franny and Wendy were because the man with the green face had been mistaken about what street the women had been on. Sobol had been heading north on Eighth Avenue, while Franny and Wendy were traveling north along Ninth Avenue.

      They had been on Eighth, but they traveled over to Ninth when they noticed the avenue appeared to be better lit and have more working streetlights.

      Sobol spotted the silhouettes of two female forms crossing a street a block away. He couldn’t see their faces, but knew they were the women he sought. He headed toward them at a pace that was greater than their own and ignored the ache in his gut. It was time to get payback.
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        * * *

      

      Franny felt the gun she had tucked at her back being yanked free at the same moment she was shoved roughly to the ground. She had been bent over and spraying an arrow when Sobol attacked her. At first, she didn’t recognize him, having only seen him wearing the red ski mask. Sobol had taken it off when he’d stopped to rest and was holding it in his left hand. In his right hand was her gun, and it was pointed at her.

      When Sobol held up the ski mask, Franny understood who she was looking at and knew he wanted her dead.

      She called out. “Run Wendy! Run and don’t look back!”

      Sobol used the gun to gesture for her to get to her feet. He was still breathing heavily from the effort to catch up to Franny.

      Franny rose slowly, while silently praying that Wendy had heard her and ran out the other side of the alley. When she attempted to spray Sobol in the face with paint as she had done to the other man, he reacted by slapping the spray can out of her hand.

      Sobol pointed at the alleyway’s entrance. “Walk in there and let’s see if your friend from the lawyer’s office stuck around.”

      Franny considered running away. Sobol would try to shoot her with the gun and waste time until he realized it was empty, allowing her to put distance between them. But he still had the rifle. She wouldn’t be able to run far enough away to avoid the bullets it would send after her.

      Sobol grew impatient with her and gave her a shove. “I said get into that alley. Do it now.”

      Franny did as she was told and was relieved to see that the alley was empty. When she turned to look at Sobol, hoping to see disappointment in the man’s eyes, she saw a smile.

      “I got a look at your driver’s licenses. Your friend is named Wendy Kim. I’ll find her someday. Right now, you’re the one I want. And lady, I’m going to make you pay for killing Denny.” Sobol prodded her with the gun, urging her to move deeper into the alley. Franny knew the gun was empty but followed his directions. She was hoping to find something in the alley that she could use as a weapon. Sobol was younger, bigger, and stronger than she was, and he had a rifle. There was also a knife hanging from his belt. Franny thought her only chance at survival was to take him by surprise.

      As Franny came even with the fourth dumpster, they were both startled when a huddled form shot out from the side of the trash receptacle. It was Wendy. She hadn’t run, she had hidden and waited for a chance to help Franny. In her hand was a brick she’d found sitting near one of the doors in the alleyway. Wendy smashed the brick against the side of Sobol’s head and the man went down to one knee while dropping the gun, which bounced away. Wendy, her face set in a rictus of fear, released a scream as she raised the brick high to bring it down on his head again. She was not a violent person by nature, and it aggrieved her to cause pain to someone else, even someone who wanted to harm her.

      Sobol shot out a fist that hit Wendy square on the chin. The brick fell from her hand as she staggered and fell back against the wall. She slid down the wall’s surface until she was on the ground, where she moaned and struggled to keep from slipping into unconsciousness.

      Franny charged at Sobol as he was raising the rifle that was hanging from straps. The rifle was an M4 carbine. During the struggle, her fingers inadvertently moved the selector switch from Safe, past Semi, and onto Auto. That was why the rifle discharged all its rounds when Sobol’s finger accidentally pressed the trigger. The rifle had been pointed upwards; several of the rounds shattered the streetlight at their end of the alley, plunging it into darkness.

      Franny let go of the weapon when she realized it was unloaded and shouted to Wendy to run. She was turning away to do that herself when she realized that Wendy was still down and leaning back against the wall. Her face was covered in shadow, and her head hung loosely as if she were in a daze.

      As Franny reached out to help Wendy to her feet, Sobol sent a booted foot against the back of Franny’s knee and sent her to the ground. When she rolled over to look up at him, she saw that Sobol was removing a serrated blade from the leather sheath on his belt.
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        * * *

      

      Tanner had been jogging along while looking for more painted arrows when he heard a scream come from somewhere ahead. That was followed by the cadence of shots being fired on full auto, then the faint sound of a woman’s voice. He couldn’t quite make out the words, but the voice was familiar.

      Franny!

      Tanner increased his speed and strained to listen for any sound, as up ahead he saw the mouth of an alley.
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        * * *

      

      Franny kept her eyes on the blade poised above her while she pleaded with Wendy to run away again. It was no use. The woman had nearly been knocked out by Sobol’s punch. Her head was lolling from side to side as she fought to stay conscious.

      Franny began kicking at Sobol. He laughed at her as he batted away her blows. His laugh was a wheezing sound that had no mirth in it and was followed by a sneer.

      “I’m going to make you suffer, bitch.”

      Sobol lunged past her kicking feet and fell onto her. His weight drove the air from Franny, and she gasped. Sobol used his upper body to pin her to the ground while gripping her hair with his left hand. The knife rose high, but before it could be brought down, there came the sound of a gunshot.

      Franny watched as blood and brain matter erupted from the side of Sobol’s head. The hand holding the knife went limp along with the body it belonged to.

      Franny shoved the fresh corpse aside. As she stood, she saw a form emerge from the darkness, it was a form familiar to her, and the eyes were unmistakable.
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        * * *

      

      Tanner sent a concerned glance toward Wendy, who seemed to be regaining her senses, then he approached Franny.

      “Are you injured?”

      Franny hugged him. “I’m fine. And thank God you found us when you did.”

      Wendy made it to her feet on legs that looked unsteady. When she saw Sobol’s body and the damage done to his head, she made a strangled sound in her throat.

      Franny went to her and put an arm around her. “It’s okay. We’re safe now.”

      Wendy looked over at Tanner. “Is this your friend, Franny?”

      “Yes, this is Cody Parker. He saved both our lives.”

      Tanner studied Wendy. “Are you all right?”

      Wendy glanced at Sobol’s body. “That bastard punched me. He almost knocked me out.”

      “I ran into your boyfriend. He’s waiting for us back at the building where you met with the lawyer.”

      “You’ve seen Jake? Is he okay?”

      “His knee is injured, but he’s good. And I left him a gun so he could defend himself. But we’d better get out of the city before the National Guard shows up in force.”

      Wendy stared at him. “You have unusual eyes, Mr. Parker.”

      “Yes. Others have mentioned that to me.”

      Before leaving the alley, they gathered up the weapons. Wendy was given Sobol’s unloaded rifle to carry, and Franny retrieved the gun, which had wound up beneath a dumpster. It was still empty, of course, but no one other than the three of them had to know that.

      They moved out of the alley and Tanner headed back to where he’d left Jake. The sky was darker than ever except for the brilliant flashes of lightning that were growing more frequent, while the boom of thunder grew louder. The city of San Padre was soon to experience a massive rainstorm, but nothing short of Noah’s flood could wash away the evidence of its recent sins.
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            Idiot No More

          

        

      

    

    
      Joshua slipped into the beach house’s master bedroom while holding Miller’s gun. He had expected the room to be dark but matching lamps on the twin nightstands were on and were bright.

      Miller was lying in the middle of a king-size bed with Naya straddling him and gyrating away. Her back was to Joshua, and she blocked Miller’s view of the doorway.

      Joshua watched the action for a few moments before easing forward and pressing the tip of the gun against the back of Naya’s neck. Her soft moaning ceased as did her movements.

      Miller’s eyes had been closed as he enjoyed the pleasure he was experiencing. When Naya stopped moving, he opened his eyes and they kept widening as he saw the stranger holding the gun.

      “My wallet is in my pants over there on the chair. Take it. Take anything you want. There’s no need for anyone to get hurt.”

      Naya risked turning her head around, despite the steady pressure of the gun on her neck. When she saw Joshua, she visibly relaxed.

      “What the hell, Joshua? What are you doing here?”

      “Haley is hurt and needs help; I was looking for a phone to call an ambulance.”

      “You know this guy?” Miller asked.

      “He’s one of my people. He’s the one who led the group up here earlier instead of following me to Flat Town.”

      Joshua pressed the gun against Naya’s neck with more force. “I’m done being a follower. Or should I say, a useful idiot.”

      Miller understood Joshua’s meaning and cursed. “The whiteboard. Damn. I should have erased what was written on it.”

      Naya attempted to get off Miller. Joshua put a hand on her shoulder. “Stay right where you are, I’m sure this guy won’t mind a bit. By the way, what’s his name?”

      Miller forced a smile. “I’m Morgan Miller, Naya’s boss. You’re Joshua, right?”

      “That’s right.”

      “It looks like your talents have been wasted, Joshua. I could use a man with your um, resourcefulness. Let us get dressed and then we’ll talk things over.”

      Joshua was about to agree but then shook his head. He felt like a pervert with the two of them naked while he was dressed, but it gave him an advantage he wasn’t ready to give up.

      “We’ll talk like this, with my gun pointed at Naya and you unable to move because her weight is on you.”

      “We’re not going to tell you anything, Joshua,” Naya said. “And if you don’t hand over the gun, we’ll make sure the police find out that you broke in here.”

      Joshua was stymied for a moment. They were afraid of the gun, but it wasn’t enough to make them tell him what he wanted to know. He couldn’t shoot them to get them to talk; even a bullet to the arm might kill them if it severed an artery. He looked about the room and came up with an answer to his dilemma.

      After removing the gun from Naya’s neck he kept it aimed at her and told her not to move as he changed position to ease toward the head of the bed on the left side. His new angle gave him a view of Naya’s breasts and her taut midriff. Joshua couldn’t help but stare at the beauty of her.

      “Do you like what you see, pervert?” Naya asked.

      Joshua raised his eyes until he was looking at her face, then reached out a hand to grab the lamp on the nightstand. While using only one hand, it was a little awkward removing the lampshade and the harp, which was the metal piece the lampshade was attached to, but Joshua managed it. As he lifted the lamp off the table, he was pleased to see that it had a long cord. He pointed the lamp downward to bring the hot light bulb near Miller’s hip.

      “Tell me the truth about Die Fistulous or I’ll burn you with the bulb.”

      “What truth? It’s a protest organization that my employers funded to bring about positive social changes in the world.”

      Joshua pressed the bulb against Miller’s hip. Miller hissed from the pain then took a swat at the lamp.

      “Be careful,” Joshua said. “If you break that light bulb, you might electrocute yourself, and Naya too.” He then gave Miller another taste of the hot bulb. “Tell me the truth. What’s really going on?”

      Naya laughed at him. “Morgan’s not going to tell you anything and you’re not man enough to use that gun.”

      Joshua moved the lamp and pressed it against Naya’s stomach. She screamed and then cursed at Joshua. There was hate in her eyes. Joshua knew if he didn’t have the gun, she would have leapt off the bed and attacked him. She was angry. What Naya didn’t understand was that Joshua was furious. Under his calm exterior he was roiling with rage.

      He’d been a useful idiot to these people, a puppet. They were going to tell him the truth or he just might use the gun on them. He pressed the hot lightbulb against Naya’s left breast then burnt Miller on the thigh.

      “You two can start talking or you can suffer more pain; it’s your choice.”

      Miller spoke to Joshua then, telling him what Die Fistulous’s true purpose was. He explained in general the plans that were in place by the corporation he worked for and told Joshua how much money was at stake.

      “There will be billions made in the long run, Joshua, billions. And some of that could be yours.”

      “And Hexalcorp is behind this?”

      “How did you know that I work for Hexalcorp?”

      “I saw paperwork with the company name on it while I was downstairs in the office.”

      “All right, yes, it’s Hexalcorp. They’re huge, Joshua, and have thousands of employees worldwide. This is just one of their operations, a very profitable one. You could share in that wealth.”

      Joshua imagined all the lives Hexalcorp had changed for the worst and wondered how many fools like himself they had conned into helping them.

      He thought of Haley. She was the one who had awakened his social conscious and was a true believer in the cause to help the poor and rein in the rich. When she found out that she’d been used to cause grief to the poor while making the wealthy richer, she’d want to vomit. Miller’s last words entered Joshua’s thoughts.

      “What do you mean that I could share in the wealth?”

      “You could become a recruiter like Naya. Tell him how much you’ve made this year, Naya.”

      “Almost three hundred thousand,” Naya said. “And I’m up for an extra bonus for the work I did tonight. That will be another ten thousand.”

      “They pay you a bonus to burn down people’s homes?”

      Naya laughed. “They’ll make their money back a hundredfold once they control the land in Flat Town. Morgan says that there are plans to build a sports stadium there, or maybe a hospital.”

      “When that happens, I’ll get a piece of that money too,” Morgan said. “Naya makes six figures, but I pull in seven. There’s a lot of money to be made working with us, Joshua. What kind of work do you do now?”

      “I drive for People Pick-up; I’m a cab driver.”

      “What’s that pay?”

      “About thirty-five thousand a year.”

      “That’s peanuts! And I’ll bet you work your ass off to earn that. Be smart, Joshua. Now that you know the truth, there’s no reason why you can’t become a recruiter.”

      “There’s a reason.”

      “What damn reason?” Naya asked, her expression one of annoyance.

      “Unlike you two, I have a soul.” Joshua set the lamp on the nightstand and backed away from the bed, while keeping the gun trained on them. “Get dressed. You’re coming with me to get Haley and find her some help.”
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        * * *

      

      In the heart of the beleaguered city, two men watched as Tanner, Franny, and Wendy made their way toward the building where Tanner had left Jake. The two were the same men that Franny had run into earlier. They had been part of the group helping Sobol, and the rapists Franny had killed.

      They recognized Franny and Wendy and were intent on having the weapons they were carrying. They were also interested in getting revenge for Franny making them feel like cowards. In their earlier encounter, they had pleaded not to be shot and had run away from Franny. When they returned to the building, they saw that Franny had killed their friends.

      One of the men had a beefy build while his companion wore a bushy beard. The man with the bushy beard spat on the ground.

      “I want to get that bitch. And we could use those guns too.”

      The other man was shaking his head. “They’d shoot our asses before we ever laid a hand on them.”

      “Yeah, if it was just us. But what about us and twelve other guys?”

      “You mean Mike and the rest of the gang?”

      “She killed Arthur. He was Mike’s cousin. Mike will want payback for that.”

      “He and the guys are up ahead in the same direction that bitch is traveling. We’ll beat them there and tell Mike about them. He’d love to get his hands on more guns too, and we can all have fun with the women.”

      The beefy guy nodded. “Let’s do it.”

      They took off running, certain that themselves and twelve of their friends would be more than enough to overpower one man and two women. Had they known who the man was, they would have sprinted in the opposite direction.
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            Come And Get It

          

        

      

    

    
      Tanner was leading Franny and Wendy back toward the lawyer’s office where he’d left Jake. It was a trek through a nightmare. They had already walked by the bodies of two men who’d been beaten to death. It looked as if someone had delighted in bashing their heads in; the funerals would have to be held with closed caskets. Screams of rage and fear resounded often, lightning flashed with increasing frequency, and the air was hazy and choked with the scent of smoke.

      Lawlessness and barbarism were on full display and there didn’t seem to be a single storefront that hadn’t been broken into or set on fire. When Franny spoke, she echoed Tanner’s thoughts.

      “I’ve seen scenes of rioting on the news, and they never looked this bad. It’s as if the rioters were deliberately trying to destroy the city. I might understand their venting their rage if Kyle Anderson had been found innocent, but he wasn’t. The jury found him guilty.”

      “It does look like planned destruction,” Tanner said. “And I saw armed groups of men wearing ski masks who were breaking into a Credit Union. They had an acetylene torch to get through the security gate. It struck me then that they seemed too prepared.”

      “The man in the alley had been wearing a ski mask when we first saw him,” Wendy said. “And he wanted to break into the lawyer’s safe.”

      “Interesting,” Tanner said. He pointed up at a light pole where a camera was mounted. The light on the camera was out, indicating that it wasn’t working. “I haven’t seen a working camera yet. I think they were sabotaged.”

      As he was speaking, Tanner caught a glimpse of a moving shadow up ahead. They were walking down a deserted avenue that had only one streetlight lit. Whatever had taken out the camera had also affected some of the streetlights. There had been a fire blazing when he’d passed through the area on his way to find Franny and Wendy, but that fire had burned itself out and the building, which had housed a laundromat, was a smoldering pile of charred timbers.

      Two more shadows flitted by, and Tanner detected whispered voices coming from their right and left. He held up a hand, indicating to the women that they should stop walking.

      “We’ve got company.”

      Two dark shapes on a roof separated from the deeper shadows that had cloaked them. Their outlines revealed that they were holding rifles. Tanner brought his gun up and fired a series of shots. He hit both snipers and was rewarded by hearing their grunts of pain. One man toppled from the roof and tumbled onto a fire escape. The second man was slumped on the roof’s edge and his rifle fell beside the body of the other man.

      As Tanner had been taking care of the threat from above, men emerged from each side and charged at the three of them. Tanner managed to shoot two of the men but ceased firing as knives were placed to the throats of Franny and Wendy.
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        * * *

      

      Michael Kemp was the “Mike” whom the burly man and the bearded man had been discussing when they were planning to attack Tanner and the women with him.

      Kemp had a ruddy complexion, a too big nose, and a jutting chin. He had started life as the son of a successful commercial fisherman in Crescent City but never wanted to follow in his father’s footsteps. He’d always had a wild streak that got him into trouble. The easy money he’d earned as a teen from breaking into houses set him on a course to become a career criminal. His father had run a string of fishing vessels and employed over a dozen men. Kemp ran a gang of thieves. When the riot broke out, he and his gang considered it to be party time.

      Kemp pulled up behind his men in a black pickup truck and joined them where they were holding the women. One of his men passed him the rifle Wendy had been carrying.

      The men on the roof Tanner had killed had been Kemp’s best men, which is why they had been given the two rifles the group had. Kemp had started the day with a gang consisting of eighteen members. Franny had killed four of them, and Tanner had just dispatch four more, including the only two men who had guns.

      Kemp was disgusted by his losses, but wasn’t worried, because he was holding a rifle taken off one of the women, and the man to his right, the man with the bushy beard, had ripped a pistol from the hand of the other woman. Kemp was standing behind Franny and using her as a shield while one of his men held a knife to her throat. He called over to Tanner.

      “If you don’t drop that gun, I’ll have my men slit the women’s throats.”

      Wendy had recognized the man with the beefy build who had grabbed her earlier. She pointed at him. “Franny, he was with the men who were raping the women at the office building.”

      The man grinned at her. “Your turn is coming, sweet thing.”

      Kemp repeated his order for Tanner to drop his gun. “We’re keeping the women, but if you drop that gun we won’t shoot you, and I’ll let you run away.”

      “Check the rifle you’re holding; it isn’t loaded.”

      “What?”

      “Check it. The gun is out of ammo too.”

      Kemp examined the rifle then checked the magazine. When he looked over at the man with the bushy beard, he saw him nod at him.

      “The gun is empty too, Mike.”

      Kemp released the useless rifle and cursed as he gazed up at the fire escape where his loaded rifles lay out of reach. All he had left were baseball bats and knives, and he was facing a man who had a gun. Fortunately, he was holding the women as hostages, and they outnumbered the man. If the guy wanted the women to keep breathing, he’d have to give up his weapon. Kemp stepped out from behind Franny and tried to appear as if he were in control.

      He pointed at Tanner. “Hey hotshot, how do I know your gun isn’t empty too?”

      Tanner shifted the position of his gun hand and placed a round into the head of a man who was holding a machete. The body dropped to the ground with a thud as the machete clanked against the pavement.

      “Does that answer your question?”

      Kemp brought his hands up and gripped the sides of his head. “You son of a bitch.”

      “Let the women go and we’ll be on our way. Otherwise, I’ll kill you.”

      Kemp pointed at him. “I want your gun. If you don’t give it up, we’ll kill the women.”

      Tanner holstered his weapon. “There are nine of you. If you want the gun, come get it.”

      Kemp grinned. “You heard the man, boys. Go get that gun.”
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        * * *

      

      Joshua was wearing a black hoodie that belonged to Miller. He could hide his face within the folds of the hood when he passed through the gates. The leather vest he’d been wearing over his T-shirt lay on the living room floor beside the whiteboard. Joshua wanted nothing further to do with Die Fistulous. He was done being played as a useful idiot.

      Joshua had spoken to the security guards earlier while wearing a mask. They wouldn’t recognize him, but he still wanted to avoid having his face being seen by any of them, wearing the hood could help with that. He had allowed Miller and Naya to get dressed, but he insisted that they do so while he kept them in sight.

      Joshua had the gun trained on Miller. The man looked to be in decent shape and was taller and bigger than he was. Joshua wasn’t sure he could take him if they fought. Miller wasn’t acting aggressive and seemed as if he wanted to get things over with. Joshua told them that if they helped him get Haley to a doctor that he’d let them go and they would never see him again.

      As for Naya, she glared at Joshua with murderous intent. She had not liked being burned with the hot bulb and Joshua believed she wanted payback. He didn’t care. He’d already been away from Haley for too long.

      Judging by the increasing flashes of lightning and the rising volume of thunder, the black clouds overhead were getting ready to burst open and release a deluge. If they hurried, he might be able to have Haley in a doctor’s care before that happened and avoid dealing with the storm.

      Naya finished dressing by sliding her feet into a pair of stylish boots, then she and Miller looked at Joshua expectantly.

      “What now?” Miller asked.

      “I know Naya drives a sports car. What do you drive, Miller?”

      “A Mercedes sedan, E-Class.”

      “That figures. We’ll take your car.”
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        * * *

      

      They had to make a stop at the gates on their way out. Joshua was in the back seat with the hood pulled up. He held Miller’s phone in one hand and looked down at the screen as if he were playing a game on the device.

      The gun was in his other hand and hidden from sight. He had warned Miller and Naya that he would shoot them if they attempted to signal the guards that they were in trouble. Miller had promised that he wouldn’t try anything, while Naya had just sneered at him.

      One of the guards approached the driver’s side and motioned for Miller to lower his window. When it was down, the guard offered some advice.

      “It’s insane out there, Mr. Miller. And they’re saying on the radio that the National Guard is about to take over the city. You might want to stay up here and hunker down.”

      “I understand but it can’t be helped. The cell service is down in the area, and I have an important phone call to make. I’ll just drive far enough to pick up a new cell tower, make my call, and come back here.”

      “Me and a couple of the guys could come with you. Having a little firepower out there wouldn’t hurt.”

      “There’s a gun in the car,” Miller said. “And I’m not afraid to use it.”

      “You know best,” the guard said, and sent a wave to one of the guards in the booth. A moment later, the iron gates parted, and Miller was driving them down the hill.

      Joshua lowered the hood and spoke to Miller. “You did good. When you get to the bottom of the hill, make a sharp right onto the grass, then follow the stream. I’ll tell you where to stop.”

      “You want me to ride on the grass? There are rocks down there; I could damage my undercarriage.”

      “You were bragging about making seven figures. That’s more than enough money to get the car fixed.”

      Miller smiled at him by using the rearview mirror. “I guess you’re right.”

      Joshua didn’t like that smile. It made him think that Miller might have something up his sleeve.

      After a bumpy ride along the bank of the stream, they arrived at the spot where he’d left Haley. Joshua had Miller position the car so that the headlights were aimed at the trees. Joshua was relieved to see that Haley was still there, although she appeared to be unconscious.

      “You’re coming with me, Miller. You can carry Haley while I keep the gun aimed at your back. Turn off the engine and give me your key fob. Naya, you stay here. Once we get Haley to a doctor, I don’t care what you two do.”

      “We’re doing everything you say, Joshua,” Miller told him as he handed him the key fob. Afterwards, he leaned toward Naya and kissed her. As their lips separated, Miller whispered to her. “Look in the glove box.”

      “What did you say to her?” Joshua asked.

      “I told Naya that I wouldn’t let you hurt her again. We’re following your orders. Are you really going to let us go?”

      “Yes.”

      Miller opened his door. “Then let’s go get your girlfriend.”

      As Joshua and Miller were walking away from the car, Naya opened the glove box and peered inside. She saw a jumble of papers that consisted of receipts, paper napkins from a fast-food restaurant, and an unpaid parking ticket. Pushing those aside she found the car’s owner manual. When she lifted that up, a gun was revealed. It was a small gun, a two-shot Derringer that was loaded with .45 ammo. Naya knew little about guns, but she understood that the one she was looking at could end Joshua’s threat. She reached into the glove box, removed the gun, and left the car. She had never killed anyone before, but she was looking forward to placing a bullet into Joshua’s heart.
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            The Gauntlet

          

        

      

    

    
      Franny was holding her breath as she watched eight men armed with knives and baseball bats close in on her employer and friend, Cody Parker. It seemed a certainty that Cody was about to be seriously injured or killed.

      When she searched her friend’s face, Franny was shocked. Cody appeared calm. He was standing with his knees slightly bent, head swiveling to take in all threats, and his gloved hands were held up in front of him like a boxer, but with unclenched fists. His eyes, those unusual eyes, appeared fiercer than ever, and there wasn’t a trace of fear in them. What he broadcast was confidence. There was something else as well, some indefinable quality that made Cody seem like a different man to her. As the men drew closer to Cody, Franny realized what that trait was. It was the predatory glint in her friend’s eyes. Cody Parker’s bearing wasn’t the mien of someone about to be preyed upon, no, he had the look of a predator about to feast.
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        * * *

      

      Franny herself was being threatened by Kemp. He had told the two men who’d been holding Franny and Wendy at knifepoint to join the others in attacking Tanner. Kemp held Wendy by the wrist in a tight grip while keeping the tip of a blade hovering beneath Franny’s chin. The three of them stood watching as Kemp’s remaining eight thugs moved in on Tanner.

      Wendy spoke in a voice was little more than a whisper. “Oh God, they’re going to kill him.”

      Franny, having registered the lack of fear in Cody Parker, found herself smiling. “He’ll be all right.”
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        * * *

      

      Cody Parker had trained to defend himself for decades, ever since he became the apprentice of Tanner Six, Spenser Hawke. High-level self-defense had been a part of his instruction and also an obsession. Cody had been forced to watch his family die when he was a boy of sixteen. After suffering that horrendous loss, he made a vow to himself that he would never again be defeated by superior odds, and that he would someday become the deadliest man alive. He had kept that vow and proven himself many times.

      Facing off against eight men armed with knives and clubs wasn’t a challenge for him. If their numbers were to triple, they would not defeat him. Cody Parker, Tanner Seven, wasn’t simply the deadliest man alive, he was the deadliest man who’d ever lived.

      An attacker holding a baseball bat high over his head released a war cry and came at Tanner from his right. He was the man with the bushy beard. At that same moment, a man at his back lunged at him with a knife. Tanner crouched low, ducked beneath the thrust of the blade, and grabbed the hand holding the knife. The blade was forced into an upward angle where it sank into the abdomen of the man bringing the bat down, and the knife-wielder’s arm took the brunt of the blow delivered by the baseball bat. The power delivered by the bat broke a bone while forcing the knife to slice downward. Both men released screams as one had his stomach ripped open and the other had a broken arm.

      When Tanner straightened to his full height, he was gripping the bat with one hand while holding it at arm’s length. He swung it while turning in a circle. The thick head of the bat moved in a blur of motion. It caught one charging man on the mouth with a vicious strike, broke another’s nose, and Tanner finished the swing low to smash it against the knee of a third thug holding a knife; he was the beefy man who Franny had encountered earlier.

      While those men were reacting to the fresh pain of their injuries, Tanner brought the bat down hard against the skull of the man with the broken arm, the one with the bushy beard. The guy had been attempting to reclaim his dropped blade with his left hand. He was out of the fight, as Tanner had cracked his skull.

      His next move was to use the bat one-handed again as he whipped it around. It connected with the hand of a man holding a Ka-Bar knife and broke three of his fingers. The thug let go of the blade.

      One man was down for the count, another was attempting to keep his intestines from spilling out, and four others had injuries that had them spitting out teeth, bleeding from the nose, cradling a wrecked hand, and moving with a limp. Tanner wasn’t through. He was just getting started.

      He released the bat and picked up the Ka-Bar with the seven-inch blade. At a glance, Tanner could see that the blade’s edge was honed to a razor sharpness. His next victim was an uninjured man holding his own knife. The guy was so huge that the blade he held out in front of him looked like a toy in his massive hand. Tanner came at him fast and inflicted deep cuts on his wrist and fingers before firing out a foot to kick the blade from his hand. Finding himself defenseless, the brute soon found himself bleeding to death from four stab wounds that were delivered in under a second.

      Although dying, the oaf was still useful, Tanner gripped the big man by his shirtfront and propelled him toward two of his friends, knocking them down. As the men were attempting to stand, Tanner appeared above them holding a bat. Eleven hard frenzied swings later and the three men were flat on their backs, suffering from broken bones, fractured skulls, and moaning as one.

      There were three men still standing. They were the men Tanner had first struck with the bat. The guy who’d had his front teeth knocked out and the man with the bloody nose looked incensed, but the one with the injured knee was holding up his hands in a pleading gesture.

      “I’ve had enough.”

      Tanner was about to tell him to leave when the man with the busted teeth plunged his blade into the guy’s back, at the base of his spine. His victim fell to the ground while screaming as his legs gave out. The man who’d stabbed him spat at him.

      “You’re a damn coward, Marvin!”

      The man with the bloody nose nodded in agreement and raised the bat he was holding. “We can take him. I’ll hit him with the bat, and you stab him.”

      Tanner waited for them to make their move. It didn’t take long. They came at him together, then the man with the knife tried to ease behind him while his friend took swings at Tanner to distract him. Tanner used his own bat to block the attack before going on the offensive. He sent a kick into the groin of the man with the bat, before swinging his bat behind him. The bat caught the guy at his rear in the face and did damage to his left eye.

      To his credit, the bastard shook off the pain and stabbed at Tanner. The tip of his knife struck the head of the bat and became embedded in it. Tanner released the bat and the sudden weight of it pulled the knife from the man’s grip. He suffered a fatal blow as Tanner delivered a kick to his throat that crushed his windpipe.

      When Tanner turned to deal with the last man, he found that he was on the ground in the fetal position, still suffering from the vicious blow to his groin. Tanner smashed a booted foot down on the man’s head several times and finished with a strike to his throat, he then turned to stare at Michael Kemp.

      “Drop your knife.”
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        * * *

      

      Twenty-nine seconds earlier, Kemp watched as eight of his men moved in to kill one man. Less than a half minute later, his men were dead, dying, or in a world of pain. When he looked at the man who had destroyed them, he was amazed to see that the guy wasn’t even breathing hard.

      “Who the fuck are you?”

      “I’m the man who’s going to kill you. Drop that knife.”

      Tanner unholstered his weapon and aimed it toward Kemp, who had stepped behind Franny while holding his blade to her throat. Kemp was still gripping Wendy’s wrist with his left hand. Wendy attempted to pull free, and Kemp went off-balance. To steady himself, he had to move the hand holding the knife and take a step backwards. With the knife removed from her throat, Franny moved away from Kemp, leaving a clear shot open for Tanner.

      Two rounds were fired. They both struck Kemp in his abdomen. Tanner wanted him to die, but he didn’t want it to be quick. He didn’t know Kemp’s name, but he knew the man had led a gang that had been looting, killing, and raping. A quick death was too kind.

      Kemp’s grip on Wendy’s wrist vanished along with his strength. He sat on the ground and looked down at his white shirt, which was rapidly turning red. Then the pain hit full force and he fell onto his back and groaned.

      Wendy walked over to stand beside Franny while gawking at Tanner. “Mr. Parker, where did you learn to fight like that? It was like something you’d see in a movie.”

      Tanner ignored Wendy’s question and asked one of his own, while he took the time to load a fresh magazine into his gun. “Are you two okay?”

      Franny smiled at him. “We are thanks to you.”

      Tanner pointed at Kemp’s pickup truck. The keys were in it, and it had been left running. “Let’s go gather up Jake and get out of here.”

      They drove off as the dark clouds above finally released the rain, which came down in a torrent. Behind them were fourteen men who were either dead or dying.
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            Tables Turned

          

        

      

    

    
      Joshua knelt beside Haley as she was stirring awake. Her eyes opened, took him in, then closed again. Joshua tried to wake her, but it was no use. The injury to her head was serious and she’d been slipping in and out of consciousness.

      “She won’t wake up,” he told Miller.

      Miller sent him a shrug, signifying his disinterest.

      Joshua raised the gun he was holding and pointed it at Miller. When he saw movement behind Miller, he shifted the gun that way and saw that it was Naya.

      Joshua glared at her. “I told you to stay in the car.”

      “I know. I ignored you.”

      Miller looked at Naya and raised an eyebrow. Naya answered him by nodding once. She had the Derringer tucked into a pocket of the jacket she wore and was waiting for a chance to use it.

      She pointed at Haley. “Is she dead?”

      “No, she’s not dead,” Joshua said. “But Haley needs a doctor. Miller, you pick up Haley and carry her to the car. If you try to hurt her, I’ll shoot you.”

      Miller approached Haley’s prone form and crouched down in preparation to lift her. Joshua had turned away from Naya to watch Miller, and that’s when Naya brought out the gun. She jammed the double barrel of the small pistol against the left side of Joshua’s head. He jumped at the feel of the metal, cut his eyes toward her, and realized it was a gun Naya had pressed against his temple.

      “Drop the gun, Joshua,” Naya said. Her words had as much steel in them as the weapon she was holding.

      Joshua hesitated to act as he tried to think of a way to turn the situation back in his favor. He could come up with nothing. If he threatened to shoot Miller, Naya could promise to kill him afterwards. If he tried shooting Naya, it was a safe bet that she would pull her trigger and place a bullet in his brain.

      Joshua dropped the gun. The key fob was in his other hand, and he dropped that too; after doing so, he begged Naya to help Haley.

      “Take revenge out on me for what I did to you back at the house, but please get Haley to a doctor.”

      Miller rose from the ground beside Haley, walked over, and claimed his property from the ground where Joshua had dropped it. After placing the key fob in his pocket and tucking the gun into his waistband, he slammed a fist against the side of Joshua’s head. Joshua was still groaning from the pain of the first blow when Miller struck him in the face. Joshua went down and Miller kept after him.

      Miller had been a boxer as a teen. Of his twelve fights, he’d won ten of them, all by knockout. Those days were more than twenty years ago. Although he’d lost much of the hand speed and endurance he’d had at seventeen, he’d grown stronger, bigger, and he was filled with rage toward Joshua.

      Joshua tried to defend himself, but he was no fighter. Most of Miller’s punches made it past his raised arms and caused ruin to his face. Joshua’s nose was broken, his lips split, and he was having trouble seeing out of his left eye. Joshua was on the verge of passing out when Naya shouted at Miller to stop.

      Miller turned to look at her with his chest heaving from exertion, and there was blood dripping off the knuckles of his right hand.

      “He deserves a beating.”

      “He deserves worse than that; the son of a bitch burned me. Step away from him.”

      Miller stood and backed away as Naya moved closer. She was holding the Derringer out at arm’s length.

      “Joshua. Look at me, Joshua.”

      Joshua heard Naya’s voice over the sound of his own moans. He gazed up at her with his one good eye and saw her smile.

      “You fucked with the wrong person,” Naya said. She pulled the trigger while taking aim at Joshua’s heart.

      Agony exploded in Joshua’s chest. The pain eclipsed the aches of the beating by magnitudes. Had he been able to draw a breath, Joshua would have screamed.

      Someone screamed for him. It was Haley. She had regained consciousness while Joshua was being pummeled by Miller. After witnessing Naya shoot her lover, Haley experienced a jolt of adrenalin that got her up and moving. Her flight reflex had kicked in and she tried to flee.

      “You killed him! You killed Joshua.”

      In a state of panic and without a sense of direction, Haley ran toward the bank of the stream. To call her movements running was being kind. Haley staggered along in a zigzagging motion, as she was affected by the concussion that caused her to experience vertigo. Haley stumbled, fell, made it back to her feet, then fell again.

      The next time she rose, Naya was at her back and pointing the Derringer at her. Haley had seen her shoot Joshua. She couldn’t be allowed to tell anyone. Naya took aim at Haley’s head and pulled the trigger. At least she tried to, but the trigger seemed frozen.

      Miller called to her. “You have to cock the hammer to fire the other chamber.”

      “What?”

      Miller was about to repeat himself when he saw Haley make it to her feet again. He raised his gun, sighted in on Haley, and fired three times. A trio of slugs entered Haley’s body, to rip through her and exit out her breasts. She hit the ground and her body rolled toward the lip of the bank and into the stream, to be carried away.

      Joshua had been a witness to Haley’s murder. The shot to his chest had caused damage but wasn’t fatal. He released a cry of emotional pain as he watched the woman he loved be slaughtered. The sound went unheard by Naya or Miller because it had coincided with a loud clap of thunder.

      A torrent of rain began falling and Joshua felt himself slipping away. Miller had beaten him to the edge of unconsciousness, and now he was teetering over that edge. He passed out, and it was a mercy, for it would grant him a reprieve from having to deal with Haley’s loss.
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        * * *

      

      Naya and Miller were getting soaked to the skin, but Miller insisted that they make certain Joshua was dead. Naya rushed over to Joshua and pointed down at him.

      “He’s dead. I shot him in the heart.”

      Miller had his shoulders hunched against the rain and was blinking water out of his eyes. “I don’t see any blood.”

      “In this rain. It’s all being washed away. Anyway, I shot him in the heart. There wouldn’t be much blood.”

      Lightning struck the ground four hundred feet away. Naya jumped at the sound, then she turned and began running.

      “I’m getting back in the car.”

      Miller gave Joshua a last look and followed her. The rain was coming down so forcefully that he could feel the weight of it on his shoulders.

      Once he was back in the car, he wiped the water from his face, then asked Naya to hand him the Derringer. When he had it, he lowered the window and chucked the gun into the stream. The Glock followed. He explained his actions to Naya.

      “They’re murder weapons. We don’t want to risk being caught with them.”

      Naya nodded her understanding and put the heat on in the car. Ten minutes later, they were back at the house on the hill, out of the rain, and believed themselves to be safe.

      They were wrong.
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            Revelation

          

        

      

    

    
      Tanner drove Kemp’s pickup through the driving rain with haste yet also with a degree of caution. There was debris on every street, including bodies. Whenever they came across an unmoving form, Tanner would stop and shine the headlights on the person and honk the horn. None of them moved or showed signs of life. In most cases, it was obvious by their wounds or vacant eyes that they were dead.

      Franny was seated beside him with Wendy on her right. Tanner was aware that Franny had been watching him from the corner of her eye and understood the reason for it.

      He had bested eight men armed with clubs and knives, and he had done so with ease and efficiency. He’d been given no choice but to do so, and there had been no way to keep Franny from witnessing it.

      Cody Parker was a cattle rancher from Texas. When surrounded by eight men intent on harming him he should have been killed or beaten to a pulp. He didn’t have a mark on him, and he had inflicted pain and death on his opponents without hesitation and while displaying great skill at hand-to-hand combat.

      Franny was no fool, and she had been in his household for more than a year and seen things that were incongruent with Cody’s identity as a cattle rancher. What she may or may not suspect about him, he didn’t know, but he hoped it wouldn’t lead to her wanting to leave the ranch and seek employment elsewhere. Along with being the best housekeeper he and Sara had ever had, Franny was a friend and considered family by himself, Sara, and the children.
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        * * *

      

      They reached the building where he’d left Jake and Tanner pulled the truck to the curb. He told Franny and Wendy that he would need their help in getting Jake to the truck.

      It was tough to see beyond the windows because of the driving rain, but upon stepping out of the pickup, Tanner noticed that Jake’s motorcycle was in pieces. It looked as if someone had rolled over the machine with something heavy and had done so several times.

      The street was deserted, and yet, a throng was still gathered over by the courthouse despite the rain. They were the die-hard protestors determined to get to Kyle Anderson and string him up.

      Wendy rushed toward the building’s entrance, eager to reach her boyfriend and make sure that he was all right. Tanner caught up to her and put out a hand to stop her.

      “Let me go in first. There could be trouble.”

      Wendy nodded while nibbling on her bottom lip.

      Tanner stood to the right of the damaged entry doors and called to Jake. When he heard a reply, he smiled.

      “I’m still here, Mr. Parker. Did you find Wendy?”

      Wendy could restrain herself no longer and rushed past Tanner and into the building’s lobby. Jake was where Tanner had left him, but he was no longer alone. There was a body on the floor several yards away from him. It was a man with a bandana covering the lower part of his face. A single gunshot wound was visible on the gray T-shirt the corpse wore. Laying near his right hand was an old revolver. There were two boxes near the body, each containing an expensive video game system. The man with the revolver had looted the merchandise.

      After Wendy and Jake kissed and rejoiced in finally being together, Jake pointed toward the figure on the floor.

      “That guy ran in here when the rain started. When he saw me sitting here, he took a shot at me and missed. I didn’t miss.”

      “I’m glad I left you the gun.”

      Jake grinned. “Not as glad as I am. But my knee is no better than when you left me, and it’s swollen. I’m going to need help getting out of here.”

      Franny and Wendy were glad to see that Jake had their purses. They had both been dreading going back up to Townsend’s office to retrieve them.

      When Franny spotted a clock that was on the wall above the elevator, she pointed at it. “Is that the right time?”

      “Yeah,” Tanner said.

      Franny shook her head in wonder. Barely two hours had passed since the riot began, and yet it had felt more like ten hours to her.

      Tanner helped Jake to stand, then Franny and Wendy supported him as they moved outside. The pickup was as Tanner had left it. He unlocked it and Wendy and Jake took the rear seats while Franny sat up front with him.

      He had turned the truck around and was headed toward the highway when he saw a massive glow on the horizon. Vehicles were coming. There were a lot of them, and they were large. It appeared that the National Guard was making an appearance in force.

      Not wanting to be detained or questioned, Tanner took the truck off-road. They were a hundred yards into the woods when several helicopters flew overhead. Whatever remained of the protest and rioting was soon to be quashed as the National Guard arrived in greater numbers.

      Tanner found a path through the sparse woods that was parallel to the route he had traveled on foot earlier. It was a rough ride, and he was forced to back up and find a different way forward several times, but eventually he reached the cleared land that bordered the stream.

      He brought the truck to a stop when he arrived at the spot where he had pulled Joshua and Haley out of the water.

      “Why are we stopping here?” Franny asked.

      “I have to check on someone, two people actually. I ran into them on my way to find you and the woman was in bad shape. I want to see if they’re okay.”

      “I’ll come with you.”

      “No. Stay here and get behind the wheel. I’ll be back in ten minutes or less. If there’s trouble, or I don’t come back in that time, take off, and I’ll find you later.”

      Before Franny could respond, Tanner had left the truck and stepped into the rain. She moved over to sit behind the wheel and heard Jake make an observation.

      “Your boss is a hell of a guy, Franny.”

      “That he is,” Franny said.
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        * * *

      

      Tanner came upon the leather vest Haley had been wearing along with the thermal blanket that had been covering her. He was beginning to think her absence from the scene was a good thing, but then he spotted Joshua.

      Tanner grimaced as he took in the damage to Joshua’s face. Someone had really worked the young man over good. One eye was closed, his lips cut and swollen, and his nose broken. When he placed a hand on his chest to check if he was breathing, he felt something hard beneath the fabric of the hoodie Joshua was wearing. It turned out to be a small computer tablet, and it had a bullet hole in it. A check of Joshua’s chest revealed the bullet wound, and the rear of the bullet. The slug’s force must have been spent by its path through the computer tablet. And yet, it still had enough energy to pierce Joshua’s flesh. Its impact with the tablet had jammed the device against his chest and caused the skin around the wound to form a rectangular bruise that was a deep purple.

      Tanner jammed the computer tablet under his shirt then searched the area near Joshua for Haley. When he couldn’t find her, Tanner lifted Joshua and headed for the pickup truck. Joshua was out cold and hung limply in his arms.

      Franny had spotted him coming back. She left the truck and helped Tanner to load Joshua into the front seat, where he would be propped up between the two of them.

      Franny blanched when she saw Joshua’s face. “Good Lord, who beat him like that?”

      “I don’t know. His name is Joshua, and he was with a young woman named Haley. He was fine when I left him earlier. Now he looks like this, was shot by someone, and Haley is missing. We have to get him to a hospital. But not in San Padre. Any hospital here will be a zoo tonight.”

      “There’s a good hospital not far from here in Alameda,” Wendy said. “They can help your friend and treat Jake’s knee.”

      Tanner asked Franny to drive so that he could keep the unconscious Joshua from falling over. They reached the rental vehicle he had left in the parking lot of the post office a few minutes later, and Tanner announced that it was time for them to split up.

      “I don’t want to be questioned by the police, Jake. I’d appreciate it if you and Wendy kept my name out of anything you tell the cops.”

      “I plan to play dumb myself,” Jake said. “And we both owe you for saving us.” Jake handed Tanner back the gun he had given him. “You might want to get rid of that. If the cops find it, they’ll link it to the man I shot in the lobby of that building.”

      “It will disappear. And I need another favor.”

      “Just ask,” Wendy said.

      “Take Joshua with you to the hospital. I think he was involved in the protest, but I also think there’s something else going on with him.”

      “What should we say about him? Jake asked.

      “As little as possible. Say you found him lying near the stream and that you don’t know his name.”

      “We can do that,” Jake said.

      Wendy and Jake moved into the front of the pickup truck, and Joshua was secured with seat belts across the rear seats. Before they separated, Franny and Wendy hugged. They had been through much in the last few hours; it had created a bond between them. Tanner shook Jake’s hand, received a peck on the lips from Wendy, and it was time to part ways.

      Tanner and Franny watched the young couple drive off toward the hospital as they sat in the rental car.

      “Should I drop you at your hotel?” Tanner asked.

      “No. I’m sure the entire city is in lockdown by now. What were your plans?”

      “I’ll head to Caleb’s farm. It’s about a two-hour drive from here.”

      “I’ll go with you, then I’ll return to the city when I know it’s safe.”

      “That sounds like the smart thing to do,” Tanner said. When he looked at Franny, he saw that she was staring at him.

      “Is there something you’d like to ask me, Franny?”

      “There is.”

      “Yes?”

      “Who are you? I mean really.”

      “I’m really Cody Parker… but I am known by some under another name.”

      Franny stared again, as silence grew between them. Silence was a relative term in this case, given how much noise the frantic motion of the windshield wipers created along with the din of the fierce rain beating down on the vehicle’s roof. Before the quiet between them could become awkward, Franny whispered four words.

      “You’re Tanner, the assassin.” It was not a question. It was a statement.

      Tanner shifted the car into drive. “Well, I guess we won’t lack for conversation during the ride to the farm.” He started the rental car to moving and off into the rain-soaked night they went.
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            Truth And Consequences

          

        

      

    

    
      With Franny’s revelation that she knew who Cody was, he asked her how she had found out.

      “It was a lot of little things really. I know your personal history, the tragedy that befell your family when you were still a boy. Something like that would make a person want to crawl into a cave and hide or make them angry enough to want to fight back. You’re too tough a person to hide from life or seek refuge from pain by becoming an addict. That means you decided to act, to fight back in some way.”

      “You didn’t believe that I was in the Witness Protection Program for years?”

      “I did at first. It would be understandable if you took that route to protect yourself, but again, little things about you didn’t add up.”

      “Such as?”

      “Oh, nothing glaringly obvious to an outsider, but we’ve been living under the same roof. I’ve seen you with your shirt off numerous times, and I know a healed bullet wound when I see one. You have at least eight of them, along with various other scars.”

      “Alonso Alvarado and his men were responsible for some of the gunshot wounds, and I nearly died from the shot to the chest he gave me.”

      “Is that story true?”

      “About Alvarado attacking the ranch?”

      “No. I’d never doubt that. I was referring to the story about you going down to Mexico and killing him inside his fortress.”

      “Yes. I killed him; I had help doing it.”

      Franny gave a little shake of her head. “Remarkable. And were you also the rival assassin mentioned in Jacques Durand’s book about Maurice Scallato?”

      “Yes. Scallato had marked me for death, so I decided to return the favor.”

      “In the book, it stated that you were the seventh in a line of trained assassins. Is that true?”

      “Yes. I’m Tanner Seven.”

      They grew quiet again. A few minutes later, Cody asked her a question. “How long have you known that I was Tanner?”

      “I suspected you weren’t just a cattle rancher after the first time Thomas Lawson visited the ranch. It’s rumored that Lawson has great power in Washington D.C., and it seemed odd that he was a friend of yours.”

      “But you didn’t think that I was Tanner. When did you come to that conclusion?”

      “I guess you can blame Raymond.”

      “Crash?”

      Franny smiled. “I suppose I’m the only one who doesn’t call him by that nickname, but yes, it was Raymond who got me to wondering if you could be Tanner.”

      Cody was disappointed by that news. Crash had given him his word he would never tell anyone that he was Tanner. Crash and Franny were close, but he still believed he could trust the older man.

      “When did Crash tell you about me?”

      “He didn’t. How could he?”

      “It sounded like the two of you discussed me.”

      “Raymond has never said a word about Tanner, although I know he likes you a great deal. I was talking about that assassins’ website he has. After I began spending time on there, reading about Tanner and the way his eyes have been described, the intensity of his gaze. Cody, it sounded like they were talking about you.”

      “So, you’re saying that Crash didn’t tell you I was Tanner?”

      “No. Are you saying that he knows?”

      “He knows, and so does his daughter, Caroline.”

      “Hmm, I guess Raymond can keep a secret. How did he find out?”

      “Caroline moved here from California to help out her late mother-in-law shortly before the woman became ill, and eventually Caroline figured out who I was. She later told Crash, and then I figured out that they knew.”

      “Caroline has a crush on you, if you haven’t noticed.”

      “She has a crush on Tanner. She and Crash are both groupies.”

      Franny laughed. “They’re not alone. Most of the people who post on Raymond’s website are fans of yours. No offense, but I find it all very odd.”

      “So do I, and I’ve told Crash that.”

      “Has Sara always known who you are?”

      “She knew before we became involved with each other. And before that, our relationship was… very different.”

      “She remarked once that you two didn’t always get along. That’s hard to believe seeing you together now.”

      “And what about us, Franny? How does knowing that I’m Tanner make you feel about me?”

      “You’re an assassin. That means you kill people for money. I have trouble seeing you in that light. At least, I did until tonight.”

      “I’ve killed people and have been paid to do it. But I’m a Tanner. Tanners live by a set of rules. I’ve never killed an innocent, and I never will.”

      “You killed tonight. If you hadn’t done so, Wendy and I wouldn’t be alive. I also killed people tonight, and I’ll be damned if I regret it.”

      “Will you be coming back to Texas with us once you’re done here?”

      Franny turned in her seat to stare at Cody. She was surprised by the question.

      “Yes, I’ll come back. I consider the ranch to be my home. Did you think I was so shocked by learning who you are that I wouldn’t want anything to do with you?”

      “That thought occurred to me.”

      Franny touched him on the arm. “I know who you are, Cody Parker. I’ve seen you with your children, and I know how much you do for the town and your friends. You are a damn good man, and I’m proud to call you my friend.”

      “Thank you. I would have hated to see you leave us. You’re like family, Franny. It’s why I rushed to San Padre to help you.”

      “If you hadn’t… I think I’d be dead right now.”

      Cody checked his phone and saw that he was able to get a signal again. He held it up for Franny to see.

      “I’m going to call Sara and tell her we’re on our way.”

      Franny looked at her own phone and smiled. “Raymond must have learned about the riot. He’s sent me over a dozen texts and voice messages. I’ll send him a text telling him that I’m fine.”

      “Why not call him?”

      “I will tomorrow. But when we have a conversation about you, I want that to be in person.”

      “I think he’ll be relieved that you know about me, and so will Sara. She’s never liked having to keep things from you or come up with excuses for some of my absences.”

      “And what about the children? They’re young now, but they won’t always be. Sooner or later, they’ll begin asking questions.”

      “I guess I’ll deal with that then. It was a risk coming back to Texas and reclaiming my name, but Sara made me see that I could have a real life. So far, I’ve no regrets.”

      “Stark is lucky to have you call the town home.”

      “It is home. I was born there, and I hope to die there someday surrounded by my family. Speaking of which…”

      Tanner called Sara’s phone and heard her pick up after one ring.

      “Is everything all right, Cody?”

      “Yes. Franny is safe. She’s with me and we’re heading to the farm now.”

      “I’m watching TV. They’re showing images from San Padre. It looks like a war took place there and the National Guard has taken control of the city.”

      Tanner glanced down at a compartment between the seats, where he had stashed the damaged computer tablet he’d found on Joshua.

      “This was more than a riot. How much more I don’t know.”

      “Let me speak to Franny for a moment.”

      “Okay, and the three of us need to talk when we get to Caleb’s farm.”

      “Is something wrong?”

      “Something has changed. We’ll discuss it soon. Here’s Franny.”

      Tanner passed his phone to Franny and heard her assure Sara that she was all right. Franny being aware of who he was could become a problem, but he didn’t think it would be. While he was a man who could be devious and cunning when he needed to be, he didn’t like being sneaky or having to watch his every word while in his own home. Now that Franny knew he was Tanner, he and Sara could drop their guard around her.

      He thought about his children. As Franny pointed out, they wouldn’t always be young, and neither of them lacked intelligence or perceptiveness. There might come a time when he would have to tell them the truth about himself. Then again, maybe not. Perhaps when that time came, he would have stepped aside, and Henry would be Tanner Eight.

      He pushed the subject from his mind. Whatever happened, it would take place in the future, and like everything else that came his way, he would deal with it to the best of his ability. That was all anyone could ask of themselves.
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      ROBBINSTOWN, CALIFORNIA

      

      After their arrival at Caleb’s farm, Franny was exhausted and only wanted to sleep. She asked Cody to postpone telling Sara that she knew he was Tanner until after she had said goodnight and gone to bed.

      Cody did as she asked. And when they were alone later in bed, he told Sara what had happened in San Padre, and of Franny’s new knowledge.

      Sara took in a deep breath and released it in a huff. “I guess it was just a matter of time until she figured it out. After all, we live in the same house and she’s too intelligent not to notice things.”

      “I’m sure she’ll have questions for you, and I’ll answer any new questions she has for me too. But I don’t think she’s appalled that I’m an assassin.”

      “It doesn’t hurt that you saved her life today. And aside from that, Franny knows you, Cody, knows what kind of man you are, and she respects you. I’m not surprised she’s handling things well.”
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        * * *

      

      Cody had gone on to tell Sara about helping Joshua and Haley out of the rushing water of the stream, and of later finding Haley missing and Joshua beaten and wounded.

      When he grabbed the computer tablet off the nightstand where he’d set it, he’d explained to Sara that he had found it on Joshua, and that he thought it might be significant in some way.

      “Why do you say that?”

      “When I first saw him, Joshua was dressed in a T-shirt and wearing a leather vest. Later, when I found him after he’d been beaten, the vest was gone, and he was wearing a hoodie. All he had were the clothes on his back, so where did the hoodie come from? And he did have cargo pants on, but he didn’t have anything as big as this tablet in the pockets when I first met him. I would have noticed when I was looking him over for weapons.”

      “So, between the two times you saw him he must have gone somewhere or made contact with someone else.”

      “That’s right. And he had this tablet hidden in the pouch pocket of the hoodie for some reason. If the jacket hadn’t ridden up on him and placed this tablet over his heart, he’d be dead by now. He could still be dead, or in a coma; he took a hell of a beating.”

      “Let me see that,” Sara said, and Cody handed her the tablet. After studying the hole where a bullet had passed through, she had a suggestion. “I think it might be possible to retrieve data from this, but you would need someone who really knows computers to do it.”

      “We know someone like that, Kate Barlow. She’s not only a hacker, but she has a degree in computer engineering. I think I’ll send this off to her tomorrow and see what she can do with it.”

      “Why are you so interested in what might be on there?”

      “I guess I’m curious. My gut is telling me that it means something. If I’m wrong and there’s nothing important on that tablet, then I’ll let it go.”

      “Has your gut ever been wrong?”

      “No. But there have been times that I’ve misunderstood what it was trying to tell me. Maybe the computer tablet is a dead end, and it’s Joshua who might have something important to say. When Franny returns to the San Padre area, I’ll be going with her.”

      “Tomorrow?”

      “I doubt it. Things will still be crazy there. But it should be safe for her to return the day after.”

      “Good. We’re here on vacation and to spend time with Caleb. After what you went through finding Franny, you deserve to rest.”

      Cody sighed. “She came close to dying more than once. I know she’s not related to us by blood, but Franny is family. I made a vow a long time ago that I would always keep my family safe.”

      Sara kissed him. “And you’ve done that; Franny is here and she’s safe.”

      “And she knows that I’m Tanner, along with Crash and Caroline, Steve Mendez, the Barlows, and Laura, Henry’s grandmother. So much for keeping my identity as Tanner a secret.”

      Sara laughed. “Not one of those people would ever betray you, and I think they all love you. Face it, Cody, you’re not the lone wolf you used to be. You have friends around you, and you’ll always have me and the children.”

      Cody turned off his bedside lamp and took Sara in his arms. “You’ve changed my life in too many ways to count, and it’s all for the better. Thank you for that.”

      “I’ve never been happier either. And to think, we once tried to kill each other.”

      “I try not to think about that.”

      “When you were talking to Franny earlier, did the subject come up of how we met?”

      “No. I think you should tell her that story, if you want to.”

      “I’ll tell her if she ever wants to know.”

      “Lucas and Marian might ask about that someday too.”

      “I know. And maybe we’ll tell them when they’re old enough to understand.”

      “They’re both growing fast, especially Lucas. I think he’ll be taller than me someday, and stronger too. He might have inherited the great strength that runs on my side of the family.”

      “Like your cousin, White?”

      “Yeah, and White is the strongest man I know.”

      “Wow.”

      “What?”

      “You’re amazing now. I was imagining what you would be like if you also had incredible strength.”

      “I’ve got enough strength for some things,” Cody said, as he slipped a hand beneath the nightgown Sara was wearing.

      “You’ll be weak when I get done with you,” Sara said. She reached over to douse the light on her side of the bed, and the room was cloaked in darkness.
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      Morgan Miller awoke early and found that the fingers of his right hand were sore, and his knuckles were bruised. The pain and bruising were a result of using his fists on Joshua the night before. After swallowing a couple of tablets of a pain reliever, Miller went down to the kitchen in his robe and made coffee.

      He took his cup outside on the deck, but before he could take a seat, he needed to use a beach towel to dry off a chair that was wet from the previous night’s storm. When he was settled at a small, round wooden table, he sipped his coffee, stared out at the sea, and thought about the events of the preceding day.

      Shooting Haley wasn’t the first time Miller had killed someone. He’d lost track of how many people he’d killed while in the army, not through indifference, but because of how muddled things had been in a war zone.

      Haley wasn’t the first woman he killed either. Years earlier, he’d murdered a woman who had been an employee of Hexalcorp. The woman was beautiful, yet Miller noticed that she was giving a lot of attention to a chubby guy who worked in accounting. It was possible she found the man attractive, but it seemed unlikely, nor was the bean counter pulling down big bucks. If it wasn’t his looks or his money she was after, that meant she desired something else.

      Miller kept an eye on her. At the time, he was new with Hexalcorp, fresh out of the army, and working as a security guard at Hexalcorp’s main headquarters. He dressed in a uniform and hated it. He knew he was meant to be more than a guard and was eager to improve his standing in Hexalcorp.

      He followed the woman until he knew where she lived, then broke into her apartment on his day off. Once he was inside her filing cabinet, he figured out that she was a freelance investigative reporter. And she was good at it. She had uncovered wrongdoing at other corporations and in city governments.

      Miller bugged her apartment and placed hidden cameras in her living room, kitchen, and bedroom. Two days later, he recorded the reporter talking on the phone with a friend and bragging about how she was on the verge of gaining access to Hexalcorp’s financial records, their real financial records.

      Miller approached the VP in charge of corporate security and asked to speak with him alone. The man looked at him as if he were annoyed by the request. He had no time to waste on a lowly security guard who was probably going to ask him for a raise or a favor.

      Before the man could turn him down, Miller handed him an envelope. He had typed out a transcript of the conversation he’d recorded while leaving out names that would identify the reporter or the accountant who was feeding her information. That way, Miller wasn’t giving away everything he knew without an assurance that he would be compensated for his efforts.

      “Read that,” Miller told the man. “You’ll find it interesting.”

      Intrigued, the executive opened the envelope and began skimming the contents. When Miller saw his eyes widen, he knew he had the man’s attention.

      “Step into my office… mister… what’s your name?”

      Miller gave him his name, his real name, Keith Popovich, and the man told his assistant to hold all calls. Miller spent over an hour talking to the head of Hexalcorp’s security division that day. When they were done, he’d never have to wear a guard uniform again, had scored a fat bonus, doubled his salary, and had been given an assignment. He was to make certain the reporter’s story never saw the light of day and he had to keep her from talking. Miller accomplished both those tasks by killing the woman and making it seem as if she had died in a tragic car accident where alcohol was to blame. Sitting in the passenger seat of the car was the accountant who liked to talk too much to beautiful women.

      In time, Miller’s responsibilities grew along with Hexalcorp. He became known as the go-to-guy for anything that required finesse and extra-legal activities.

      Of late, he’d overseen the recruiting and managing of various groups of protestors. Die Fistulous was just one such faction. In a world where corporations were regularly harassed by protest groups opposing their business practices or their impact on different communities, it only made sense to control the narrative. Hexalcorp funded their own groups to use as controlled opposition. They could dictate how enthusiastically the groups became when they were the target of their ire, and later have the group’s leadership calm the people they led and convince them that Hexalcorp had agreed to make concessions. No concessions would be made, only the illusion of such would be given to appease the rank and file of the protest groups.

      As a bonus, Hexalcorp could direct the protest groups at their competition. Several competitors were weakened or destroyed by an operation of systematic attacks that included boycotts, letter writing campaigns, lobbying of lawmakers, and a media blitz designed to ruin a competitor’s reputation in the marketplace.

      Forming such groups was Miller’s idea, although to be fair, he’d stolen the practice from politics. More than one member of a political party was, in reality, a member of the rival party. Quite often, they were the ones who were most vehement about upholding the ideas of the party banner they ran for office under. If a scandal or a controversial issue arose involving the opposition party, they were the person reporters sought out for a quote or opinion. Their words were carefully chosen to not be too inflammatory, nor would they take any real action to bring about change. They invariably had long careers in Washington D.C., while at the same time complaining about how career politicians were not what the Founding Fathers had envisioned for the country.

      They were there to take the place of a true believer who would have gone after their opponents with zeal and righteous fury. When such a person did appear on the political scene, they were silenced by one method or another.

      This tactic was used by both ruling political parties, who in reality weren’t opposed to each other. They were just using that tried-and-true method of divide and conquer. No matter which party was in control, the political class won. They grew wealthier and more powerful while the people they governed lost. They lost their freedoms, their rights, and were taxed more every year.

      Miller, cynical by nature, thought their strategies were obvious, but most people were blind to them. The corporation he worked for, Hexalcorp, was determined to imitate the politicians’ success. They were constantly merging with other corporations or buying out their smaller competitors. Miller figured the day would eventually come when there would be only one corporation, and that single entity would rule all commerce worldwide. The politicians had their dream of an authoritarian one-world government, and Hexalcorp had a similar dream for the future of business.

      Miller’s protest groups were Hexalcorp’s controlled opposition, although ninety-nine percent of the group’s members had no idea they were being used. Joshua had found out Die Fistulous’s true purpose, and Miller had agreed with Naya’s decision to kill him. If Joshua had begun talking to others in the group, some would have believed him, and others would have instigated an investigation. That couldn’t happen. The lie had to be maintained, otherwise, Hexalcorp would lose control of the monsters they’d created, and the members of the various protest groups would genuinely turn their fury on them.
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        * * *

      

      By the time Naya appeared wearing a pink robe with matching slippers, Miller had gotten dressed and was enjoying a second cup of coffee while watching television. It was a local news station; their coverage focused on the riot, and the devastation it had brought to the city of San Padre.

      A helicopter was hovering over the city’s Flat Town area. Most of the structures that had been home to thousands of people were in ashes and the rest unfit for habitation. The city’s downtown area fared better, but it was being reported that two out of every three storefronts had suffered from vandals and looting.

      The mayor appeared at a press conference looking dismayed. She kept shaking her head and saying that her nephew, Kyle Anderson, had been found guilty, and she wondered why the protestors felt it necessary to riot.

      Miller smiled. The riot would have taken place even if Anderson had been tortured for his crime on live TV. The riot was planned, and the plan had gone well and accomplished its purpose.

      Naya joined Miller on the sofa and pointed at the television. “How soon will Hexalcorp make a bid on that land?”

      “The offer to buy the land will be part of a package that will include their plans for the site of the old town dump. If I had to guess, the people above me will wait a week or more to let the city grow desperate about the situation, then, when Hexalcorp tenders their offer, it will make us look like the answer to a prayer. There will be pressure on state and federal authorities to offer tax aid and other incentives as well. Within a decade, the corporation will have made back their money and will be on the verge of doubling it.”

      Naya laughed. “It’s really devious, and we can keep doing the same thing over and over.”

      “As long as we’re careful we can. But maybe not in as large a measure as we’re doing here. If that kept happening, someone would catch on eventually. That guy, Joshua, he could have caused a lot of trouble for us if he started talking.”

      “About that…”

      “Yes?”

      “I took care of that problem by killing him. I think I deserve to be compensated for it.”

      “You’re already getting a bonus, Naya. And remember, he was one of your people. To compensate you for handling Joshua, I’d have to discuss the situation with my superior. I have no intention of doing that. It would only make us look bad.”

      Naya’s expression told Miller she wasn’t happy about his answer. He didn’t care. The truth was, she was lucky he hadn’t shot her after he’d killed Haley. Naya had witnessed him committing a murder. If it wasn’t for the fact that a number of people had seen them together often and knew that she was staying with him, Miller might have killed her. He liked Naya, and enjoyed her in bed, but she wasn’t worth risking prison over. When the time was right, Miller would find a way to get rid of her. That way, she would never talk.

      Miller stood. “I have a little work to do this morning, then we’ll go out and have an early lunch, okay?”

      “That sounds good; right now, all I want is coffee.”

      Miller headed for the room in the beach house he was using for an office. He was only in there for a few minutes before he returned and ran up the stairs.

      Naya called to him. “Is something wrong?”

      “I can’t find my computer tablet; you know what I mean, the small one. Have you seen it?”

      “No. Maybe you left it in the car.”

      After searching for the tablet on the upper floor of the house and not finding it, Miller hurried back down the stairs and looked around the living room. “I never took it out to the car since I’ve arrived here. I was certain I had left it sitting on the desk.”

      Naya’s lips parted in shock as an idea came to her. “Could Joshua have taken it?”

      Miller made a face as he thought that over. “My gun was in the office too, so we know he was in there.” He took in a deep breath and held up a hand. “Let’s search the whole house before we jump to that conclusion. Help me look for it.”

      It wasn’t long before Miller realized that the computer tablet was missing. They had gone through the house together, and he had gone outside and searched the car and the cabana down on the beach. The computer tablet was gone.

      Naya had gotten dressed while Miller had been searching the cabana. She met him at the door when he returned and could see by his empty hands and sour expression that he had found nothing.

      “How important is that tablet?”

      “It has a list of every recruiter for every protest group, including your name… and a copy of Hexalcorp’s plans for San Padre. If a reporter or someone from a rival corporation were to have that information… it would be a disaster.”

      “We could go get it. I’ll bet you that Joshua’s body is still lying near the stream.”

      Miller shook his head. “He must have been found by now. There have been news helicopters flying over the city for hours.”

      “Yes, but remember, Joshua was under a tree. They might not have spotted him from the air.”

      “Then a jogger might have found him, or someone walking a dog.”

      “Or no one. It’s worth taking a look.”

      “It is, but if we’re spotted there, how do we explain what we’re doing near the body?”

      Naya smiled. “Put on a pair of shorts; we’re going jogging.”
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        * * *

      

      Miller was breathing hard by the time they had run down the hill and reached the area where the murders had taken place. He could tell that Joshua’s body was missing even before he reached the spot where they’d left him.

      He spoke between gasps as he sucked in air. “He’s… gone. I’ll…have to… to… see what I can find out… at the morgue.”

      “In person?” Naya asked. She was younger and fitter than Miller and was breathing normally despite the running she’d done.

      “No. I’ll have… one of my operatives… handle it. The tablet may be in Joshua’s personal effects.”

      “I never liked him. He was always staring at me and smiling. As if I’d waste my time with a loser like him.”

      “I have to get that tablet back,” Miller said, as he began walking the way they had come to return to the beach house.

      Naya came up beside him. “I’ll race you back up the hill.”

      “Race? I’m not running; I’d rather walk. I’m tired and it will give me time to think.”

      “Think about what?”

      “About what I’ll do if I’m unable to locate that computer tablet. What was Joshua’s last name? I’ll need it to find out where they’ve taken his body.”

      Naya shrugged. “I don’t know his last name, but I can call one of my people who knew him and Haley well.”

      “Yes, do that. No, on second thought, don’t do that. His friends will remember that you asked about him.”

      “So what? He’s one of my people.”

      “And you told me that you argued with him in front of witnesses last night, because he didn’t want to go to Flat Town. Then you call around asking about him and he winds up dead. See how that looks?”

      “I guess you’re right. But how do we find him if we don’t know his full name?”

      “We’ll find him. How many Joshua’s could there be who died during the riot?”

      Naya touched herself gently. “My breast still hurts where that bastard burnt me with the lamp.”

      “I’m sore too, but I’m more worried about him hurting me from beyond the grave. I have got to find that tablet.”
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        * * *

      

      The computer tablet was in good hands; Tanner had it. He was with his brother, Caleb, as they drove into town so Tanner could send off the damaged computer tablet to Kate Barlow.

      Like Cody, Caleb went by another name. He was Stark, a thief who only stole from other thieves. Stark wasn’t as well known or as feared as Tanner, but among thieves his name was said as a curse. The money Caleb made from his efforts went toward a charity that he and his older sister ran.

      John Knox, the man who had adopted Caleb, had used the farm as a place where paroled convicted felons could get a fresh start. A few of those felons had been men whom Detective John Knox had arrested over the years. After his death, Knox’s daughter, Sadie, wanted to keep the charity running, while also changing its focus. Instead of helping men who had made mistakes that led to them to wasting years away in prison, Sadie decided to give aid to at-risk youths who were headed toward a life of crime. It took money to keep the successful program running, and that was where Stark came in. By robbing thieves, he made sure that the charity had enough money to keep going.

      Tanner and Stark had the day off and it was Cody and Caleb who drove through the streets of Robbinstown, California, in Caleb’s black pickup truck.

      They were both dressed in jeans and work boots, as they had plans to repair the roof on the barn when they returned home from sending off the computer tablet. A broken tree branch had hit the roof and caused damage.

      Caleb hadn’t wanted Cody to help, because his big brother was on vacation, but Cody insisted on lending a hand. He had always liked manual labor, but seldom got to do it on his own ranch since he had people working for him who saw to such things. It was also a matter of having the time. As a Tanner, Cody was constantly learning new skills or staying practiced with the ones he had already acquired. Maintaining his proficiency with the dozen plus languages he spoke took hours every week, and on top of that, he was training an apprentice to someday take his place.

      As Cody Parker, he had a ranch to run, an academy that trained security personnel, and the responsibility of two children to raise. Being able to enjoy himself at manual labor while being with his brother was a treat, not a chore.

      Caleb parked his truck in front of a storefront where Cody could send off his package as an overnight delivery. Caleb pointed to the place next door, which was a toy store.

      “While you’re mailing off that package, I’ll be in there getting my niece and nephew a few things.”

      “You don’t have to do that, Caleb. We brought some of the kids’ favorite toys along with us.”

      “I know. But I don’t see them very often and I want to spoil them.”

      “They won’t mind that, but don’t break the bank on them.”

      Cody entered the storefront that housed the express delivery service. After standing in line to be waited on, he arranged to have the package containing the computer tablet sent to Kate Barlow. He was told that she would receive it no later than noon the next day. Along with the package, he wrote a note.

      Kate,

      

      As I said on the phone, I have no idea what might be on this tablet or if its information can be retrieved, but I know you’ll do your best. Let me know if you find anything interesting.

      

      PS—say hello to Michael for me.

      Cody wrote that last part and smiled. Despite having forgiven him for an earlier transgression, Michael Barlow still feared that Tanner would someday seek vengeance on him and Kate. He knew that by telling Kate to let Michael know he said hello, that it would make the man paranoid and have him wondering if there was something ominous underpinning the comment.

      Tanner had forgiven Michael completely, but it didn’t hurt to keep the devious man uneasy about his intentions. And besides, it was fun to mess with him.

      After sending the package off, Cody saw that Caleb had yet to return to the truck. Looking around, he saw that there was an electronics store in another strip mall that was across the road. He walked over and went inside the store on an impulse, after donning sunglasses and pulling his cap down low. Although he didn’t know all the facts about what had happened to Joshua, Cody suspected that it was tied to the riot somehow. When he spotted a computer tablet that was a match for the one he’d mailed off to Kate—minus the bullet hole—he decided to buy it. He had a feeling it might come in handy. As he walked around the store, he added a pair of spy cameras to his purchases, along with several burner phones.

      He’d come to California to relax and spend time with his family, but the riot had changed that. There might be nothing of interest on the small computer tablet, and Joshua may have just been mugged or run across the wrong people, but Tanner’s gut was telling him different. He believed that tablet would contain information and that Joshua was involved in something dangerous. If he was wrong, he’d have a new tablet he could use, a few burner phones, and a couple of spy cameras. Then again, if his gut was right, he’d be better prepared to deal with what could lay ahead. He paid cash for his items and left the store.

      When he crossed the road and returned to the pickup truck, he found that Caleb had filled the back seat with toys for Lucas and Marian.

      “What did you do, buy out the store?”

      “These can be the toys they play with whenever they’re here.”

      “Thanks, little brother, they’ll love it.”

      “It’s my pleasure,” Caleb said. “Let’s get back and make fast work of that barn roof, then we’ll take the kids down to the lake, and later we’ll have a barbeque.”

      Cody grinned. It was going to be a great day.
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      While Cody was enjoying his time with family, Joshua was in misery inside a hospital in Alameda. His pain wasn’t merely physical. He was in mourning over Haley’s death.

      He had come to inside the hospital while a doctor was examining him. Instead of telling the truth, Joshua lied and told the doctor he didn’t know who had beaten him and shot him because the person wore a mask. He had suffered a slight concussion from the beating Miller had given him, along with a broken nose, fractured eye socket, and four loose teeth. He also had a broken heart. He had loved Haley and now she was gone, shot down like a rabid dog. Joshua was determined to make Miller pay for that.

      A detective from the San Padre Police Department came into the room Joshua shared with an old man. The old man had been wheeled out of the room to have a procedure performed, leaving Joshua alone with the detective.

      The cop introduced himself as Detective Ed Collins. Collins was in his fifties and had thinning hair and weary eyes. His entire demeanor spoke of his fatigue, and he sighed with pleasure after taking a seat by Joshua’s bed.

      Joshua could imagine that the detective had had a very busy day that probably started before the sun came up. He considered telling the man everything he knew and about witnessing Haley’s murder, but he pushed that idea out of his mind. He didn’t want Miller arrested for Haley’s murder. If that happened, the man would hire an attorney and deny having ever met Haley, which was true in a way. Miller and Haley had crossed paths only for a moment, and Miller snuffed out her life as if she were nothing more than an insect. No. Joshua didn’t want Morgan Miller to go to jail; he intended to send the man to hell.

      He would lie to the detective as he’d lied to the doctors. Once he was healed enough and out of the hospital, Joshua planned to find Miller and make him suffer. As for Naya, he had plans for her as well, but Miller was the focus of the red-hot hatred boiling away inside him.

      Detective Collins removed a notebook from an inner pocket of his suit jacket along with a pen. After flipping through the notebook to find a fresh page, he began asking Joshua questions.

      “How did you get shot and beaten, Mr. Mullins?”

      “I don’t remember much. The last thing I recall was walking along the stream in San Padre with my girlfriend, Haley, when a man in a ski mask pointed a gun at us.”

      “Your doctor told me that you were suffering short term memory loss. That’s not uncommon after a beating.”

      “Maybe not, but it’s scary not being able to remember.”

      “What’s Haley’s last name?”

      “It’s Kent.”

      “And her description?”

      Joshua described Haley. When he mentioned that she had blue hair, one side of Collins’ mouth curved into a smile.

      “I told the doctors that I’m worried about Haley. I’m surprised she hasn’t visited me yet. Was she the one who brought me to the hospital?”

      “No, it was a young couple. They reported that they came upon you near the stream, but you were alone when they found you.”

      Tears rolled down Joshua’s face. He didn’t need to fake them. “I’m worried about Haley, Detective. Please find her. Do you think the couple that found me might know something about her?”

      “I’ve already spoken to them on the phone. They didn’t mention seeing a woman. They had been attacked as well earlier by a different assailant, or rather the man was. He had a knee injury. He was treated and released.”

      “I guess a lot of people were hurt last night, huh?”

      Collins sighed again, this time it was born of sadness and not fatigue. “The last count I heard was that there were thirty-nine dead. That includes three cops. There were over a hundred injured, and eight people are missing; Miss Kent will raise the number of missing up to nine. On top of that, Flat Town is one big ash, and more than half of the downtown area was destroyed.”

      “I saw some of the looting going on while I was there.”

      “There was looting all right, and the bank and the credit union were broken into. I’ve been a cop for over thirty years, and I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      Collins asked Joshua a few more questions before rising from his seat and heading for the door. Joshua asked him again to find Haley, although he knew her body might never be found. And yet, Joshua had hope. He had survived being shot, maybe Haley had too. He didn’t believe she was alive, but he prayed it was somehow true.

      After the detective left, Joshua stared up at the ceiling and imagined the torment he would inflict on Miller when he confronted the man.
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        * * *

      

      Joshua would be surprised to know that Miller was looking for him, or rather, his body. Miller wasn’t having much luck because he was under the assumption that Joshua was dead. Miller had sent someone to San Padre Hospital to ID the body of a Joshua Grant, since he and Naya were unaware of Joshua’s surname.

      The man who went to the hospital called and told Miller that Joshua Grant wasn’t the man he was looking for. When Miller asked him how he could be sure, the man, who was named Carter, laughed.

      “Joshua Grant is black, and your guy is white, right?”

      “Yes. But listen, Carter. I need you to find that body and check his effects. Someone had to have found him.”

      “Maybe he was taken to a different town. I bet the morgue here needed help dealing with all the bodies.”

      “That might explain it. Contact other hospitals and see what you can find out. Either way, keep me informed.”

      “Right,” Carter said.

      Naya had been listening to Miller’s end of the phone call. When Miller put his phone away, Naya had a question.

      “Who’s Carter?”

      “Andrew Carter works for me. He’s a private detective.”

      “Why do you need a private detective?”

      Miller smiled. “Carter helps me dig up dirt on people. There’s nothing he won’t do if I pay him enough.”

      “Is he good at what he does?”

      “Oh yeah. He’ll find Joshua’s body, and hopefully the computer tablet.”

      “And what happens now?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Why are we still in San Padre?”

      “I need to keep an eye on things here and monitor anything going on at city hall. If some other corporation tries to gain control of the land where the slums were, I’ll alert my superiors and they can move in. That won’t happen. By the time our competitors evaluate the situation here and have numerous meetings about it, we’ll have already moved in and made a deal with the city.”

      The sound of loud voices and car horns could be heard coming from the direction of the gates. That area could be viewed from a room on the home’s top floor. Miller and Naya went up there to see what was going on.

      There were news vans and police cars at the gates. The owners of the rental home had a telescope set up on a tripod on the other side of the room; it was pointed toward the ocean. Naya dragged the telescope over to the other window to look down upon the scene at the gates. When she saw two police officers on motorcycles escorting a BMW through the gates, she told Miller about it.

      Miller shrugged. “Maybe there are still protestors around who hate the rich. They weren’t all ours.”

      “The guard at the gates is wearing a uniform. How come the guys guarding the gates last night didn’t wear them?”

      “They weren’t regular guards. The company that handles security here offers two layers of service. There’s the regular armed guards who wear the uniforms, and then there are the ones you saw last night.”

      “What’s the difference?”

      “If the guards in the uniforms run into trouble, they call the police to back them up. With the other guards, the trouble gets handled and the police know nothing about it.”

      “You know some interesting people.”

      “The man who runs the security service also hires out mercenaries. Hexalcorp uses them now and then.”

      “I’m surprised that Hexalcorp doesn’t have their own people to handle things like that.”

      “We did at one time. It was what we called a strike team and was headed by a guy I knew named Steve Bennett.”

      “What happened to them?”

      “They ran into someone who was better than they were. After that, Hexalcorp decided to hire mercs from outside the company. These new guys are good and run by a man named Tibbetts. Although, I was told that two of his people died during the riot last night.”

      “They had men in town too?”

      “Of course, they were the ones who started the riot once Anderson was found guilty. Some of them pretended to be cops, and some pretended to be protestors. The real protestors and the real cops followed their lead when violence broke out. You didn’t think I left things to chance, did you?”

      Naya kissed him on the cheek. “I should have known better, but what’s with all the news vans?”

      Miller got the answer as he checked his phone. “Ah, they’re here with Dr. Anderson. He was the one the police escorted home and the media jackals followed him here.”

      “I guess they grew bored of talking about the riot.”

      “Something else will catch their attention in a few days and they’ll be off to cover that. Right now, the riot is big news.”

      “That reminds me, I have to make a few phone calls to touch base with my people. I’m sure some of them are sitting in jail right now.”

      “They’ll be bailed out by tomorrow, which will make them more loyal to Die Fistulous. When we need them to protest something again, they’ll be there.”

      Naya grinned. “Useful idiots.”

      Miller nodded. “If we didn’t use them, someone else would. It’s the way of the world.”
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      Cody was glad to see Franny send him a smile as he walked into the kitchen at the farmhouse for lunch. Sara and Franny had talked after breakfast, and Sara was relieved to find that Franny was adapting well to knowing the truth about Cody.

      After the children ate, they followed their Uncle Caleb out to the barn to see the horses, while Sadie was busy supervising the teens she was helping through the charity. That left Cody, Sara, and Franny alone together.

      “I spoke to Wendy this morning, Cody. She said that Jake’s X-rays showed that nothing was broken. His knee was dislocated though, and he’ll have to rest the leg for a few weeks.”

      “That’s better than needing surgery. How is Wendy doing?”

      “She’s sick to death that she lost everything in the apartment fire, but the good news is that when she went there to look at the damage, she found her cat.”

      “Who owns the real estate business?” Sara asked.

      “Technically, Wendy does, since we signed the paperwork just before everything went to hell. I explained what happened to my aunt when we spoke on the phone this morning and she feels horrible about that. Instead of having a viable business, Wendy wound up with nothing. The good news is that my aunt is releasing Wendy from any obligation to pay. At the same time, she’ll allow her to use my Cousin Boyd’s customer list and contacts. Thank God that all that information was kept in cloud storage.”

      “It sounds like your aunt is the one suffering from the loss of the business,” Cody said.

      “She is. But my aunt can get by without the income, and sad to say, she also realizes she has limited time left because of her illness. When I told Wendy that my aunt was letting her off the hook, she cried and told me to thank her.”

      “A lot of people lost their livelihood and homes because of that riot,” Cody said. And although he didn’t mention it, he suspected there was a reason behind it other than the madness of a mob bent on destruction.
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        * * *

      

      That night, Miller was alone in the office and looking out the window at the ocean. It had been a brilliant day and the Pacific had sparkled like a blue jewel. Now that it was night, that jewel gave the impression of being an undulating liquid shadow of unlimited depth. Miller never swam at night. Being in the water at night was one of the few things that frightened him. Failure and the possibility of being imprisoned were two other fears. He could avoid going into the water at night, but if the information on his missing tablet wound up in the wrong hands, failure and imprisonment could be imminent.

      He turned away from the window as his phone rang. It was the private investigator, Andrew Carter. He was reporting that he’d had no luck locating Joshua.

      “How is that possible, Carter? His body must be somewhere.”

      “You told me that he should have been found by the stream. With all the rain we had last night, maybe the stream flooded its banks and swept the body away.”

      Miller considered that as he thought back to how the stream looked when he’d been there with Naya earlier. It was swollen, yes, but he doubted the water had risen high enough to carry Joshua’s body away.

      “No. The body should have been found there by someone.”

      “Unless some ghoul took it away, I should have located it. Let me ask you something, Miller. How sure are you that the guy is dead?”

      Miller remembered his last sight of Joshua. The man had looked dead, and he was certain that Naya had fired a bullet into his heart, but people have been known to survive incredible injuries.

      “I guess it’s possible that he’s alive. If so, he’ll be near death. The man was shot in the chest, and badly beaten too.”

      “That could explain why I haven’t found his body; he’s still using it. I’ll start searching for him first thing tomorrow.”

      “Why not tonight?”

      “It will be easier in the morning when there are visiting hours at the hospitals. I also have a few contacts who wouldn’t appreciate me calling them this late.”

      “All right, but this is a priority, Carter. Find Joshua and get that computer tablet back.”

      “If he has it, I’ll get the tablet from him. But what about after?”

      “After you retrieve the tablet?”

      “Yeah. You thought this guy was dead. Does it please you to know he might be alive?”

      “Not particularly.”

      “Everybody dies someday, maybe this guy’s day is near, if you know what I mean.”

      Miller did know. Carter was asking him if he wanted him to kill Joshua once he got the tablet back from him.

      “Yeah. Joshua doesn’t strike me as being very healthy. I wouldn’t be surprised if he died any day now, or maybe suddenly disappeared. I’m thinking both things could happen.”

      “They could. That sort of thing happened before. Around that same time, I came into some money. Maybe I’ll wind up with money again.”

      “The same amount?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I can see that happening,” Miller said, telling Carter that he was willing to pay him to kill Joshua and get rid of the body. “Call me when you find out something.”

      “You got it,” Carter said, and the call ended.

      Miller tapped his fingers on his desktop as he thought about Carter. While the man had never failed to track down someone and could be relied upon not to talk to the authorities, he wasn’t the most trustworthy man in the world.

      Two years earlier, Carter had tracked down a low-level executive who had embezzled half a million dollars from Hexalcorp. The man had stolen the money so he could leave his wife and run off to Mexico with a stripper.

      Carter tracked the couple down within a week and killed the man and the woman. Upon his return, Carter handed over four hundred and eight thousand dollars and claimed that it was all that was left from the embezzled funds.

      The embezzler and his stripper girlfriend had only been on the run for a few days. It seemed unlikely to Miller that they would have burned through nearly a hundred thousand dollars so quickly. Miller had suspected that Carter was lying, and that he had kept some of the money for himself, but he had no way to prove it. Carter wasn’t stupid enough to deposit the money anywhere, or to suddenly show up driving a new sports car. But he had kept some of the money for himself, Miller was certain of it.

      When Carter did track down Joshua, Joshua might talk and try to make a deal by telling Carter what was on the tablet, and of the plans Hexalcorp had for San Padre. Joshua had turned Miller down while citing his conscience, but Carter would be only too glad to cut himself in on a slice of the money pie. He might even try to sell the information to a news organization or a competitor of Hexalcorp.

      Miller took out his phone, searched his contacts, and made a call. It was answered on the fifth ring by a man with a deep voice.

      “This is Tibbetts.”

      “Morgan Miller, Mr. Tibbetts. I may have another assignment for you if you’re interested.”

      “That depends on what it is. I made money during that riot, but I also lost two good men, Martinez and Sobol.”

      “I have an easy task for you, that is, if you’re able to do what I need.”

      “What is it?”

      “I may need you to track down a man by tracing his whereabouts through his cell phone. Can you do that?”

      “I can’t, but I know someone who will do it for five thousand. What happens once you know where this person is?”

      “Maybe nothing. I’m just being cautious. But if I do need you to move fast on this tomorrow, will you be able to do it?”

      “You want us to go after one guy?”

      “Yes, but he may be with someone.”

      “Are they dangerous?”

      “One man is, the other is a punk.”

      “Give me that cell phone number and I’ll have my guy start tracking it in the morning. If you need us, just holler. It will cost you another twenty on top of the five for the phone trace.”

      Miller groaned inwardly. His expenditures in recovering that tablet weren’t going to be reimbursed. The expense of hiring Carter, and now Tibbetts, was coming out of his own pocket. Joshua was costing him a lot of money. If the man wasn’t such a loser, he’d make him pay him back before having him killed.

      “I’ll pay your fee, and it will be off the books. And if you do this, I’ll need every possession you find on the men, cell phones, wallets, keys, and there might be a small computer tablet with one of them too.”

      “I’ll be hanging out at my bar in Santa Rosa tomorrow, but I’ll be ready to move if I hear from you.”

      “Does that mean you’ll be handling this yourself?”

      “Yeah. I like to get out once in a while and have fun with my men.”

      “Good. I’ll feel better about things knowing that you’re handling this yourself.”

      “I’ll also need that five grand upfront to give to my guy. That way he can start tracing that phone early in the morning”

      “Right,” Miller said. “I’ll send it off to you after we hang up.”

      When Miller left his office and joined Naya in front of the TV in the living room, she asked him if there was any news on Joshua. When he told her that he believed Joshua might be alive, she shook her head.

      “I shot him in the heart from just a few feet away. How could he survive that?”

      “Maybe he didn’t, but it’s worth checking since we can’t find his body anywhere.”

      “If he’s alive, that will be a problem.”

      “No, it won’t. Carter should take care of it.”

      “This private detective of yours sounds capable. How often do you use him?”

      “Not often,” Miller said, as he looked at Naya sideways. If Miller did find Joshua alive and dealt with him, maybe he’d have the PI handle his Naya problem next. She had seen him kill Haley, and it wasn’t smart to leave a witness alive who might someday testify to that fact.

      Naya shut off the TV and snuggled against him. “We were in the middle of something when Joshua interrupted us last night. Why don’t we pick up where we left off?”

      Miller grinned at her. “Why not?”

      Naya had to die. That didn’t mean Miller couldn’t enjoy her company until then. The two of them disappeared up the stairs and into the bedroom.
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      Cody was seated at a small desk inside a guest room at Caleb’s farm when he heard back from Kate Barlow by phone early the next day.

      Despite shipping the computer tablet to her via express delivery, he was surprised that she had received it so soon. That is, until he remembered the time difference in New York. While it was only about nine a.m. where he was, it was past noon in New York City.

      “I went to work on this damaged tablet as soon as it was delivered, Tanner. I was able to extract files from it. You’ll receive them in an email after we hang up. In the meantime, I thought you might want to know what I’ve found.”

      “From your tone I’m guessing that it was something unusual.”

      “Oh yes. For one thing, that riot in San Padre was part of a plan. It’s a little too involved to go into over the phone, but the bottom line is that whoever is behind this intends to make millions, if not billions in the long run.”

      “And you don’t know who that is?”

      “The scheme is all laid out here, but whoever composed these files was smart enough not to use names, but only designations. There is one list of names, they concern certain members of several protest groups, including Die Fistulous. From what I’ve read, they and other such groups are being used as pawns by the people implementing this plan. The names listed are the people who are recruiting and instructing the lower tier members.”

      “I would guess that the owner of the tablet would want to get it back.”

      “I’d say so. Is there any risk that they could trace it to me here in New York?”

      “No. But there is someone here in California they might go after. I’ll have to locate him and see what he knows.”

      “If you don’t mind me asking, how did you get involved in this?”

      “I’m not involved, Kate… but I guess I might stick my nose in now. Our housekeeper, Franny, she was almost killed because of that riot. I wouldn’t mind causing the people behind it some grief.”

      “I’ll keep digging and see if I can find out more.”

      “How would you do that?”

      “I’ll use the tablet’s serial number and trace where it was purchased and by whom. That may tell us something.”

      “Let’s hope so, and I have something else I want you to do.”

      “Name it.”

      “I’d like you to track down a man named Joshua. I don’t know his last name, but he would have been admitted into a hospital in Alameda, California, with a chest wound on the night of the riot. He’s white, and I would guess his age at around twenty-five.”

      “I’ll see what I can find out.”

      “Thanks, Kate. I’ll keep an eye out for your emails.”

      “I’ll send that first one soon. Oh, and Tanner.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Michael said to tell you hello back.”

      Cody laughed. “Michael is starting to loosen up where I’m concerned. That’s good.”

      “Oh, he’s still intimidated by you, but he no longer believes you plan to kill us someday. If that were the case, you wouldn’t have helped us recently and saved our children. We still owe you for that too.”

      Cody said goodbye to Kate and sat thinking for a moment about what Kate had told him about the information she’d found. When the email came in containing a copy of the files recovered from the computer tablet, Cody read them.

      While devious and devoid of any concern for the damage and loss of life the plan would produce, he had to admit that the scheme outlined was brilliant. It was also obvious that, while there was a lot of profit to be made, it would also take considerable funds and influence to implement the plan. While there were a few private citizens who had the capital to make such a strategy reality, it seemed more likely that a corporation would be involved. It was even hinted at in the document, although no name was mentioned.

      He was interrupted in his thoughts by a knock on the door. When he opened it, he saw Franny standing in the hall.

      “I’m ready to leave when you are, Cody.”

      “I’m ready. And I’ve learned something you might find interesting. I’ll tell you about it on the drive to San Padre.”

      Cody kissed Sara and the kids goodbye and told them that he planned to be back before dinner but might be delayed. Franny wouldn’t be returning with him. She wanted to visit her aunt one more time and to help Wendy if she needed it. Wendy had lost her home during the riot, but was staying with her boyfriend, Jake.

      As they motored toward San Padre, Cody told Franny what he had learned from the information recovered from the computer tablet. When he was done, he looked over and saw that Franny’s face had turned red.

      “Are you okay?”

      “I’m so angry I could spit. Thousands of people displaced from their homes and more who lost their businesses all to make money. And think of all the innocent people who died or were injured. This plan that was outlined on that tablet… it’s… it’s beyond greed. It’s demented!”

      “It is. But it wouldn’t surprise me to learn that this is not the first time it’s been tried. Other cities have been ravaged by riots, although, not to the extent that we saw in San Padre. The violence and the destruction bring the value of the properties in those areas down, and whoever scoops them up at the bargain price could make a lot of money when those areas recover.”

      “That young man you found, Joshua, was he a part of this?”

      “He’s connected somehow, but I don’t think he’s one of the ones who would profit. I only spoke to him once, but I got the impression that he was idealistic and out to do what he believed was right.” “Then why did he have that computer tablet on him when you found him?”

      “I plan to ask him that after I drop you off at your hotel.”

      “Please be careful, Cody. Someone shot that boy, maybe they were after the tablet.”

      “If they weren’t, they probably are now,” Cody said.
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        * * *

      

      In San Padre, Carter, Miller’s private investigator, was walking through the halls of the hospital. Carter was a big man with a scruffy beard that had hints of gray in it. He had once been a bounty hunter, and when still in his teens, he had worked as a bodyguard for an acquaintance that had been a drug dealer specializing in cocaine. The acquaintance was long dead. After an argument concerning a raise in pay, Carter shot his employer dead and sold off the drugs he had on hand. Carter’s employer should have hired a bodyguard to protect him from his bodyguard.

      There had been three men named Joshua admitted to area hospitals after the riot. Since Carter didn’t know Joshua’s surname, he had to check out all three. Two of the men were in San Padre, while the third was in Alameda. That third man was the Joshua he sought, but Carter had no way to know that; all he could do was check each name on his list until he found his man.

      He discovered from a nurse that the first man on his list had been released from the hospital minutes before his arrival. When he asked the nurse why the man had been admitted to the hospital, she told him she couldn’t give him that information.

      “Okay, then tell me this, around how old was the guy?”

      “I’d say he was in his twenties.”

      “Is he white?”

      “Yes. And that’s all I’m willing to say. I can’t violate the patient’s privacy.”

      “I understand,” Carter said, while removing money from his wallet. “I just hoped that you might be willing to help me—and maybe help yourself too.”

      The nurse looked down at the money and then glowered at him. She was a stout woman who looked as if she’d have no difficulty moving her patients around without the aid of a male orderly.

      “Are you trying to bribe me to violate a patient’s privacy?”

      Carter put the money away. “No, of course not.”

      “Goodbye,” the nurse said, and Carter headed toward the elevator.

      Miller had told him that the man he was searching for had been shot in the chest and would be in serious condition. That didn’t sound like a man who was released after spending only one day in the hospital. Then again, Miller had initially told him that he was looking for a corpse. If he was wrong about that, maybe he was wrong about the extent of Joshua’s injuries.

      Carter was tempted to leave the hospital and track down the man who had been released; however, it only made sense for him to see if he could find the second Joshua, since he was already in the hospital. He found Joshua number two in the intensive care unit. This Joshua was also white, but he was a man in his sixties who’d been stabbed in the side.

      Carter left the hospital and walked back to his van, where he opened his laptop and did a search for the address of the patient who had been released. It didn’t take the experienced investigator long to find the information he needed. The man lived in the San Jose area. While he was at it, Carter looked up the address for the last name on his list, Joshua number three, but hoped he’d never need it.

      Carter debated checking out the last name on his list first, since he was closer to Alameda than San Jose, but then he decided to just work the list in order and eliminate each man in turn. Besides, there was a café in San Jose that had great food. By the time he checked out the man on his list and eliminated him—one way or another—it would be just about time for lunch.

      Carter started his van and headed toward San Jose. As he drove, he thought about food.
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        * * *

      

      Cody walked Franny inside the hotel to make certain that everything was okay. The desk clerk was a young woman with a prim manner, a freckled face, and green eyes. She told Franny that they never had trouble with the looters and protestors.

      “We’re way out here on the highway, but our location in the downtown area had its lobby invaded, and damage was done. Luckily, the National Guard showed up and arrested the vandals.”

      When Cody left Franny, she had just gotten off the phone with the car rental agency. The car she had rented was wrecked during the riot and was sitting overturned in the street where the real estate office had been. The insurance would cover the loss, but Franny needed another vehicle. One was being delivered to her hotel later that day.

      Before separating, Franny hugged Cody and told him that she would see him back on the ranch soon. She also thanked him again for saving her life.

      Cody was walking toward his car when he spotted a familiar face getting out of a cab in front of the hotel. He might have missed the man’s arrival if he hadn’t had the habit of watching his back. It was Crash Wyman, his neighbor, and Franny’s boyfriend. Cody called to him and saw Crash greet him with a wide smile.

      “Hi, Cody. I flew in to see Franny. She told me over the phone that she was okay, but I wanted to see it was true with my own eyes.”

      “I don’t blame you. If Sara had a close call, I’d want to see for myself that she was all right.”

      Crash gripped Cody’s offered hand and shook it. “Franny didn’t go into details, but she told me over the phone that you saved her life. Thank you. I don’t know what I’d do if I lost that lady.”

      “I’m sure she’ll be happy to see you, Crash. And… she has news for you.”

      “What kind of news?”

      Cody smiled. “I’ll let her tell you that.”

      “Okay. Oh, and I have news from home. Henry won another motocross race yesterday.”

      “I heard. I talked to him this morning. He also said it would probably be his last race.”

      “Really? Why is that?”

      “Motocross can be a dangerous sport. Henry doesn’t want to risk suffering an injury that will interfere with his training to be a Tanner.”

      “Quitting racing, was that your idea or his?”

      “It was his, but I agree with it. Training to be a Tanner is tough enough without distractions.”

      “The kid is really dedicated to following in your footsteps.”

      “He is, and he will be a Tanner someday.”

      Cody and Crash said goodbye to each other, and Cody climbed into his car. Kate Barlow had come through again and called Cody with info on Joshua. That included his full name, Joshua Mullins, his age, address, and the fact that he had checked himself out of the hospital.

      “I’ve also traced that tablet back to where it was purchased and have a name for you.”

      “The name of the person who bought it?”

      “It wasn’t a person; it was a company. It was part of a batch of computer equipment purchased by Hexalcorp.”

      Cody’s eyes narrowed at hearing that. Hexalcorp had aided Alvarado years earlier when the drug cartel leader had been trying to track him down and kill him. Now it looked as if Hexalcorp was behind the riot.

      “Thank you, Kate. I’ll be in touch if I need anything else.”

      “Anytime, Tanner, and stay safe.”

      Cody headed for Joshua’s home. The tablet had shed light on what had happened in San Padre, and he now knew what corporation was involved, but Joshua might be able to tell him who the person was behind it all. Cody wanted to find out who that was, and he wanted to make them pay for threatening Franny’s life. If he could bring grief to Hexalcorp at the same time, he wouldn’t hesitate to do so. Things had just become personal.
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      Carter arrived in the San Jose area and went to work tracking down the man he was looking for. When the guy answered the door to his apartment, Carter knew he wasn’t the Joshua he wanted. There was a cast on the man’s left arm and a bandage wrapped around his head, but other than that he seemed to be uninjured. Miller had claimed that he’d hammered the crap out of the right Joshua’s face; the man who answered the door had no bruises or cuts.

      “Are you Joshua Readington?”

      “Yeah.”

      Carter turned away from the man and headed for the elevator. Standing in his apartment doorway, Joshua Readington called to him.

      “Hey! What do you want with me?”

      “With you, nothing. And be glad that I don’t.”

      The elevator arrived and Carter stepped on. He was headed to Alameda to find the owner of the last name on his list—Joshua Mullins.
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        * * *

      

      After leaving the hospital in Alameda, Joshua realized he needed a ride to get home. He and Haley had arrived in San Padre on a bus filled with their fellow members in Die Fistulous. That had been two days ago, but it felt like years.

      Haley was gone. She was dead, and she was never coming back. Die Fistulous wasn’t a protest movement for change, it was a trap set up to use gullible and idealistic dreamers who believed they could make the world a better place.

      To Joshua, the world was a cesspool where the wealthy used the poor like cattle and sheep. Joshua had been a sheep, and he’d also been asleep. No more. He was awake and he was set on getting revenge.

      Awake or not he was drowsy from the pain medication he’d been given. It helped some, but his face and his chest still hurt. His face was a mess, just one big bruise, and there were cuts on his lips and right cheek, while his left eye was still puffy but no longer swollen shut.

      The chest wound wasn’t serious since the bullet hadn’t penetrated deep, but the doctors were concerned about the trauma the slug’s impact might have caused. The kinetic energy behind the bullet had been massive. Although Joshua’s heart had escaped being damaged directly, there was a chance that the organ was weakened; however, there was no sign of that.

      Joshua thought the doctors were being too cautious. While the huge bruise on his chest and the sutured bullet wound looked hideous, he knew he would heal in time if he kept the wound clean and changed his bandage often. The doctors had wanted to keep him for two more days, but Joshua had declined. Every day he spent in the hospital cost a fortune, he had trouble sleeping there, and he really just wanted to be alone to mourn Haley.

      As much as he wanted to find Naya and Miller and wreak vengeance on them, Joshua knew he was in no condition to take them on as he was.

      It irked him to call for a taxi when he made his living driving other people around. The woman who picked him up outside the hospital had short red hair and glasses with large frames. She couldn’t help but voice her curiosity when she saw his face.

      “Wow. What happened to you?”

      “I was beaten and shot in the chest.”

      “Oh, sorry to hear that.”

      The rest of the trip took place in silence, and toward the end, Joshua had fallen asleep. His driver woke him by calling softly to him and letting him know that he was at his destination. Joshua appreciated her patience and the fact that she hadn’t tried engaging him in talk, so he gave the woman a good tip. She thanked him, hoped he would feel better soon, then drove away.

      After getting out of the cab, Joshua walked down a driveway and stepped onto the cobblestone path that led to his garage apartment. The old woman he rented the apartment from was down in San Diego for the week visiting her sister. That’s why Joshua was surprised to see a gray van parked near the back door of the house. He was wondering if the home was being burgled when he remembered that his landlady told him she’d have a friend coming by to feed her cats. Joshua figured the van must belong to the person looking after the cats. He used his key to unlock the door on his apartment and found that he had an uninvited visitor.

      Carter smiled at him. “You’re just the man I’ve been looking for.”
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        * * *

      

      Joshua was seated on the sofa in his one-room apartment while Carter paced back and forth in front of him. Carter had broken into the converted garage seventeen minutes before Joshua arrived home. It had only taken him twelve minutes to give the small space a thorough going over and he hadn’t found the computer tablet. He hadn’t expected to either, but it was wise to search for it anyway. Although he’d been in an Alameda hospital since the riot, it was always possible that Joshua had passed the tablet on to someone, and that someone may have left it in Joshua’s apartment.

      “You searched my place and you’ve searched me. You know I don’t have the tablet I took from that beach house,” Joshua told Carter.

      “Where is it? Who did you give it to?”

      “I didn’t give it to anyone. I woke up in the hospital with no idea how I got there. All I know is that some couple found me and brought me there.”

      Carter thought about that. If what Joshua was saying was true, it meant the mystery couple could have the tablet. It would also mean that he’d have to track them down.

      “What’s the big deal about the tablet?” Joshua asked. “Did Miller send you to get it back?”

      “I’ll ask the questions, bud, okay?”

      “Who the hell are you?”

      “Unfortunately for you, I’m a man who needs answers. Maybe you’re telling the truth and maybe not. I’ll find out either way. But not here. I can’t risk someone you know showing up to interrupt us. So, up on your feet; we’re heading out.”

      When Joshua didn’t move, Carter took out the gun he carried. “I heard you were shot once. Would you like to experience it again?”

      Joshua stood. “Take me to see Miller. I want to talk to him.”

      “Why, do you miss him?”

      “If you take me to him, I’ll tell you everything I know.”

      Carter laughed. “You’ll be doing that anyway by the time I’m done with you. Let’s go.”

      Joshua shuffled toward the door as he tried to come up with an idea that could result in him getting away from Carter. He might be able to outrun the man, but he’d never outrun a bullet.

      He opened the door, took a step, then spun around in an attempt to slam his elbow into Carter’s face. Carter caught the elbow with his left hand and gave Joshua a shove that sent him stumbling backwards. He landed on his ass on the cobblestone walkway.

      “Try that again and I’ll mess your face up more than it already is,” Carter told Joshua as he passed through the doorway.

      Instead of looking up at him, Joshua was gazing at something on Carter’s right. The PI had enough time to register movement before pain exploded at the base of his skull and the world faded away.
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        * * *

      

      Joshua watched Carter collapse to the ground in front of him, then pointed up at Tanner.

      “I know you. You’re the guy who pulled me and Haley from the stream the other night.”

      “That’s right. And now I find you in trouble again,” Tanner said. As he was talking, he leaned over and claimed Carter’s gun from the ground. Checking the man for more weapons, he found a knife and a leather blackjack. The blackjack was similar to the sap Tanner had used to knock out Carter.

      Carter’s wallet contained his private investigator’s license, and the keys to his van were in a side pocket of his pants, along with his phone, ten dollars worth of lottery tickets, and a pack of breath mints.

      Joshua made it to his feet. When Tanner looked at him while still holding Carter’s gun, Joshua took a step backwards.

      “Why are you here? How did you find me?”

      “I’m here because I want to know where you got that computer tablet I found on you the other night.”

      “You found me? I was told that some couple brought me to the hospital.”

      “They did so as a favor to me, but I was the one that found you. That tablet saved your life, Joshua. The bullet passed through it and slowed it enough so that it didn’t reach your heart. It also contained some interesting information. Where did you get it?”

      “It belongs to a son of a bitch named Morgan Miller. And there’s a woman named Naya that’s helping him.”

      “Did Miller do that to your face?”

      “Yes.”

      “And he shot you?”

      “No. That was Naya.”

      “Joshua, where’s Haley?”

      Joshua was going to answer but released a sob instead, as he recalled Miller’s murder of Haley. It was a memory that would haunt him the rest of his life. Tears came next, and Joshua began weeping.

      “Haley’s dead. Miller killed her.”

      On the ground, Carter groaned, but his eyes stayed shut. Tanner reached under his arms and began dragging him toward the van.

      “Let’s get this guy secured and then we’ll talk.”

      Joshua nodded while wiping at his eyes. He bent over and grabbed Carter’s feet to help Tanner place him into the rear of the van but let go when he felt a sharp pain in his chest. Naya’s bullet hadn’t reached his heart, but it had caused trauma.

      “Are you all right?” Tanner asked.

      “Yeah, but the doctor warned me not to pick up anything heavy for a while. I should have listened.”

      “I’m surprised they released you so soon.”

      “They wanted me to stay longer, but I’m better off at home. And it will make the hospital bill smaller. I don’t have health insurance.”

      “Go sit in the front seat of the van. You look like you’re ready to fall over.”

      Joshua nodded. Before getting in the van, he headed inside his apartment to grab his phone. The device, which had gotten wet from his time in the stream, had dried out while he was in the hospital. It was working again, and Joshua felt naked without it.

      Tanner had followed him to see what he was doing. He didn’t believe Joshua was a threat, but he also didn’t know if he could trust him yet.

      A few minutes later, Carter was handled. Tanner had used handcuffs and manacles he’d found inside an old wooden toolbox in the van. The key to unlock the restraints was on the same key ring that had the van keys on it. Tanner wondered if Joshua would have been chained up in the back of the van if he hadn’t arrived when he did.

      Carter’s phone revealed that he had called Miller several times recently. The last call had been made less than an hour earlier. The phone had been unlocked and the screen was set to a navigation app. Carter had programmed it to take him to somewhere he referred to as the Shack.

      Tanner settled in the van’s driver seat and started the engine. When he looked to his right, he saw that Joshua was staring at him.

      “This is the second time you’ve saved me. No, wait, the third time; you also found me after Miller beat me and I was shot. I’m beginning to think you are my guardian angel.”

      Tanner backed the van out of the driveway and told Joshua to tell him what had happened to him after he’d left him and Haley near the stream.

      Joshua started by telling Tanner about his climb over the wall and went on from there. Halfway through the story, he asked Tanner his name.

      “I can’t keep calling you my guardian angel.”

      “I think I’ll remain anonymous for now. Continue your story.”

      “Okay, maybe I’ll just call you angel.”

      Joshua wasn’t the first one to think of Tanner as an angel, but for all the others, he’d been the angel of death.
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      Joshua told Tanner his story as they followed the route Carter had been planning to take. Tanner had overheard the end of the conversation between Carter and Joshua after arriving at Joshua’s apartment.

      When Joshua had told Carter that he would tell him everything he knew if he took him to see Miller. Carter had laughed and told him that he’d be talking anyway by the time he was done with him.

      It sounded as if Carter had plans to take Joshua someplace where he could torture him and not be disturbed or overheard. Carter had named their destination the Shack. That sounded like a spot that might offer privacy.

      When Joshua told Tanner that Morgan Miller had tried to win him over to his side by offering him a chance to make more money, Tanner had a question.

      “How much did he tell you about what was really going on?”

      “He left out details, but he said that Hexalcorp had plans to build in the Flat Town area and down by the bay. I think he was bragging. The sick bastard was proud of his plan.”

      “Are you sure he’s the one who came up with this plan?”

      “That’s the impression I got. And Naya said that Miller was the one who started Die Fistulous and hired her and other coordinators to recruit people like me… me and Haley.”

      Tanner considered that news. If the plan was Miller’s, then his superiors at Hexalcorp had a lot of faith in him. It also meant that Miller had much to lose if the plan became public knowledge. With that in mind, it was surprising that Miller had sent only one man to look for the computer tablet. And when he didn’t hear back from Carter, he’d be worried and would make another move.

      It had taken Joshua only a few minutes to tell Tanner what had happened after they had met near the stream. When he reached the part in the tale where Haley was killed, Joshua wiped at fresh tears and mumbled something.

      “What did you say?”

      “I said I’m going to kill Miller.”

      “Because of what he did to Haley?”

      “Yes.”

      “I don’t blame you for wanting revenge, but Miller could be more useful alive.”

      “What do you mean by that?”

      “He may think of you and the others in your protest group as useful idiots, but he’s someone else’s useful idiot. From what you’ve told me, he’s the face of this operation. Naya knows who he is, and I would think the leaders of the other Die Fistulous divisions know him too. If this plan was exposed, it would be Miller who would take the fall. If he lived that is. I think it would be a safe bet that his superiors would want him dead before he could testify and harm Hexalcorp.”

      Joshua tossed a thumb toward the rear of the van. “That guy was looking for the computer tablet I stole from Miller’s beach house. Do you know what happened to it?”

      “I have it. It had a bullet hole in it, but I know someone who was able to get the data out of it.”

      “So, you already knew about the plan?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Okay. If you have the plan laid out, then the cops won’t need Miller to testify.”

      “They would still need him to name his superiors, or maybe wear a wire to a meeting where the plan is being discussed. If I was you, I’d want Miller dead too, but the bastard is more useful alive. As for Naya, she’s a witness to Miller’s murder of Haley. If the Feds offered her a deal, it would give her incentive to testify against Miller. And if Miller wanted to avoid spending decades behind bars for a murder, he could become a snitch.”

      “And then what? He gets to walk after spending only a few years in a country club prison, or worse yet, the government might set him up in a new life somewhere as a protected witness.”

      “That could happen. But it would only happen once Miller helped to bring down Hexalcorp and name the executives behind the riot.”

      Joshua shook his head. “No. I want the son of a bitch dead.”

      “I don’t blame you,” Tanner said. The conversation ended there, and Joshua fell asleep a few minutes later.
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        * * *

      

      They traveled in a northeasterly direction for over an hour and entered a rural area that was hilly. In the rear of the van. Carter moaned several times but had yet to regain his senses. The Shack turned out to be just that, a shack. However, it’s location was odd. The small, wooden building was set amid acres of trees with no road leading directly to it.

      Tanner had followed byzantine directions that took him over numerous backwoods roads until he was about a mile out. At that point, the directions had told him to take a left down a narrow dirt road. Not knowing what might be waiting for them there, Tanner decided to travel in on foot and scout the area for signs of trouble. He parked the van along the side of the road and left Joshua in the vehicle but kept the keys.

      “Do you think I would drive off and leave you here?” Joshua asked.

      “I don’t know what you would do, and I’m not going to risk leaving the keys behind to find out. If you see anyone coming, blow the horn loud several times.”

      Joshua turned in his seat and looked into the rear of the van. “And what if this guy comes to?”

      “His name is Andrew Carter. He’s chained up; he can’t hurt you.”

      “A cop could come along. If he found me in this van with a guy in chains, I’d be screwed.”

      “If you’re worried about it, get out of the van and wait in the woods. If a cop comes by, just walk away and I’ll find you later.”

      Joshua considered the suggestion but stayed in the van. Tanner told him he’d be back in an hour or less and took off down the dirt road. It wasn’t much more than a narrow lane and there were branches sticking out from the trees that lined it. The van would be able to drive down it, but nothing bigger than that.

      Fifteen minutes later, the road ended at the edge of a forest. When Tanner walked into the trees, he traveled a thousand feet and came upon a wooden shack that was visible in a patch of cleared land. He circled the small building while looking for signs that someone was inside, and for cameras or traps. It appeared uninhabited, safe to approach, and there were no cameras. Tanner moved toward the shack with his gun in his hand.

      It wouldn’t surprise him to learn that Carter had built the shack himself. It was an amateur job of carpentry work. Tanner could tell by eye that the structure was out of square, as it leaned to one side. It was on a foundation of weather-treated 4X4s and constructed with pine boards. There was one door and no windows. Stumps from the trees that had been cut down to make room for the shack were sticking out of the ground and the felled trees were nearby, some with old, withered leaves still attached to their branches.

      A deadbolt lock was on the door and there was a key for it on Carter’s key ring. A foul scent drifted out once the door was open. It wasn’t the stench of decay, but a mixture of urine and body odor. Manacles matching the ones Tanner had found in the van hung by chains that were attached by bolts to a corner of the shack’s one room. The brown stain on the floor in that area looked like it was dried blood. Tanner used the flashlight app on his phone and brightened the area. Behind the chains he could see a fireplace poker propped up in the corner, and there was a baseball bat beside it. The bat had the same brown stains as the floor.

      The only furniture was a table and a chair. They could both be folded away if needed. Sitting on the table was a battery-powered lantern. When Tanner turned it on, he found that the batteries were dead.

      Joshua wouldn’t have been the first person Carter tortured for information. The private investigator had some harsh ways of questioning people. Tanner wondered if there were bodies buried nearby. It seemed a safe bet that there were.
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        * * *

      

      Joshua jumped in fright when Tanner opened the van and climbed inside. Joshua hadn’t heard his approach and had been only half-awake. Despite the strange surrounding and the possibility of danger, the medication coursing through his system was making Joshua sleepy.

      “You scared me. Did you find anything?”

      Tanner started the van and drove it onto the narrow dirt road. “There’s a shack. If Carter had brought you here, you would have never made it home again.”

      “You’re saying he’s a killer?”

      “It looks that way. He might have information on Miller that we can use.”

      Branches scraped the sides of the van and it rocked side to side as it went over the uneven ground. They reached the end of the road and Tanner managed to maneuver the van around so that it faced the other way by backing up and going forward several times. If he had to leave in a hurry, he didn’t want to waste time making turns or trying to reverse down the narrow lane without hitting a tree.

      Carter spoke up from the rear of the van. He had just regained consciousness. “Oh, my head. What happened?”

      Tanner left his seat to walk around to the rear of the van and open the back doors. He climbed inside, where he knelt beside Carter’s prone form. The PI stared up at him, then he looked down along his body at the chains and restraints binding his arms and legs.

      Carter’s eyes shifted from side to side, and Tanner could see the wheels turning in his head. After licking his lips, Carter spoke again.

      “I’m willing to do anything it takes so I can walk away from this. Tell me what you want?”

      “I like your attitude,” Tanner said. “It just might keep you alive.”

      Carter heard movement behind him; he craned his neck to see that Joshua was peering down at him over the back of a seat.

      “This has something to do with Miller and the tablet he wants?”

      “That’s right. What do you know about it?”

      “All he told me was that he wanted the tablet back and that this guy named Joshua had it. He didn’t mention you… whoever you are.”

      “He doesn’t know about me, and I plan to keep it that way for now.”

      “There’s something important on that tablet, isn’t there? And I’m betting there’s money involved.”

      “Tell me everything you know about Miller.”

      “I know his name isn’t Morgan Miller, but I don’t know what his real name is either. I met the guy because we have a mutual acquaintance, and Miller throws work my way a few times a year.”

      “Who was this mutual acquaintance?”

      “He’s a guy named Tibbetts who owns a security service and runs a crew of operators on the side. You know, mercenaries.”

      “What do you know about the riot in San Padre?”

      Carter’s face screwed up in confusion. “What is there to know? A lot of rioting went on and it sounds like half the city burned down.”

      “Where were you when it was happening?”

      “Um, that was two days ago. I was in Las Vegas. I like to gamble.”

      “You took a big risk by agreeing to work for Miller.”

      Carter looked down at the chains and manacles binding him. “It looks like I lost that bet. But hey, I’m answering your questions, right? You don’t need to hurt me.”

      “Do you recognize where you are?”

      “Should I?”

      Tanner reached over and grabbed the chains wrapped around Carter so that he could pull him into an upright position. When Carter looked around and saw that they were parked at the end of a dirt road to nowhere, he licked his lips nervously.

      “How do you know about the shack?”

      “I just followed your GPS directions.”

      Carter’s breathing grew more rapid. “I wasn’t going to hurt your friend. Really, dude. I was going to take him to see Miller like he wanted to.”

      “Sure,” Tanner said. “Where is Miller?”

      “I don’t know. I only spoke to him by phone. But I can find him. I found your friend; I can find Miller.”

      Tanner left the van and signaled to Joshua, telling him to follow him. When they were far enough away from the van so that Carter couldn’t hear them, Joshua spoke.

      “I don’t think this guy knows anything. I think Miller only hired him to find me.”

      “I think you’re right. When he doesn’t make contact, Miller will send someone else after you. They’ll be a step up from Carter, and Carter is dangerous.”

      Joshua swallowed hard. “What should I do?”

      “I have a plan that will keep you safe and will lead to finding out who the people behind Miller are. If it’s to work… you can’t kill Miller.”

      Joshua’s face reddened with anger. “Why not? Once he’s dead, I’ll be safe. And he deserves to die for killing Haley.”

      “There are people who have a lot invested in Miller. If he dies, they’ll want to know who killed him and why. That will lead to Miller’s bosses finding out about you, and they’ll send people after you.”

      Joshua paced in a circle with his head down as he thought about his options. When he stopped walking, he stared over at the van where Carter was. He knew that if Tanner hadn’t shown up when he had, that he might be dead.

      “What’s your plan?”
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      Miller grunted in frustration. He was sitting in the home office at the beach house and staring down at the cell phone in his hand, while willing it to ring. Carter had called him earlier and said that he was heading to Joshua’s apartment, and that he would call him back within an hour. It was almost two hours later, and Carter wasn’t answering his calls.

      Miller stopped staring at the phone and used it to make a call. It was time to bring in Tibbetts and his men. Either Joshua had somehow gotten away from Carter, or Carter was up to something. Whatever the reason was, stronger measures needed to be taken.

      “This is Tibbetts.”

      “It’s Morgan Miller. I need you to track down that cell phone number I gave you.”

      “Hold on a minute and let me call my guy.”

      Tibbetts was gone for nearly two minutes, but when he came back on the line, he had good news.

      “My guy says that the phone is pinging off a cell tower in the middle of nowhere. He’ll be able to lead me right to it once I get close enough.”

      “Does he mean a wooded area?”

      “Could be, why?”

      “Carter has mentioned to me that he takes people to a place he calls the Shack. He said it was in the middle of the woods somewhere.”

      “That’s probably it. I can be there with three of my guys in about half an hour, that is, once you pay our fee.”

      “I’ll send it right away. Call me when you get there, and then again after you find Carter and Joshua.”

      “What do these dudes look like?”

      “You know Andrew Carter; I met him through you, he’s a private investigator.”

      “Oh, that guy. Yeah, I haven’t seen him in years.”

      Miller described Joshua then, and Tibbetts laughed when Miller said that Joshua’s face would be a wreck.

      “Who jacked the dude up?”

      “I did. I only wish I’d done worse to him.”

      “We’re on the move. I’ll call you soon.”

      “And I’ll send you your money. Don’t fail.”

      “Have we ever?”

      “No. That’s why I called you.”

      Miller transferred twenty thousand dollars into Tibbetts’ account and sat back in his office chair. It hurt to part with money to get something back that belonged to him, but he felt better about the situation. Tibbetts and his people would locate Carter and Joshua and they would retrieve the tablet too. Although it was still early in the day, Miller removed a bottle of whiskey from the bottom drawer of the desk and poured himself a drink.

      After checking the time on his watch, he waited to hear back from Tibbetts.
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        * * *

      

      Tanner had removed the chains from Carter long enough to walk him through the woods and into the shack. The private investigator appeared less than thrilled to be in the same dire predicament that he had subjected others to in the past. Tanner had him secured in the corner of the shack where the bloodstains were. He had handed the bat and the fireplace poker to Joshua.

      He didn’t think Joshua would use the items on Carter. Had it been Miller chained to the wall, it would be a different story. The plan he had in mind relied on Joshua to not kill Miller when the opportunity came to do so. Tanner wasn’t certain that Joshua would be able to restrain himself. Then again, it was one thing for most people to talk about getting revenge through murder and quite another to act on it.

      Tanner had never had a problem dealing out death but understood that he and those like him were the exception, and not the norm.

      Tanner tossed his head at the door, indicating to Joshua that they would go outside and away from the stench of the shack.

      Carter called out to them. “Are you just going to leave me here to die?”

      Tanner turned and looked at him. When he walked back over, he was removing a folding knife from his pocket. Carter tried to kick him, but the chains only allowed him to move his bound ankles a few inches.

      “If you stay still, you won’t get cut,” Tanner told him.

      He began slicing away at the shirt Carter wore. He needed the material to fashion a gag for the man. After stuffing one end of it into Carter’s mouth, Tanner wrapped the remainder around his head and tied it tight with a knot. When he was done, Carter could only mumble.
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        * * *

      

      When they were outside the shack and enjoying the clean air, Joshua asked Tanner why they were still there.

      “I’m waiting for someone.”

      “Who?”

      “I don’t know who and I don’t know how many, but Miller will send them here to look for you and Carter. He has too much to lose to rely on Carter alone.”

      “How is anyone going to find us here?”

      “I could if I had to do so, and I wouldn’t be surprised if Miller knew people who could do it too.”

      Joshua sat and leaned against a tree. “How long do we have to wait here?”

      “I’ll give it another two hours and then we’ll leave. If I’m wrong and no one shows up, there’s no harm. But if I’m right, this is a good place to deal with someone and not have to be concerned about attracting attention.”

      Joshua lowered his head into his hands. “This is such a mess. All I wanted was to see Kyle Anderson get what he deserved for hitting that child and running off. Now, Haley is dead, and people are out to kill me.”

      “It will be over soon, Joshua. If you follow my plan, Miller and Naya will be the ones in trouble, and you’ll be able to walk away.”

      “I just want to see the man dead.”

      Tanner offered Joshua a hand. “C’mon, get up. I have to get you out of sight. Someone could be here soon.”

      Joshua frowned. “I’m not going in that shack again; it stinks in there.”

      “I’ve got a better idea.”
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        * * *

      

      Minutes later, Joshua was lying on his back in the middle of the shack’s small roof. If he stayed in a prone position, he should remain unseen by anyone approaching the shack. Carter, or whoever built the shack, hadn’t bothered to cut the boards they used after assembling the building’s frame. Consequently, there was about a one-foot-high border around the entire roof. The boards weren’t tight and there were gaps between some of them, but the spaces weren’t wide enough to see through unless you were close up to them. Joshua should remain unobserved.

      There was a blanket beneath him that came from the van, and with a canopy of branches from the surrounding fir trees keeping the sun off him, he was comfortable.

      He smiled at Tanner, who was standing over him. “I could fall asleep up here.”

      “If you do, gunfire might awaken you. Remember to stay still and stay quiet. No matter what you hear, don’t sit up to look around, or you’ll be spotted.”

      “What about you?”

      “I’ll be the one doing the shooting.”

      After climbing down from the roof, Tanner walked back toward the road to keep watch from the trees. It would be a while until anyone appeared. He decided to call Sara and let her know what was going on.

      “Hello?”

      “It’s me. I’m using a burner phone.”

      “That means there’s trouble.”

      Tanner went on to explain to Sara what was happening and that he had a plan to get Joshua out of the mess he was in. To do so, he would need help from his brother.

      When Caleb came on the line, Tanner explained to him what he hoped to do and told Caleb his part in it. Although Tanner’s brother-in-law, Jake Garner, was an FBI agent, he was in New York City. Caleb had a connection to an agent who was based in California. Her name was Amanda Eriksen. Her late husband, John Price, had been the head of Ordnance Inc.

      As Stark, Caleb and Eriksen had a working relationship. Whenever Stark took down a gang of thieves and stole from them, he’d tip off Eriksen and she’d pass the information along to friends she had in the police department. If the gang was guilty of breaking federal law, such as transporting stolen goods across state lines, Eriksen would swoop in to arrest them herself.

      Eriksen had once wanted to arrest Stark for acting as a vigilante. After he saved her life when she’d been shot by her husband’s younger brother, Billy Price, Eriksen realized that Stark, although a criminal, was doing good and helping people. She had vowed to uphold the law, but she was wise enough to see that placing Stark behind bars would be a waste and only aid the real criminals.

      “I’ll call Amanda and give her a heads up. Corporate crime isn’t her usual case, but I’m sure she’ll know who to pass it on to.”

      “She may not want to pass it on. What’s going on in San Padre will make the news everywhere once it’s revealed. Eriksen will owe you one, little brother.”

      “She already does. Her success rate was high before we started working together, now it’s through the roof. But tell me, Cody, will this guy Joshua be able to deliver what we need?”

      “I’m not sure, Caleb. He hasn’t agreed to help, but I think he will. And oh yeah, there’s a good chance that he’ll try to kill Morgan Miller when he sees him. If that happens, the whole deal is off.”

      “That’s why you don’t want me to give Amanda his name yet. Because that way she won’t be able to arrest him for the murder.”

      “Yeah, and I wouldn’t blame Joshua if he did kill the man.”

      “Neither would I,” Caleb agreed.
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        * * *

      

      Tibbetts arrived in the area where the shack was located with three of his men. They were all carrying rifles that were AK-47s. After spotting the van, they checked it out and found Carter’s registration and insurance papers. A call to the man tracking Carter’s cell phone signal revealed that they were less than half a mile away from the phone.

      Tibbetts told his men to head out through the trees in different directions, when they were more than half a mile out, they were to wait for his signal then head back. They would be coming at Carter and Joshua from four different directions. If Carter and Joshua tried to make it back to the van, either Tibbetts or one of his men would stop them.

      “Wear your ski masks and keep your rifles ready. I’m not sure what we’re up against here.”

      Tibbetts’ men acknowledged his orders and went off in different directions to circle back toward the shack. Tibbetts waited by the van for a few minutes to give them time to get into position, then he donned a black ski mask and started forward.

      Texts came into his phone one after another from his three men. They were all a half mile out and ready to close in on the target. He sent them instructions telling them to proceed and to text again if they spotted something.
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        * * *

      

      George Garvey was one of Tibbetts’ men. The ex-British soldier had been working for Tibbetts’ security company for two years. The money was good and the men he worked with were professionals.

      Garvey was wearing a blue ski mask, while the others wore different colors. He could tell who they were by the color of ski mask they wore, and they could identify him the same way. If there were cameras, or someone tried to capture their image using their cell phone, the mask would hide their identities. Garvey’s mask could also be used to disguise the man who was closing in on him from his right.
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        * * *

      

      Tanner had heard the engine of the SUV that Tibbetts and his men arrived in. He’d been tucked back out of sight a hundred feet from the trees that bordered the dirt road. He’d watched Garvey and the other men head off in different directions while Tibbetts stayed near the SUV.

      He understood their strategy and thought it was a sound way to go about things. Since there were four of them, they could cover the four directions anyone might take to leave the shack. Tanner considered taking out Tibbetts and luring the men back to the SUV for an ambush, but the men appeared well-trained and would be careful. If they returned to the road and didn’t see Tibbetts, it would place them on alert.

      The man wearing the blue ski mask, George Garvey, was about Tanner’s size and was wearing jeans and a leather jacket. Tanner also had on jeans and a similar jacket. Realizing this gave Tanner a new idea. He followed Garvey, watched the man pause to stare at his phone, and saw him send off a text.

      When Garvey turned around to head toward the spot where Carter’s cell phone signal was coming from, Tanner hid from view and watched him pass by. Garvey turned around once to check his rear. Tanner was already ducked down behind a wild bush and went unnoticed.

      When he moved in for the kill, Tanner matched Garvey’s steps. Garvey was crunching over dead leaves as was Tanner. It couldn’t be helped, as the forest floor was littered with them.

      Tanner was rushing toward Garvey while keeping low when the man realized he wasn’t alone. It was too late. Tanner jammed a blade into the soft flesh at the rear of his left knee as the man was turning his head to look at him. At the same time, he clamped a hand over Garvey’s mouth to keep him from crying out and alerting his friends.

      The injury to his knee made Garvey go down and Tanner followed him to the ground. Six seconds and fourteen stab wounds later, Garvey was dying and unable to do more than release soft moans.

      Tanner claimed his rifle and cell phone, then donned his ski mask and headed for the shack at a slow pace. When he arrived, the others would see the blue ski mask and think that he was Garvey. That assumption could be their last mistake.
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        * * *

      

      Tibbetts reached the shack first and stayed back in the trees to listen and watch for signs of movement. He sent a text off to each of his men telling them about the shack. A man in a red ski mask appeared in the trees to his right. A man wearing a green ski mask soon approached from his left, and George Garvey, in a blue mask, would arrive at the rear of the shack, or so Tibbetts expected.

      The sound of someone grunting loudly reached Tibbetts’ ears. It was coming from inside the shack. The structure had no windows, and the door was shut. Whoever was in there couldn’t see them coming. Tibbetts left the cover of the trees while signaling to his men to follow his lead. When he saw the man in the red mask signal to someone at the rear of the shack, Tibbetts assumed that Garvey had arrived.

      The grunting sounds grew louder the nearer they drew to the shack, and Tibbetts interpreted the grunts as those of effort. He was at the door and waiting for his men to grow closer. They did so, with “Garvey” standing at the rear.

      Tibbetts held up three fingers, then lowered them one at a time in a silent countdown. When the last finger was lowered, he gave the door of the shack a hard kick. The door flew inward and revealed Carter’s bound and gagged form huddled in a corner. One cheek was bloody, because he had been rubbing his face against the wall to try to loosen the gag in his mouth.

      Carter’s eyes looked startled, then they revealed recognition when Tibbetts removed his ski mask and showed his face. There was a smile on Tibbetts’ lips. As he saw the situation, Carter had been outsmarted by his target, Joshua, and he found it amusing.

      “I should take a picture of you, Carter. What happened? The guy you were looking for was too much for you to handle?”

      Tibbetts stepped into the shack with his men following behind. When he glanced over his shoulder, he saw that the man he thought was Garvey was staying outside the door to keep watch.

      Good man, Tibbetts thought. He was pleased to see that Garvey was still on alert and watching for threats. The last thing they wanted was to be taken unawares from behind.

      When he reached Carter, Tibbetts let his rifle hang by its sling and unsheathed a knife from a scabbard on his belt. “Hold still,” he told Carter, then he cut the gag loose.

      Carter spat out the material wedged into his mouth and released a sigh of relief. “You got the guys, hmm?”

      Tibbetts’ back stiffened. “Guys? How many?”

      “Two. One is Joshua Mullins, he’s a wuss and not a threat, but the other man is hardcore. You didn’t get him?”

      Behind them, Tanner pulled off his mask and raised his rifle. “No, they didn’t get me.”

      Tibbetts and his remaining two men turned their heads to look at him as Carter leaned to his left to gaze past Tibbetts.

      “That’s him. Shit!” Carter said.

      Tibbetts wore a look of disgust. Tanner had not only outsmarted him, but the fact that he’d been wearing the blue ski mask meant that George Garvey was incapacitated or dead. He didn’t want to join Garvey in either condition. The fact that Tanner hadn’t opened up on them gave him hope that he might be able to talk his way out of the situation. He was opening his mouth to tell his men to stand down when one of them acted on his own.

      It was the man in the green ski mask. He was the closest to Tanner and was a young guy with lightening reflexes and an exaggerated opinion of his skills. He spun toward Tanner while bringing his rifle around. He made it halfway before Tanner sent three rounds into his chest.

      Tanner kept firing as Tibbetts’ other man spun toward him. As for Tibbetts, one of Tanner’s first three rounds had passed through the torso of the man he’d shot and struck Tibbetts in the side of the neck. Tibbetts had still been holding the blade he’d used to cut the gag off Carter, as he fell to one knee, the blade in his hand sank into Carter’s chest.

      The bullet in Tibbetts’ neck was joined by one to the back of his head as Tanner fired his last shot. Tibbetts collapsed backwards to fall onto one of his men. Carter was alive, but mortally wounded by Tibbetts’ blade. He was slumped in the corner and gasping in pain, while bleeding internally from a severed artery.

      When Carter died, Tanner still heard heavy breathing. It was coming from overhead, where he’d left Joshua on the roof. Tanner called up to him.

      “Joshua! It’s okay! You can come down now.”

      “Holy crap but that gun was loud, and the screams.”

      “Miller sent men here to kill you. They’re handled, and we need to leave here in case someone heard those shots.”

      “I’m coming down.”

      Before shutting the door on the shack, Tanner took photos of the dead bodies while using a new burner phone. The photos would be useful as part of his plan. He took the keys to the SUV from Tibbetts’ pocket along with the man’s phone, which was also a burner phone. As he expected, there was a recent text conversation between Tibbetts and Miller. Tibbetts had sent a text telling Miller that he was about to contact Carter and Joshua. The man would be waiting to hear back from him.

      Joshua lowered himself from the edge of the roof by his fingertips then let go. He landed on his feet, stumbled back a step, but managed to keep his balance. Afterward he placed a hand to his chest and made an expression that revealed the pain he was feeling. Any exertion made his chest wound ache.

      “Let’s go,” Tanner said.

      Joshua hesitated, as he stood staring at the door to the shack.

      “Joshua. We need to leave.”

      “How many guys were there? It sounded like more than one.”

      “There were four. They’re dead now, and Carter died too.”

      “You killed them?”

      Tanner headed for the trees without saying another word. Joshua watched him for a moment before following. He was also beginning to think of Tanner as an angel of death.
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            I’ll Trade You

          

        

      

    

    
      Tibbetts’ ride was a black Chevy Tahoe. Tanner drove it west as he headed away from the shack.

      He had explained his plan to Joshua in detail. Not only would it leave Miller alive, but it could place him in legal difficulty. Joshua wasn’t a fan of Tanner’s strategy. Tanner attempted to convince him the plan would work.

      “Miller needs to stay alive because he knows who else is involved. And yeah, the law will want to talk to you afterwards, but you’ll also be a hero for exposing this conspiracy. I doubt you’ll get more than a slap on the wrist.”

      “He should pay with his life for killing Haley.”

      “About that, from what you said, Miller doesn’t know that you saw him kill Haley, does he?”

      “No. I passed out right after he… he shot her.”

      “That’s right. So, he won’t be surprised when you tell him that you think it was Naya that killed Haley. From what you’ve told me, it sounds like she did try to kill her but was unfamiliar with the weapon she was using. If she knew what she was doing, Naya would have killed Haley.”

      “Then they should both die.”

      “I don’t disagree with you. And if this had happened to me, I would kill them. But it didn’t happen to me, Joshua, it happened to you. I would think you’d want more than revenge.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “When we met on the night the riot took place, you told me that things needed to change and the rich needed to share the wealth. Do you still feel that way?”

      “Yes. What does that have to do with this?”

      “Miller and his bosses are getting rich by destroying the homes of the poor in San Padre and they destroyed the businesses of the middle class. You could expose them to the public and stop them, or you can get vengeance by killing Miller and let Hexalcorp continue to do what they’re doing.”

      “They won’t continue. I’ll hand over the information you got off the tablet.”

      “That won’t be enough. The only ones named are Naya and her fellow coordinators. The people Miller works for aren’t named. Even Hexalcorp isn’t named. The Feds won’t be able to make a case against anyone. If you go with my plan, Miller won’t have any choice but to cooperate with the Feds. It might be the difference between him spending the rest of his life on death row or being eligible for parole when he’s an old man.”

      Joshua was silent and Tanner said nothing more. The young man needed time to think. When they were nearly back at Joshua’s apartment, he spoke to Tanner.

      “We’ll do it your way. It’s a good plan.”

      “All right. That means we have a call to make soon. I’ll drop this vehicle on a street near your home and reclaim my car from where I left it.”

      “I have to use the bathroom. And I would love to shower, change my bandage, and put on some fresh clothes.”

      “All right, but make it quick,” Tanner said. “I don’t want to leave Miller hanging for too long or he might decide to take off somewhere.”

      “I’ll be quick,” Joshua said.
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        * * *

      

      Miller was pacing in the living room at the beach house as Naya was seated on the sofa doing her nails. Something had gone very wrong, otherwise, Tibbetts would have phoned him by now. It had been hours with no word. When the phone did ring and he saw that the call came from Tibbetts, a relieved smile spread across his face. It turned into a look of confusion when he heard Joshua’s voice.

      “How did you get Tibbetts’ phone?”

      “Because he’s dead. Carter is dead too.”

      “Bullshit! There’s no way you could have taken out Tibbetts or Carter.”

      “It wasn’t me. I had help.”

      “Who?”

      “I have a deal to offer you. Carter told me that you were looking for the computer tablet I stole from you. I’m willing to trade you for it.”

      “A trade?”

      “Bring Naya to me and I’ll give you the tablet. She shot me and she killed Haley. The bitch has to pay for that.”
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        * * *

      

      Miller said nothing for a moment after Joshua made his offer. During the silence, Joshua looked over at Tanner and nodded. If Miller believed that Joshua didn’t blame him for Haley’s death, he might be more willing to make the trade. Then again, it was possible that he had feelings for Naya and would refuse. His next words would let them know which way Miller was leaning.

      “How do we do this? I don’t trust you and you don’t trust me.”

      “We’ll meet in a secluded spot and make the trade. Bring a gun if you want. The man with me will have one too.”

      “How do I know that this isn’t a set-up that involves the police?”

      “As badly as you want this tablet, I’m guessing that there’s something on it you don’t want the police to see. I couldn’t get by your password protection to look inside it, but the police wouldn’t have a problem. If they were involved, they would be at your door right now.”

      “That’s true,” Miller said. “Tell me where and when you want to meet.”

      “Get a pen and paper and write down what I tell you.”

      When Miller said he was ready, Joshua proceeded to give him directions. When he told him the time he wanted to meet, Miller had an objection.

      “That’s the middle of the night. Why can’t we meet earlier?”

      “Because it will make it easier to spot a car coming if you try to hire someone else to come after me. I know what you drive. If I see any other cars coming toward the meeting place, I’ll take off and send this tablet to the FBI with a note attached.”

      “All right. I’ll meet you when you say.”

      “And one more thing, Miller.”

      “What?”

      “Bring money, as much as you can. I should get something for my pain and suffering.”

      “I have five thousand dollars in my safe; I’ll bring it.”

      “Tell her whatever you need to in order to get her to join you, but I want Naya. She’s going to pay for what she did to Haley, and for what she tried to do to me.”

      “How did you survive that gunshot wound? The last time I saw you, I thought you were dead.”

      “Dextrocardia.”

      “What?”

      “It means that I was born with my heart pointing toward the right side of my body instead of the left. If it wasn’t for that, Naya’s bullet could have killed me.”

      “Whether it hit your heart or not, I don’t understand how you’re walking around two days after taking a bullet to the chest.”

      “I guess the bullet was defective. It didn’t penetrate very deep.”

      “Lucky bastard.”

      “Yeah Miller, I’m real lucky. My face looks like hamburger, I’ve a hole in my chest, and the woman I love is dead. I’m really lucky.”

      Joshua’s voice had risen as he spoke. Tanner patted the air in front of him with one hand, telling Joshua to calm down.

      “I’ll bring you the money. Make sure you have that tablet.”

      “And you make sure that you bring Naya,” Joshua said. After Tanner gave the signal to hang up, Joshua ended the call.

      Tanner smiled at him. “You did good, Joshua. Is it true what you said about your heart being on the wrong side?”

      “No. But I knew a kid when I was growing up who had the condition.”

      “Okay. Miller thinks he has plenty of time before the meeting takes place. He won’t be expecting what comes next.”
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        * * *

      

      Inside the beach house, Naya was asking Miller to tell her what Joshua had said to him.

      “He wants to trade me the tablet for something.”

      “I got that much from your side of the conversation, but what is it that he wants in return?”

      “He wants you. I said that I would give you to him, but what I’m really going to do is place him in a shallow grave.” Miller walked over to a closet and reached into a back corner. When his hand came out it was gripping the barrel of a shotgun. “Joshua won’t be expecting us to arrive at the meeting place he picked out for hours. Instead, we’ll get there early and be waiting for him and his friend to show.”

      “What friend?” Naya asked.

      “He didn’t say, but whoever he is, he’s better than Tibbetts, and Tibbetts wasn’t alone.”

      “This sounds dangerous. Can’t you call somebody for help?”

      Miller laughed, but there was no humor in it. “I called Carter and Tibbetts for help. A fat lot of good that did me. If I didn’t have to keep this hidden from Hexalcorp, I could ask for help from my superiors, but if I did that, I’d have to explain why I need it. I can’t let anyone know that I screwed up by letting Joshua take that tablet. That would weaken their trust in me, and I might lose my position, or worse, my life.”

      “Hexalcorp would kill you just because you lost a few files?”

      “Naya, if those ‘few files’ became public knowledge, it could bring down Hexalcorp. That’s not the kind of mistake my superiors would overlook.”

      Naya checked her nails to see if they had dried; they had. After grabbing her purse, she stood. “I wish you luck, Morgan. Call me tomorrow and let me know that you’re all right.” She was headed for the door when Miller grabbed her by the arm.

      “Whoa. You’re not going anywhere. I’ll need your help with this.”

      Naya shook her arm free. “How can I help? I don’t have a gun. Besides, this doesn’t really involve me. I didn’t lose those files, you did.”

      “I didn’t lose them, Joshua stole them. And remember, you’re the one who tried to kill him. If he gets past me tonight, he’ll be coming after you next.”

      Naya looked down at the floor. “I hadn’t thought of that.”

      “We have to do this together. If we work together, we can kill Joshua, and whoever he hired.”

      “How?”

      “It’s like I said, we’ll get to the meeting place first and surprise them when they show up.”

      “But they could have guns.”

      “I know. But they won’t have them at the ready or be expecting a threat. You can distract them, and then I’ll blast them with the shotgun.”

      Naya nodded. “That could work. Where do they want to meet?”

      “It’s more than an hour away from here. We should leave soon. We’ll take my car and stop for food and water on the way. We could be there a while before they show up.”

      Miller was headed for the door when he realized it might not be a good idea to be seen toting a shotgun around. There was a blanket on the sofa. He wrapped the shotgun in it to hide the weapon from view. When he opened the door, he heard Naya release a gasp. Standing before them on the porch was Joshua, and standing behind him was Tanner.

      Tanner had a gun pointed at Miller and Naya. He was wearing sunglasses, a baseball cap, latex gloves, and a smile.

      Joshua had on gloves too, but he wasn’t smiling. He reached out to take the blanket-wrapped shotgun from Miller. Miller held on to it until he saw Tanner shift the gun he was holding, so that it was aimed at his face. Miller released the shotgun and Joshua took it. When he tossed the blanket aside and saw what he had, Joshua did smile, and he aimed the shotgun at Miller’s chest.

      Standing behind him, Tanner wondered if he was about to watch Joshua blow Miller, and his plan, to pieces.
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            Pointing Fingers

          

        

      

    

    
      Naya’s face was reddened by anger as she jabbed a finger at Miller. The two of them were seated on the sofa in the living room of the beach house. Joshua stood ten feet away and was aiming Miller’s shotgun at them. Behind him stood Tanner. Tanner had yet to say a word, and with his dark sunglasses, and a baseball cap pulled down low, he was unrecognizable, nor could he be easily described to anyone who might ask about him later.

      Miller had just stated that it was Naya who had killed Haley, causing Naya to explode and refute his claim.

      “I didn’t kill Haley! Morgan shot her in the back three times.”

      “That’s a lie, Joshua. Naya shot you in the chest and then turned her gun on your girlfriend. Why would I shoot her? I didn’t even know the woman.”

      “You shot her because my gun jammed, or whatever was wrong with it. When I tried to shoot Haley, nothing happened.”

      It was Miller’s turn to point at Naya. “See? She admits that she wanted Haley dead.”

      “I… I didn’t shoot her. Joshua, I’m telling the truth. Morgan killed Haley.”

      “You did have a gun in your hand, Naya. And you shot me in the chest.”

      Naya tried to look apologetic. “I got carried away because you burnt me with that lamp.”

      “Carried away? You shot me in the chest and tried to kill me. Do you deny it?”

      “No. I shot you.”

      “And you tried to kill me. Admit it.”

      “Yes… I tried to kill you. I’m so sorry, Joshua, and I’m sorry that Morgan killed Haley. But killing us won’t bring her back.”

      “You’re not sorry, Naya. You’re as bad as Miller is, maybe worse. He wasn’t the one who burnt down those homes in The Flats. That was you.”

      Naya was back to pointing at Miller. “He made me do that. It was part of his plan. And Joshua, the plan worked. Miller said you wanted money. You can have money, a lot of money.”

      “That’s right,” Miller said. “There’s plenty of money to go around.” He looked past Joshua toward Tanner. “Your friend there can come out of this wealthy too.”

      Joshua raised the shotgun. “Look at me. I’m the one you need to worry about, and I’m the one who knows the truth. You shot Haley, Miller. I was still conscious after Naya shot me and I watched you shoot Haley in the back three times. Why did you do that you son of a bitch? Why did you have to kill her?”

      Miller said nothing. He was staring into the barrel of the shotgun that Joshua had pointed at his face. His gaze drifted lower when he saw Joshua’s finger slide onto the trigger. Naya saw it too and leaned away from Miller, as if she were certain Joshua was about to send forth a blast from the shotgun.

      Tanner wasn’t certain, and he did nothing to interfere. It would be better if Joshua followed his plan, but he could understand the man’s hunger for vengeance.

      Miller whispered, “Please don’t, please?”

      Joshua kept the shotgun aimed at Miller’s face. After a slight shake of his head, he lowered the weapon.

      “I want you to tell me what you told me the other night.”

      Miller wiped sweat from his brow. “What? What do you mean?”

      “About how the riot was planned and would end up making millions. I want you to explain that to me in detail. I want to know how it works.”

      Miller swallowed a few times and then began talking and laid the plan out in all its aspects. He spoke in general terms, never naming any of his superiors by name, but he went into detail about Hexalcorp’s scheme to profit by the misery they caused the city of San Padre. Miller ended by stating that the plan had worked in other cities, although there had been fewer deaths and less destruction.

      “There’s a lot of money to be made, Joshua. You could become my assistant. I’d bring you into Hexalcorp and you’d make an easy six figures a year.”

      Joshua looked over at Naya. “Miller can be useful to me, but what about you?”

      Naya sent Joshua a smile. “I know you’re mad at me for shooting you, but that’s in the past. You and I could become closer, Joshua. You would like that wouldn’t you? I’d do anything you want.”

      A look of disgust appeared on Joshua’s face. He turned his head to look at Tanner and saw him nod. They had what they needed.

      Joshua removed a small computer tablet from an inside pocket of the jacket he was wearing. It was the tablet Tanner had bought the day before. It contained the same files as the original one, and had the same password, thanks to Kate Barlow’s hacker skills. Miller should believe that it was his.

      Joshua tossed the device to Miller before heading for the door. He spoke over his shoulder. “We’ll be in touch. The next time I see you, Miller, have fifty thousand dollars waiting for me.”

      Tanner followed Joshua, and the two of them left the house.
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        * * *

      

      As they walked away from the beach house, Tanner took the shotgun away from Joshua.

      “There was a moment there where I thought you might kill Miller.”

      Joshua spoke as he removed the latex gloves he’d been wearing. “I almost killed them both, but then I thought about Haley. By letting Miller live to tell what he knows, Haley’s death will mean something.”

      When they reached the guard shack, they found it empty, as it had been when they’d arrived. That was Caleb’s doing. Through Amanda Eriksen, Caleb had arranged for the guard on duty to be taken in for questioning. Kate Barlow, being her usual thorough self, had uncovered the fact that there was a connection between Hexalcorp and the company that supplied the guards protecting the beachfront properties. It was enough for Eriksen to have the guard brought in for questioning. No one thought the security guard on duty at the time had a thing to do with the criminal conspiracy Miller was heading. They just needed to arrange for Tanner and Joshua to have easy access to Miller’s home. As a bonus, all the security cameras were shut off.

      Tanner held out his hand and Joshua took it. “I’m done. The FBI will be here soon; the head agent is named Eriksen. Be straight with her and she’ll do what she can to help you. If you’re held in custody or charged with any crimes, a lawyer will be sent to represent you for free.”

      Joshua removed the spy camera that was clipped to the collar of his shirt. Tanner had disabled the camera function so that it had recorded audio but no video. He’d known that there was a chance that Joshua might kill Miller. If that happened, he wanted Joshua to be able to claim he acted in self-defense. If there was video, that would be more difficult to do.

      “I hope this thing recorded everything they said in there. They just confessed to trying to kill me and shooting Haley. Plus, Miller implicated himself in setting up the riot.”

      Tanner removed the camera he had attached to the bill of his cap. His did record video as well as audio, but Eriksen and the authorities would never see that version.

      “If your camera didn’t work, I had a backup going. Give Eriksen that recording when she gets here and answer her questions, but do not speak to any other Feds or cops. Your lawyer will do the talking for you.”

      Tanner left the guard shack and headed for the open gates, where his car was parked. He was tossing the shotgun in the trunk when Joshua called to him.

      “Hey! What’s your name?”

      “It’s better if you don’t know it. And I’d appreciate it if you told Eriksen that you never got a good look at me.”

      “I’ll just say that you always wore sunglasses and a cap.”

      “That will work,” Tanner said.

      He was miles away on the road that ran parallel to the stream when two unmarked vehicles drove past him while going in the opposite direction. There were four police cars following behind them. In the front seat of the first unmarked vehicle was a blonde woman. She was Agent Eriksen. Tanner checked the clock on his dashboard. Eriksen was right on time and true to her word. Caleb had assured Tanner that she was trustworthy.
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        * * *

      

      After Joshua and Tanner’s abrupt departure, Miller and Naya spent several minutes arguing. They had tried to sell each other out to save their necks, and were blaming each other for the mess they were in.

      They stopped their bickering when they heard tires squeal to a halt outside. By the time Miller reached the door someone was already banging on it.

      “FBI! Open the door.”

      Miller did so and found four FBI agents and six sheriff deputies staring at him. A seventh deputy was staying with their vehicles. Miller saw that Joshua was seated in the back seat of one of the unmarked cars.

      A petite blonde flashed her credentials at Miller with one hand and handed him search warrants with the other. When she spoke, she called Miller by his real name.

      “Keith Popovich, those warrants allow us to search this property along with the two cars parked in the driveway.”

      “What’s this about?” Naya asked.

      “Are you Naya Powers?”

      “Yes.”

      Eriksen nodded at one of the deputies who was a large woman with a no-nonsense face and a steely gaze. The deputy informed Naya that she was being arrested for attempted murder and for being an accomplice to a murder. A second deputy walked toward Miller with handcuffs. He stated that Miller was being arrested for murder.

      Naya and Miller protested but were ignored. When they were out of the house, the search began for evidence of their crimes. The computer tablet with Miller’s fingerprints on it was found on the coffee table and contained the same information as the original one Joshua had stolen. A copy of that information had been provided anonymously to Eriksen earlier by Caleb. Along with it was a typewritten note stating that a man going by the name of Morgan Miller, an employee of Hexalcorp, was the author of the files and the architect of the plan outlined. Thanks to a call from Thomas Lawson, it was enough to get a judge to sign off on the warrants.

      Written on a folded sheet of paper in Miller’s pocket were directions to a location where five dead bodies would be discovered. There was a time written next to the address. When Miller wrote it, he thought he was writing down the time and place where he was to meet Joshua later. He had written down the time, but hadn’t bothered to state that it was a.m. and not p.m.

      It would be determined that the dead men had been killed at approximately the time written on the note. Furthermore, the rifle that killed most of them would be recovered from the trunk of Miller’s Mercedes, right where Tanner had placed it before entering the house. He’d also left behind the cell phone that had the photos of the dead bodies at the shack.

      If Miller somehow escaped being convicted of Haley’s murder, he would still face charges concerning the deaths of Andrew Carter, and Tibbetts and his men. Combined with the legal difficulties that would be heaped upon him for his part in inciting the riot and the corporate conspiracy behind it, Miller wouldn’t taste freedom for a long time, if ever again.
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        * * *

      

      Joshua wasn’t under arrest, at least not yet. He was being treated as a witness. He watched as Naya and Miller were placed into the rear of separate police cars and driven away. He had enjoyed seeing the sick expressions on their faces.

      His phone rang and he saw an unfamiliar number. When he answered it, he heard the voice of Detective Ed Collins, the cop who had spoken to him when he was in the hospital.

      “Hello, Detective.”

      “I have news, Mr. Mullins. Sir, it’s about Haley Kent.”

      “Yes?”

      “I’m sorry sir, but Miss Kent’s body was recovered from the bay early this morning.”

      “She’s really dead?”

      “Yes sir, and I’m afraid that she was a victim of a homicide. Someone shot her in the back three times. Sir, I’ll need you to come in and give us a statement. This is now a murder investigation.”

      “I understand,” Joshua said, and ended the call. He could have told Detective Collins to contact Agent Eriksen and maybe mentioned Miller’s name, but his breath had caught in his throat as he began to sob. A part of him had held out hope that Haley may have miraculously survived somehow and been listed as a Jane Doe in a hospital somewhere. But no, Haley was dead.

      Joshua sat weeping in the back of Eriksen’s car and wondered what the future held for him.
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      Miller was screwed and knew it. The FBI had the information from the computer tablet, the recording Joshua made, Joshua and Naya’s eyewitness statements declaring that he shot Haley to death, and he was also facing five other charges of murder after the bodies of Carter, Tibbetts, and three other men were found on the property where the shack was.

      Miller denied everything and let his lawyer do all the talking for the first few hours. That didn’t last once he understood what he was facing. He had killed Haley in front of two witnesses, and it didn’t matter that he hadn’t killed Tibbetts and the others. The authorities had a paper with the directions to the murder scene written in his handwriting; on top of that, he had listed the estimated time of death the murders had occurred. Anyone looking at the evidence would think he had gone to the site at that time for a meeting and had killed the men. Having the murder weapon found in his trunk was the final nail in that coffin.

      Agent Eriksen told Miller that his only option was to cooperate in the investigation into the riot and the true cause of it. Again, they had him dead to rights on his involvement in the scheme. Miller asked for immunity for all charges in exchange for his testimony and was denied. Eriksen told him if he didn’t fully cooperate, he would be dead soon.

      Miller’s lawyer bristled at the comment. “What do you mean by that, Agent Eriksen?”

      “I mean, counselor, that your client is the only one who can name the people above him. They obviously don’t mind killing people to make money. I’m sure they would eliminate your client to save their own asses.”

      Miller knew that was true. And he understood that his superiors would get to him if he wasn’t protected. Then again, spending the rest of his life in prison wasn’t very appealing either.

      Eventually, a deal was made that would see him spending thirty years in a medium-security prison without the possibility of parole.

      Miller made the deal and began spilling his guts. He’d be seventy-one years old by the time he was set free.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Other than her statement about Miller killing Haley, Naya had little to bargain with and was facing charges of attempted murder and being an accessory to murder. This included the murders of Carter, Tibbetts, and the others. Since it wouldn’t affect his deal, Miller confessed to the murders, while also stating that Naya had been with him when they happened. It was his way of paying Naya back for turning on him. Naya would also be charged for her role in the arson of The Flats, inciting a riot, and for her part in the Hexalcorp conspiracy.

      Her lawyer made a deal that would see her serving twenty-two years. It was a good deal given the circumstances, but Naya believed that she could con her way past a jury and claim to have been under Miller’s control. She’d seen other good-looking women receive light sentences after playing the victim and eliciting sympathy, and she was willing to take her chances. The case never reached a jury, while in jail, Naya was beaten and kicked to death by two female inmates who were gang members and had grown up in Flat Town. The women were facing life in prison for murdering a man they were robbing, and the act had been caught on camera. A life sentence was a life sentence, so killing Naya wouldn’t add a day to the time they’d serve. And besides, they had to protect the honor of their hood.
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        * * *

      

      As Tanner predicted, Joshua was being looked at as a hero in the media for exposing Hexalcorp’s machinations and chicanery.

      That didn’t mean he didn’t have to face the legal consequences of his actions. He had broken into Miller’s rented beach house the night of the riot, had been accused by Miller and Naya of threatening them with a gun, and had stolen property, including the computer tablet.

      Tanner told Joshua that he would be represented by a lawyer free of charge. That was Sara’s doing. She had called her father and explained the situation. Warren Blake called a friend and colleague who was a defense attorney in California. The man often did pro bono work and agreed to help. He met with Joshua the day after Miller and Naya had been arrested. Joshua was in jail too, but as a witness needing protection.

      Joshua’s mouth dropped open in surprise when he met with his lawyer for the first time. He recognized the man. The lawyer was Charles Kensington. Joshua had noticed Kensington recently when he’d been dropping off a woman at the airport. He’d been envious of Kensington because the lawyer exuded success, and now he was going to be the recipient of the man’s generosity.

      Kensington displayed a firm grip as he shook Joshua’s hand, then said words that shocked Joshua.

      “I feel honored to meet you, Mr. Mullins. Because of you, a great injustice has been exposed and a lot of bad people are going to get what they deserve. In my eyes, and the eyes of many others, you’re a hero. I want to thank you for letting me represent you.”

      Joshua didn’t feel like a hero. He felt like a fool. He had fantasized about burning Kensington’s home to the ground because the man was rich, all while being affiliated with Naya, a woman who’d set fire to the homes of the poor. He knew that his desire to cause Kensington misery wasn’t because the man was rich, but rather, it was birthed by envy. Kensington and others like him were living a life that Joshua wished he could experience. He wanted to be successful someday but had been frustrated in his efforts.

      Joshua sighed. “I’m not a hero, Mr. Kensington; I’m a mess. I’m looking at spending time in jail, my girlfriend is dead, my face looks like raw hamburger, I’ve a healing gunshot wound, and I guess I’ve lost my job too.”

      “You have my condolences on the death of Miss Kent. As for spending time in jail, that’s off the table. I’ve arranged a deal that would see you don’t get charged with breaking and entering into Miller’s home.”

      “Are you serious?”

      “I am. You never admitted to it since you were smart enough to not speak to the police, and the two people who claim it happened are far from trustworthy and have a reason to lie and defame you.” Kensington grinned. “It also doesn’t hurt that I’m a friend of the district attorney.”

      Joshua straightened in his seat, as a weight was lifted off his shoulders. “They’re letting me go?”

      “Not right away. They’re moving you to a safe house for a few days until they’re certain no one else is after you. Afterward, you’ll be free to go. And may I ask, what kind of work did you do?”

      “I drove for People Pick-up.”

      Kensington opened the file he had on Joshua and read it. “You have a degree in finance?”

      “Yes.”

      “I have a friend who’s looking for people to train for his business. He’s a financial advisor who has several offices throughout the state; one location is in your town. With your degree, you qualify to offer financial advice. I would guess you’d make more money. You’d also be assisting people in getting their finances straight.”

      Joshua offered Kensington his hand. “Thank you for helping me; I’m not sure I deserve it.”
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        * * *

      

      Eriksen was interested in Joshua’s unnamed companion. Tanner was never seen on camera and hadn’t spoken a word, but Miller and Naya had mentioned his presence and given a description. Miller also claimed that it was Tanner who’d killed Carter and Tibbetts, and that Joshua knew it was true. As for the note with the directions to the shack, he was tricked into writing that, and the rifle was planted in his trunk. No one believed his claims of innocence, although Naya did back up his alibi and placed him at the beach house during the time the murders took place. She was thought to be lying and it was suspected that she had been an accomplice.

      The description Miller and Naya gave of Tanner was useless as he’d been wearing sunglasses and a hat. All Eriksen knew was that Joshua’s partner had been a white male who was probably in his thirties or forties. She would have thought it was Stark, except she’d been in contact with him by phone when Tanner and Joshua’s meeting with Miller and Naya had been taking place.

      Speculation among Eriksen and her colleagues was that Tanner was an employee of one of Hexalcorp’s rivals, such as the Burke Corporation. There was no manhunt on for Tanner. As far as the law knew he’d committed no crimes other than brandishing a weapon when he’d entered the beach house. The FBI and other agencies had their hands full gathering evidence and prosecuting the men and women from Hexalcorp whom Miller named as part of the conspiracy to profit from the destruction of San Padre and other cities.

      Members of the protest group Die Fistulous came out looking like fools when it was revealed publicly that Miller had come up with the name of the group by making it an anagram of the words Useful Idiots. Over fifty percent of their membership dropped out when it became clear they had been treated as pawns. The remaining members persevered with their efforts to bring about change.

      They had a new name, one that Haley had favored. They called themselves The Fist, and their members were referred to as fingers. They had a new target to vent their wrath upon as well. They protested outside the corporate headquarters of Hexalcorp and the homes of Hexalcorp’s top executives. That was the least of Hexalcorp’s woes, as the government was auditing their books, there had been a mass exodus of employees who’d resigned, and the vendors the corporation dealt with refused to do business with them.

      Miller would have company in prison, and the corporation named Hexalcorp would cease to exist.
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      While spending time with Caleb on his farm, Sara made a side trip to visit her Aunt Grace and Uncle Gary. Cody and the children came along, with the gathering taking place at Grace’s home in a senior citizens’ community.

      Grace had seen the children months earlier but commented on how much they had grown. Uncle Gary, a professional gambler, had flown in from Las Vegas for the day.

      After returning to Caleb’s farm, the Parker family stayed there for another few days before returning home. During that time, Cody had watched Caleb have a conversation with a visitor, FBI Agent Amanda Eriksen.

      Cody had observed them talking outside from behind a window in the home’s living room. As they separated, he noticed that Eriksen touched his brother on the cheek.

      When Caleb walked back into the house, he found Cody smiling at him.

      “What’s with the big smile?”

      “You and Eriksen, is there something going on there?”

      “If you’re asking if we’re sleeping together, the answer is no.”

      “She smiled a lot and I noticed that she caressed your cheek.”

      “She was thanking me for handing her the Hexalcorp case. It made her look good with her bosses.”

      “My wife was an FBI agent when I met her. Maybe yours will be too.”

      “It’s not like that, Cody. Amanda and I are just friends.”

      “Right,” Cody said. He was only teasing his brother, but he couldn’t help but wonder if there might be some truth to his words.
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        * * *

      

      Franny was there to greet them when they returned home to Texas. The children ran to her, and Franny kissed them and gave them hugs. Lucky the dog was there to welcome them home as well. The dog charged at Cody, jumped up, and licked his face.

      The next day, Cody and Sara were settled at the kitchen table and enjoying coffee. The children were off having a playdate with Steve and Ginny Mendez’s children, Wyatt, and Amelia. Franny sat beside Cody and pointed at a newspaper that was on the table. The paper’s headline concerned the Hexalcorp scandal.

      “This never would have been exposed if it weren’t for you, Cody.”

      “You can thank Joshua Mullins more than me.”

      “Maybe so, but he wouldn’t have lived to talk if you hadn’t saved him.” Franny stared at Cody. “You… when you act as Tanner, that’s… well, from all I’ve heard you’re a killing machine, and your targets deserve no mercy. As yourself, as Cody, you show mercy and compassion. Joshua was lucky you found him, and I think you’re an unsung hero for what you did to help bring Hexalcorp down.” Franny leaned over and kissed Cody on the cheek. “You’re a hell of a man, and I’m fortunate to be considered part of this family.”

      Cody stood and grabbed his denim jacket from the back of his chair. “I’m going to take a ride around the ranch and pay a visit to the training academy.”

      After Cody left, Franny smiled at Sara. “He doesn’t take praise well. But I meant what I said. He’s a damn good man.”

      “Oh, Cody appreciated the compliment, it’s just that he doesn’t let other people’s opinions of him sway him one way or another. And you’re right, my husband is a damn good man.”

      Franny stared at Sara. “Tell me how you two met. You’ve both said that it wasn’t love at first sight, but I’ve a feeling that there’s quite a story there.”

      Sara laughed. “That’s an understatement.”

      Franny poured more coffee into her cup and grabbed a chocolate chip cookie from the stack of them she had placed in the center of the table.

      “The kids aren’t here, and I’m caught up on the housework. If you’re ready to tell the story, I’m ready to listen.”

      “It’s not a fun story, and not one I tell many people. It also involves one of the darkest periods of my life.”

      “Sara, if it’s too personal, just say so, and I’ll mind my own business.”

      Sara covered Franny’s hand with one of her own. “I’ll tell you. I think maybe it will help you to understand what a miracle it is that Cody and I have been able to make a life together. And like you said, you’re family.”

      Sara began telling the story. “Before I met Cody, I was in love with a man named Brian Ames.”

      Franny listened with rapt attention. And over cookies and coffee, the past was revealed.
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