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GET FREE BOOKS!



REMINGTON KANE’S MAILING LIST

Get FREE Books and Short Stories, including the Tanner Novel SLAY BELLS, The TAKEN! ALPHABET SERIES, and more than half a dozen short stories featuring Tanner, Blue Steele, and Jake Caliber.


Acknowledgments



I write for you.

—Remington Kane


Prologue



The Dufrene family’s home in the Bluffview section of Dallas, Texas, took up over ten-thousand square feet. It had six bedrooms, nine baths, and there was an eight-car garage at the rear of the property.

That garage held the classic car collection that was the joy of the family’s patriarch, Jude Dufrene. A mint condition 1964 Ford Mustang and a pristine 1955 Ford Thunderbird were part of the collection, but its crown jewel was a 1954 Porsche Spyder 550. The Porsche had belonged to Dufrene’s late father. Albert Dufrene had bought the mid-engine, air-cooled, four-cylinder motor car for a fraction of the vehicle’s current worth thirty years earlier.

Jude Dufrene had a state-of-the-art security system installed that kept his collection safe. Or so he believed.

The Mercedes, BMW, and Tesla the family drove for everyday use were parked in the home’s attached garage.
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It was a day of festivity for the Dufrene family. Jude’s wife, Linda, was celebrating her fiftieth birthday. The family gathered with a few friends for a cookout. One of those friends was Jenna Dane. Jude and Linda’s daughter, Kathy Dufrene, had invited Jenna.

Kathy, a tall blonde with a slight overbite, attended SMU, Southern Methodist University. Jenna worked at a coffee shop near campus, and the two girls had become friends. Jenna had made it a priority to become friends with Kathy Dufrene. As her friend, she could gain access to the Dufrenes’ home.

Jenna Dane’s real name was Simone Reilly. Simone was twenty-three and a professional thief. She was a member of a group of thieves. Her designation within the group was that of the insider.

Her job began once the group had chosen a target. It was Simone’s responsibility to get close to one of the people they would be robbing. She could also take employment that gave her access and opportunity.

She’d been nice to Kathy Dufrene for weeks and had developed a relationship with her. As part of her role-playing, she had feigned an interest in an obscure punk band from the 1980s that Kathy loved, so they would have something in common. The two became friends. Kathy wanted more than friendship from Simone, who was a dark-haired beauty with large breasts.

Simone became aware of Kathy’s sexual interest in her only recently, although she had suspected Kathy was bisexual. Kathy had fondled her while drunk and confessed her feelings. Simone, who was straight, acted flattered but turned her down. Since then, Simone pretended to be curious about what an intimate relationship with Kathy would be like. Such deception had been needed to maintain their friendship.

She’d even gone so far as to kiss Kathy on the lips; to give her hope they could become a couple. Simone had been willing to do anything short of sleeping with Kathy to get an invitation to her mother’s fiftieth birthday celebration. The plan her group had come up with to rob the Dufrenes required Simone to attend that party. As a guest, she would have access to Jude Dufrene and the lavish home’s security system.

Simone was one of nine guests. Kathy had a younger brother, and there was a catering staff of four working the party.

Being late spring and a cookout, the guests and the family were outside by the pool most of the afternoon. Simone wore a red, one-piece bathing suit. Kathy’s fourteen-year-old brother, Chad, took surreptitious glances at her, as did the boy’s father. Jude Dufrene was happily married, but he wasn’t dead.

Toward sunset, and after everyone had eaten, Dufrene led his guests into the garage where he kept his prized collection. There was an iris scanner and a device that read his palm print. On top of that, Dufrene had to enter a six-digit code.

Although most of the other guests had seen the car collection before, there were still plenty of “Oohs and aahs,” as Jude Dufrene gave a tour of his collection.

It was Linda Dufrene who noticed Simone removing the compact gas mask from the bag she carried.

“What is that, dear?”

“It’s a gas mask.”

“A gas mask? Why do you have that?”

Simone’s voice was muffled after she strapped on the mask. “It goes well with the gas.” Simone removed two gray canisters from the purse and tossed them at the feet of the others present. The gas released and spread out quickly.

Chad Dufrene charged at her, only to fall at her feet after inhaling the gas. The others went down, with Kathy being the last to succumb. The shocked expression on her face melted away as she passed out.

Simone held her breath, removed the gas mask, and left the garage. She used a bench to keep the door ajar. The locks would engage if it were to close. Knowing she was being recorded by cameras, she walked at a normal pace as she headed to the house. The group’s research prior to the job had failed to uncover whether the feed from the cameras was being observed by security personnel at a monitoring center. It seemed unlikely, but it was better to be safe than sorry. By walking at a calm pace, Simone wouldn’t attract attention.

Two of the caterers were cleaning up around the pool area. The other two were busy inside the home’s kitchen and dining room. They would be handled next.

Simone was skilled at deception. She was also an accomplished hacker. She’d hacked into Kathy’s laptop weeks ago and discovered the password for the home’s security system. With the family entertaining, the alarm was off and the motion detectors were deactivated. Simone used Kathy’s laptop and password to shut off the security cameras.

With that done, she left the house through the front door and walked out to the iron gate barring access to the driveway. A keypad on the right side of the gate took a four-digit code that was the same as Kathy’s birthdate—1126.

The gate slid aside, and the other members of Simone’s group greeted her with smiles.
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The group of elite thieves consisted of seven members.

Ben Cardarelli was forty-two and the group’s project manager. He wore a beard, was lanky, and had worked as a corporate project manager before becoming a thief and founding the group. Despite the age difference, he and Simone were lovers. He greeted her with a kiss and a pat on the butt.

Cardarelli managed the team members and dealt with fences when it was time to cash-in. He had a fence ready to receive Jude Dufrene’s car collection. The fence had buyers lined-up for each vehicle. Once successful, the robbery of the Dufrene family would be one of the group’s most profitable operations.

Erik O’Neil was thirty-three, on the short side, and had a boyish, freckled face. He handled research. It was his job to explore potential targets and their pros and cons.

Matt Lesko was forty-seven. Lesko was bald but wore a bushy mustache. He supplied the transport needs of the group’s members and made sure they acquired the right vehicles to handle the loot they stole. For this job, Lesko brought along a tractor-trailer with an interior modified to act as a car carrier. Dufrene’s collection of vehicles would be carted away inside the trailer.

Gordon Woo was twenty-six and had grown up in Toronto. He had the look of a nerd and wore thick eyeglasses. He was the group’s logistician. He coordinated everyone to ensure a smooth operation and withdrawal.

James DeFeo, thirty, was the handler. He was black and spoke with a French accent. DeFeo was six-foot-five and two-hundred and twenty pounds of muscle. He was responsible for keeping control over their victims.

Mary Alice Johnson, thirty-five, looked like a blonde soccer mom. It was an image she cultivated because it lulled people into the false assumption she was harmless. She was the team’s ace-in-the-hole. Mary Alice handled the group’s assets, distributed payouts, and lurked in the shadows. She might look like a suburban mom, but she was proficient with weapons, an expert at judo, and would kill if needed. Her dirty little secret was that she enjoyed killing. She’d murdered her first victim when she’d been in high school. He was a Phys Ed teacher who wouldn’t keep his hands to himself. The murder, performed using a knife, had been blamed on another teacher Mary Alice hadn’t liked. A bloody knife was discovered inside the math teacher’s car. The math teacher, a married woman rumored to have been sleeping with the Phys Ed teacher, was eligible for parole in another three years.

Simone, the group’s insider, infiltrated their targets ahead of the strike date and made access easier. She let her friends know that Dufrene, his family, and guests were lying unconscious inside the garage that housed the prizes they were after.

The group donned masks before stepping through the gate. It made no sense to risk having their faces seen by anyone. Simone had been seen, but that couldn’t be helped. Getting close to the targets was a part of her job. Fortunately, there were many women who were a physical match for her. When working, she made certain to disguise her Irish accent, often wore a fake mole on her chin, and styled her reddish-brown hair differently. For this job, she’d dyed her hair a darker color. If she were picked up and identified by one of her marks, a smart lawyer would point out those discrepancies. Simone would also be supplied with an alibi.

DeFeo and Mary Alice headed toward the house to handle the caterers. They would take the caterers’ phones, bind their wrists behind their backs, and lock them in closets throughout the enormous house.
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An hour after Simone set off the gas, the group was ready to leave with their haul. Much of that time had been spent removing or neutralizing the tracking devices placed in the classic cars. Along with the cars, they were stealing the personal vehicles of the family members. Those would be left at a chop shop in exchange for cash.

Kathy Dufrene and the rest of her family were still unconscious. They’d been lifted off the floor of the garage and propped up against one of the building’s walls. Simone grinned when she imagined the expression that would be on Jude Dufrene’s face when he awoke and found his car collection gone. He’d have a nice fat insurance check to ease the pain.

The group had also taken jewelry, artwork, and other valuables from the home. Even divided seven ways, it was a fine heist. No one had needed to be hurt and there was little risk of being caught.

Matt Lesko drove the tractor-trailer with Gordon Woo riding shotgun. Simone drove off in Kathy’s Tesla while Ben Cardarelli and James DeFeo followed in Jude Dufrene’s Mercedes and O’Neil had Linda Dufrene’s BMW.

Mary Alice, the group’s Ace-in-the-hole, would follow at a distance in the vehicle she dubbed her mom mobile. It was a ten-year-old Dodge Caravan. It was gray and had a car seat in the rear. There were also kids’ clothing and games scattered around the cargo area. Mary Alice didn’t have kids. The vehicle was part of her camouflage. If the group ran into the law or any other sort of trouble, Mary Alice would have their backs.
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The group only did two or three jobs a year, then returned to their normal lives. They had never killed anyone, although they used violence when they deemed it necessary.

After each “Project,” they met to divide the spoils and decided on their next venture. A week after their success at robbing the Dufrene family, Ben Cardarelli, the project manager, offered them two choices.

The first was a tech billionaire’s home in Galveston, rumored to have a fortune in diamonds stored in a vault. The second choice was the Parker ranch.

As tempting as the billionaire’s home was to the group, it failed to meet their criteria. Because of the billionaire’s vast wealth, it would be tremendously difficult to get close to the man or gain entry to his property. Such lavish properties were also guarded by more people than the average estate. One mistake and the group would find themselves locked up for decades or killed on site.

Half of the group was blasé about targeting the Parker ranch until they learned about the hidden underground vault beneath the main ranch house. Cardarelli was tipped off to it by a contractor who had worked on the property during construction.

“Cody Parker is worth millions and has expanded his land holdings in recent years. There’s wealth here, people. The Parkers just aren’t flashy or display it.”

“But we still have no way of knowing what may be in that vault,” said the team’s logistician, Gordon Woo.

“No, we don’t. But I’m willing to bet it’s worth our time.”

The team took a vote. They were surprised when no one voted against targeting the Parker ranch.

Woo shrugged. “No one builds a vault like that to protect nothing. I think you’re right, Ben. There’s got to be something there.”

The insider, Simone, was given all the information they had on the ranch, which wasn’t much. It was her job to expand their knowledge and, if possible, to ingratiate herself to someone in the Parker family or a close family friend.

The meeting broke up, and the team went their separate ways.

As for Simone, she was headed to Stark, Texas.


ONE

Old Friends




EIGHT WEEKS LATER

The Parker ranch was having a barbecue for its employees. That included a former employee who was in the area visiting family.

Bobby Lincoln joined the Parker family after having been away from the ranch for years. Bobby, who was Black, married a Hispanic woman named Rosalina and had a five-year-old daughter named Maggie. Maggie resembled her petite mother, but her long limbs suggested she’d grow up to have her father’s height.

Bobby left the ranch when he was offered the opportunity to manage a different ranch in the Austin area. Rick Winhoffer, the manager of the Parker Ranch, had recommended Bobby for the job.

Bobby still had the habit of asking a lot of questions. It was a trait he’d passed on to his daughter, Maggie.

Cody, Sara, Bobby, Rosalina, Rick Winhoffer, Laura Knight, Chief of Police Steve Mendez, and several other adults were seated around a large table on the home’s rear deck. Young Maggie left the kids’ table and walked up to Sara.

The little girl issued forth a steady stream of inquiries about the ranch house, the stables, and anything else that entered her mind.

Bobby apologized for his daughter and told her not to be so nosy.

“She’s not nosy; she’s inquisitive,” Sara said. “And she gets it from you.”

Bobby seemed surprised by the allegation. “From me?”

“You’re known for asking a lot of questions.”

“I am?”

“Yes.”

“Like what?”

“On many subjects.”

“I do have a few questions about the ranch. I was wondering how you manage the new land you’ve got.”

“Cody could answer that for you. He and Rick handle the ranch.”

“And what do you do? Are you still a bounty hunter?”

“I’ll do that occasionally. I captured someone last month.”

“Was he dangerous?”

“It was a woman. And yes, she was dangerous. She was wanted for her involvement in a triple homicide.”

“Wow. How did you capture her?”

“I staked out the house where her cousin lived after learning she and the cousin had been close when they were in high school.”

“And she showed up there?”

“That’s right.”

“Did she have a gun?”

“She did.”

“What kind?”

“An old revolver she stole while robbing a house.”

“And what about the cousin? Was she dangerous too?”

“She seemed glad to see me. She had a young boy and didn’t want her cousin around him. The two cousins hadn’t seen each other in years.”

“How old were they?”

“Thirty-one.”

“How much was the bounty?”

“Ten thousand dollars.”

Bobby was about to ask yet another question when he realized that others nearby were smiling and laughing at him.

“What’s so funny?”

Rosalina leaned over and kissed him. “You just never stop asking questions. Just like Maggie.”

“I don’t ask that many questions, do I?”

Rick Winhoffer landed a playful punch on Bobby’s shoulder. “Don’t ever change, Bobby. We love you the way you are, and it’s great to see you again.”

Bobby grinned at that. “It’s great to be back here too.”
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Bobby and his family were staying with friends for a few days. The friend, Elijah Turner, was the ranch’s assistant foreman. He was married to Rick Winhoffer’s daughter, Heidi. The two had three children: Rick Turner, six, Heather Turner, who was five, and Angie Turner, three.

Heidi ran the ranch’s office. With the ranch expanding its holdings and head of cattle, Heidi had taken on a new assistant recently. She was Lacey Wright. Lacey had short blonde hair and wore eyeglasses. Lacey was seated beside Heidi and taking in the conversations around her.

Lacey was the quiet sort who was well-liked and did her job without needing a lot of supervision. She was never late for work and fit in.

Lacey found two conversations of particular interest. She had overheard Sara and Cody discussing an upcoming trip they were taking to South Padre Island for a little getaway. The second conversation was between Sara and Franny. Franny would stay on the ranch to care for the Parker children while their parents were away. Sara reminded Franny about the security precautions they had in place. Those precautions included a safe room, or what some called a panic room. Apparently, Franny was trusted enough to have the codes for the security systems.

Lacey knew the safe room doubled as an underground vault that held unknown valuables.

Lacey Wright was actually Simone Reilly. Simone had gotten the job of being Heidi’s assistant and spent her time on the ranch learning as much as she could about the Parkers and the other people living on the ranch.

With Cody and Sara planning to be away for a few days, it seemed a good time for her group of thieves to strike.

Simone feared Cody. Cody Parker had never been unkind or insulting to her, but there was something about the man that sent a chill down her spine every time he looked at her. She assumed it was because of the rancher’s unnerving stare. When Parker looked at you, it was like he was gazing into you. Simone would feel better knowing he wasn’t around when they made their move.

She sent off a group text telling her fellow thieves to get ready.

The bird is ready to be plucked. Details to follow.

She looked up from her phone and found Cody Parker eyeing her. Simone swallowed hard before sending him a phony smile. Cody sent her a nod and looked elsewhere.

Simone wondered for a moment if he somehow knew what she was up to. She rejected that idea as paranoia. She’d been very careful not to arouse suspicion or ask too many questions. There was no way Parker could know she was a member of a group planning to rob him.

If he knew for certain, he’d kill me.

That thought startled Simone. It seemed irrational. Cody Parker wouldn’t kill her; he would hand her over to his friend, the chief of police.

Kill me? No, he’d only have me arrested.

Simone volunteered to help Franny clear away the dirty paper plates and soiled utensils. By doing so, she’d be able to enter the house and memorize the layout.

As the group’s insider, she’d spent weeks preparing for the day when they could finally strike. That day was near. Simone looked forward to it. She was sick of filing paperwork and doing reports. She planned to take a long break when the heist was finished. Maybe she’d travel to Australia. It was a place she’d always wanted to visit and Ben Cardarelli said he’d like to see it too.

It never occurred to Simone that stealing from the Parkers would be a tremendous risk. Failure was something her group had never faced. Robbing the Parkers would be just another heist in a long string of successes.

Simone should have paid attention to her instincts, particularly the sense of foreboding Cody inspired. Cody Parker wasn’t just a rancher—he was the greatest assassin who’d ever lived. Such a man would kill you if crossed.
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Simone followed Franny inside the house while carrying a garbage bag filled with soiled paper plates and an empty glass pitcher that had held iced tea.

When Franny thanked her for helping out, Simone asked for a favor in return.

“Can I get a quick tour of the house?”

“Sure thing. Sara’s done a lovely job of decorating it.”

The tour began. Simone filmed their trip through the house using her phone without being obvious about it. Later on, she would send a copy of the video to her partners.

The heist would go down in less than a week.

The Parkers wouldn’t know what hit them.

But the Parkers knew how to hit back, and they would do just that.


TWO

The Heist




The group had been busy since receiving Simone’s text telling them the Parker Ranch was ripe for the picking.

Matt Lesko, the transport chief, and Gordon Woo, the logistician, had spent days modifying a trailer designed to haul cattle. The trailer now had a storage area for the goods they would steal. What sort of loot they would have was a mystery, as Simone had been unable to get a look inside the Parker’s vault. The truth was that they had no idea what to expect. They were working on the assumption that no one built an underground vault to protect nothing of value. It seemed a safe bet. They would soon find out if the gamble would pay off.

The trailer would be towed by a two-year-old Toyota Tacoma. The vehicle could seat five. Ben Cardarelli and James DeFeo, the tallest among the group, would ride up front, with Cardarelli driving. Erik O’Neil, Gordon Woo, and Matt Lesko would share the truck’s less spacious rear seating area. Both the vehicle and the trailer were stolen and would be abandoned after the heist.

Preparation took longer than expected. The plan had been to strike while Cody and Sara were away on a brief vacation. That would still be the case, but the Parkers were slated to return home on the same day the heist would occur. That was a Sunday, when there was less activity on the ranch.

Simone had reconnected with her fellow thieves in person two days earlier to finalize their plans. If all went well, they would be in and out of the vault in less than two hours. From there, they would transfer their loot to a different vehicle and separate.

Mary Alice, the group’s ace-in-the-hole, would follow at a short distance in case there was a problem. Simone would drive away in the car she’d been using while pretending to be Lacey Wright. It was an older model red Honda Civic.

They weren’t expecting trouble. The only people inside the Parkers’ ranch house were Franny the housekeeper, and the Parkers’ three children. Lucas Parker was the oldest at eleven, and tall for his age, but he was still a boy.

James DeFeo, the group’s handler, would be responsible for keeping Franny and the children in line. DeFeo’s main job was to get Franny to cooperate and open up the vault. If she resisted, she would be harmed.
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Franny opened the front door of the ranch house to find Simone smiling at her. Simone wore jeans with a white blouse and had a large black purse dangling from a strap on her left shoulder.

“Hi, Lacey.”

“I hope I’m not interrupting, but I wanted to ask you a question.”

“What’s that, dear?”

Simone removed a handgun from her purse and pointed it at Franny. “Would you like to keep breathing?”

Simone had expected Franny to back up with a look of fright. Instead, Franny spoke to her in a calm voice.

“What’s going on?”

“Take out your phone and use the app to kill the security cameras. Do it now.”

Franny shook her head no. “Put the gun away and leave. If you do that, I’ll recommend that the law go easy on you. Right now, you’ve only made a threat. Don’t dig yourself a deeper hole.”

“I’m not playing, Franny. Kill those cameras or I’ll have no choice but to hurt you. Or maybe I’ll hurt one of the children. You don’t want that, do you?”

Franny removed her phone from a side pocket of the flower-patterned housedress she was wearing. She brought up the security app tied to the home’s cameras and disabled them.

“The cameras are off.”

“Let me see your phone’s screen.”

Franny complied and held up the phone. Simone nodded after viewing the cameras’ status on the app. She took the phone from Franny, dropped it in her purse, then took out her own phone. After pressing a few buttons, she had Ben Cardarelli, the group’s project manager, on the line.

“I’m in and the cameras are off. You’re good to go.”

“We’re two minutes away,” Cardarelli said.

Franny was squinting at Simone. “You have a partner?”

“I have several partners. We’re here to rob the ranch. Cooperate and no one gets hurt.”

“You’re a thief? That’s what this is about?” Franny laughed. “You’ve picked the wrong home to rob.”

“I don’t think so. We know about the vault downstairs. There are valuables stored there. What kind are they?”

“There are valuables, but that’s not what I meant when I said you picked the wrong home to rob. No one steals from Cody Parker and gets away with it.”

“Parker and the law will never find us after we leave here. I won’t spend a day in jail.”

“No, you won’t. You threatened the children; you’ll die for that.”

Simone raised the gun, aiming it at Franny’s face. “Where are the children?”

“Marian and Grace are playing in the yard out back. Lucas is off riding his horse.”

Simone was glad to hear that Lucas wasn’t around. Although a boy, he had that same unnerving gaze his father possessed. Marian Parker had it as well, but those strange eyes seemed less intense in her little girl face and didn’t creep out Simone as much.

Cardarelli and the others arrived in the pickup truck that was towing the converted horse trailer behind it. Cardarelli drove while James DeFeo was in the passenger seat. Erik O’Neil, Gordon Woo, and Matt Lesko were in the rear with the short O’Neil seated in the middle. They all had on flesh-toned masks that looked realistic from a distance. Up close, you could tell what they were. Cardarelli’s mask had the face of Richard Nixon. DeFeo’s mask resembled Barack Obama. O’Neil, Lesko, and Woo wore masks that made them look like the Three Stooges. Larry, Moe, and Curly.

Mary Alice was nearby in her mom mobile, circling the ranch’s perimeter like a shark, waiting to strike if needed.

James DeFeo took over the task of dealing with Franny while Simone went to get Marian and Grace from the backyard. DeFeo’s grim expression was hidden behind the smiling mask of President Obama.

DeFeo took in Franny’s stoic demeanor and lack of fear and made a decision. Reaching over with both hands, he gripped Franny’s left hand and broke her middle finger. Franny cried out in pain and he released her.

“That was just a taste of the agony I’ll cause you if you don’t cooperate with us. You’re going to take us down to the vault and you’re going to open it.”

“Go to hell!”

DeFeo was reaching for her again before she’d finished speaking. A moment later and Franny had two broken fingers.

“Don’t make this harder than it has to be. You’re a damn housekeeper. You don’t owe the Parkers your life. Do you want to die to protect their property? Don’t be stupid.”

Franny wiped at tears brought on by the pain of her damaged fingers. Despite the tears, there was still defiance in her eyes.

Simone entered the living room with Marian and Grace. Marian sensed the tension in the room before noticing Franny’s tears.

“What’s going on, Franny? Who are these people wearing the masks?”

DeFeo leaned closer to Franny and whispered. “I’ll break that girl’s arm next. Do you want that, or will you do as you’re told?”

“Don’t you dare touch her.”

DeFeo shrugged his huge shoulders. “That’s up to you.”

Franny looked over at the girls. “Marian, everything will be all right. Do as Lacey tells you while I deal with these people.”

“Who are they, Franny?”

“They are bad people doing a very stupid thing. When they’re done with their foolishness, we’ll be left alone again.”

Marian’s delicate features twisted into a scowl. “They hurt you?”

“I’ll be all right.”

Marian looked at the masked faces around her. “My Daddy will get you for hurting Franny.” Beside her, Grace was nodding in agreement.

Chuckles emanated from behind the masks. Those wearing them didn’t fear Cody Parker. Not yet they didn’t.

Cardarelli told Simone to keep an eye on the girls as Franny turned to lead them out of the room and down two levels to the vault. The heist was on.


THREE

Lucas




Ben Cardarelli’s mouth dropped open behind the Richard Nixon mask he wore when he entered the vault beneath the Parker ranch. The first thing he saw was the artwork. A few pieces were hung on the walls behind clear plastic covers, with others left inside crates. The artwork was Sara’s. She’d bought many of the paintings because of their investment value. Most of it was modern art that had appreciated over the years. Sara’s own taste in art ran primarily to representational artwork. Cardarelli knew art, and he knew he was looking at a small fortune. Sara had invested well.

The vault was divided into different sections, with one of those areas being a combination safe room/fallout shelter. There were stockpiles of food and barrels of potable water, along with bunk beds secured to a wall.

It was Gordon Woo who discovered the stash of precious metals. A monster box of silver contained five hundred one-ounce coins. A dozen of the green monster boxes were stored inside a metal gun safe. Woo would have had difficulty breaking into the vault, but he had enough skill at lock picking to get past the combination lock on the gun safe.

The value of the precious metal fluctuated along with the spot price of silver, but Woo knew they currently had a combined value near a quarter of a million dollars.

Erik O’Neil, the team’s researcher, pointed to a pair of red monster boxes on the bottom of the safe. They were smaller than the green ones.

“What’s in there?”

Gordon Woo made an excited sound in his throat. “Holy crap. If those are full, we’ve hit the jackpot.”

Woo removed the top off one box to reveal twenty-five square tubes with yellow caps on their tops. Each tube held twenty gold American eagle coins. Given the current market value, each red monster box of gold exceeded a million dollars.

The monster boxes weighed about forty pounds each.

It was after that they came across the cash stored inside a different gun safe. That safe also held a pouch of uncut diamonds. Cardarelli and Woo high-fived each other. They had hit the mother lode and knew it.

The other thieves, with the exception of Simone, who’d been left to watch over the girls, were standing nearby with Franny. James DeFeo looked at Franny and saw her smiling at them. It was an odd reaction and left him puzzled.

“Why the hell are you grinning, bitch? I swear, if you’ve set off some sort of silent alarm, I’ll break your neck as soon as the police show up.”

“I didn’t set off an alarm.”

“Then what’s with the grin?”

“Marian spoke the truth before. Her daddy will get you. At this point, after having threatened his children, you’d all be better off shooting yourselves in the head than having Cody Parker come after you. It would be a quicker death.”

DeFeo moved closer to Franny. At six-foot-five, he towered over her.

“Give Parker a message for me. Remind him that we know where he lives. We’re taking his shit this time; if I ever come back here, I’ll take his life.”

Franny let the smile leave her face. DeFeo and the rest of them would have to learn the hard way. It would be the last lesson of their lives.
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The Parker’s family dog was a black Labrador named Lucky. Lucky had tagged along with Lucas while the boy rode his horse around the ranch. They had been about six miles from the ranch house when Lucky began acting strange. The dog paused several times and stared back in the direction of the house.

Lucas had taken notice. “What’s wrong, boy?”

Lucky continued to stare while sniffing the air and cocking his head. Lucas got his horse to moving again, assuming Lucky would follow. There was an old shack near a stream close by where they could rest before heading back.

Lucky stayed put. He had begun whining. When he took off at a quick pace along the way they’d come, Lucas called after him.

“Lucky!”

The hound kept going. Lucas followed. Something wasn’t right.
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Mary Alice caught sight of Lucas as he rode back toward the house across a pasture. She was aware the boy had been away from the house when her team members invaded the property. She sent off a text letting DeFeo know the boy was headed his way.

The dog is with him.

I’ve got something for that dog.
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Having grown up on a ranch, Lucas was familiar with cattle haulers. What he didn’t know was why one would be parked so close to the house. He was approaching the home from the left side where there was open land. Lucky was about a hundred yards in front of him and running hard.

A man stepped out of the rear of the cattle hauler. There was something odd about his face, but Lucas was still too far away to see details. He was near enough to recognize the outline of the item the man was holding. It was a rifle. The man brought it up to his shoulder and took aim at Lucky.
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The man standing at the rear of the truck was DeFeo. He had left Simone in charge of keeping watch over Franny and the girls while he dealt with the boy and his dog. The weapon he held fired tranquilizer darts. The dose of sedative inside the dart should knock out the dog. It could kill the animal. DeFeo didn’t care if the mutt died. If he hadn’t been concerned about the sound from a normal gun drawing attention from the ranch hands, he’d have simply shot the dog to death. The tranquilizer gun made little noise. It would get the job done.
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Lucas heard Lucky yelp while seeing the dog’s charge falter. Seconds later, and Lucky stumbled as he continued toward the man holding the rifle. Lucas feared his dog had been shot, but he’d heard nothing which would indicate that. When Lucky went down to lie on his side, Lucas figured out what had happened and that the stranger was firing tranquilizer darts. They were in common use on the ranch to administer vaccines to the cattle, and he knew firing one made little sound. Given how quickly Lucky reacted, the dosage of sedative in the dart must have been high. That was not good. Too much sedative could kill.

Lucas eased a foot out of a stirrup as he grew closer to the man who’d shot Lucky. He was determined to make the bastard pay for hurting his dog.
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DeFeo missed two shots before the next one struck Lucky. The dog kept coming, so he shot him again after missing a third time. While that was happening, the boy had grown closer on his horse. DeFeo watched as the kid moved a leg up on top of the saddle and wondered what he was doing. DeFeo didn’t know a thing about horses. He’d grown up in an apartment building in Quebec.

When Lucas moved his other foot onto the saddle, he was only yards away. To DeFeo’s astonishment, the boy leapt from the horse. DeFeo was knocked backwards into the trailer as Lucas slammed into him.
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Lucas straddled DeFeo and drove a fist toward his throat. The man was twice his size and outweighed him. He had to take him out of the fight as fast as possible.

The blow was cushioned by the loose, rubbery bottom of the mask DeFeo wore. Lucas tried a different tactic and sent a knee against DeFeo’s groin. DeFeo’s grunt of pain told Lucas he’d hit his intended targets. He was pulling off the thief’s mask when two pairs of hands gripped him from behind to yank him backwards.
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“Damn, but this kid is strong,” Cardarelli said. He was gripping Lucas’s right shoulder while Matt Lesko had hold of Lucas’s left arm. Lucas struggled to get free and was about to do so when Gordon Woo squirted him in the face with pepper spray. That took the fight out of Lucas as he struggled to take a normal breath.

DeFeo emerged from the trailer with his mask hanging loose and headed toward Lucas. Cardarelli put up a hand to stop him.

“Don’t hurt the kid! We got him.”

“That little shit crushed my balls. I thought I was going to throw up.”

“He’s strong as hell. And they say he’s only eleven? I’ve had an easier time handling grown men. If he hadn’t been pepper-sprayed, he would have gotten away.”

Lesko was using a roll of duct tape to bind Lucas’s wrists behind his back. He needed Woo’s help to do it.

Lucas was gulping in air. His voice came out as a rasp when he spoke. “I can’t see and I can barely breathe. Let me wash this stuff out of my eyes.”

After putting his mask on again, DeFeo grabbed Lucas by the back of his collar and guided him up the stairs leading to the house. “I hope that spray hurts like hell.”

DeFeo marched Lucas into the living room and shoved him toward the sofa where his sisters and Franny were. Their wrists and ankles were secured with duct tape.

“What’s going on, Franny?”

“Lacey and these other people are robbing us. Did they hurt you?”

“The guy wearing the Curly stooge mask blasted me with pepper spray. But that Obama jerk shot Lucky with a tranquilizer rifle.”

Simone was told to watch them while the others returned to the vault for one final trip.

“We need to get out of here in the next five minutes,” Cardarelli said from behind his Nixon mask. “I don’t want to press our luck.”
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Lucas continued to complain about being unable to see and asked Simone for a damp cloth to wipe his face with. His eyes were fine. He’d shut them tight before Woo had sprayed him in the face. The pepper spray was irritating and left his eyes reddened some, but he could see fine, and his breathing was improving. With the others headed down to the vault and Simone the only one watching them, Lucas figured he’d never have a better chance to escape and get help, even with his arms bound behind his back. In their haste to grab more loot, DeFeo and the others had failed to tape his ankles together.

They also hadn’t checked the rest of his pockets after finding his cell phone, so he still had the folding knife he carried everywhere he went. It was a knife his father had given him. He would cut his wrists free with it.

“Let me have a wet cloth to wipe my face, Lacey.”

“No. Just sit there and my friends and I will be leaving soon.”

Lucas stood. “I’ll go get it myself.”

Simone pointed at him. “Sit down, Lucas!”

“There’s a garden hose on the side of the house. I need to wash this stuff off my face.”

Lucas kept moving for the door. Simone tried shoving him back toward the sofa. She had no luck with that. Lucas was stronger than the average boy. He had inherited the unusual strength that ran through the family on his father’s side. Even with his arms bound behind him, Lucas was too strong to push around. Simone put her arms around him, assuming she’d have more luck that way. Lucas took her along with him as he headed through the open front door of the house and onto the front porch.

Franny called to him. “Be careful, Lucas. She has a gun!”
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Simone heard Franny’s warning to Lucas and released him. She hadn’t considered using the gun to threaten the kid because he was just a boy. Her gun was tucked in the waistband of her jeans behind her back. She was reaching for it when Lucas lowered his head and charged at her. Lucas struck her in the stomach and sent her stumbling backwards.

The rear of Simone’s head smacked the top of the side railing. When she made it to her feet, her eyes were crossed and her face slack. Simone passed out and went over the railing on the porch. She landed on her side, behind a thick hedge. She was out cold from the impact her skull had taken on the porch railing.

Lucas went down the porch steps and rushed over to look at her. She was hard to see through the thick hedge. He was kicking at the bushes, hoping his foot would make contact with the gun she’d been holding so he could claim the weapon and use it once he’d cut his wrists free.

Voices carried from inside the house. They were male voices. Simone’s partners had returned. Lucas gave up his search for the gun and looked for a place to hide. He smiled.

One down. Five to go.


FOUR

Evacuate




It had been Cardarelli’s and DeFeo’s voices Lucas had heard. They’d come back from taking their last trip to the safe to find Simone missing, along with Lucas.

DeFeo shouted at Franny. “Where’s the woman that was here?”

“Lucas ran outside and she chased after him.”

“Damn that kid!”

Cardarelli and DeFeo went outside and looked around. When he couldn’t remember what alias Simone was using for the job, Cardarelli called out using her real name.

“Simone! Simone, where are you?”

DeFeo pointed toward the truck and trailer. “We need to get out of here, Ben. That damn kid could be telling someone about us right now.”

“I know. But what the hell happened to Simone?”

“Maybe she’ll show up before we leave.”

“Get the others and we’ll give the house a quick search. She could be inside somewhere.”
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They completed their search and found nothing. Woo had jogged around the home’s exterior and went right past the hedge Simone had fallen behind. There was no trace of Simone or Lucas.

DeFeo tapped the watch on his wrist. “We need to go now. Simone will find her way to us or we’ll send help back for her. But if we don’t leave, we’ll be screwed.”

Cardarelli was reluctant to leave without Simone, but he knew they were running out of time. He nodded in agreement and pointed at Franny and the girls. “We’ll go. First, we need to lock them up. We’ll shove them in that entryway closet and jam a chair against the doorknob.”

Franny looked around. “Where’s Lucas?”

“I wish I knew,” Cardarelli said. “He disappeared and took our partner with him.”

Franny protested when they shoved her inside the closet with the girls, but she was ignored.

Cardarelli gave a final look at the ranch house before placing the truck in gear to drive away. A glance in his side-view mirror allowed him to see Lucky lying in the grass. The way his mouth was hanging open, the dog looked dead.
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DeFeo was on the phone with Mary Alice, telling her about the trouble they had. Mary Alice said she would stay behind and do what she could for Simone.

“How did the heist go? Was it worth the trouble?”

DeFeo laughed. “It’s our best haul yet. A lot of it won’t need to be fenced because it’s gold, silver, and cash. We’re all rich.”

“I like the sound of that.”

“Keep an eye out for that Parker boy, Mary Alice. By now, he’s probably found someone to help him and call the police.”

“If the police show up, they’ll grab Simone. I’ll do what I can to get her back. The cops in a hick town like this won’t be too much trouble.”

“They’ll still have guns, so watch your ass.”

“You’re damn right I will. Give me a holler if you run into any more trouble.”

“Everything was fine until that kid showed up. I should have used the tranquilizer gun on him.”

DeFeo thought they were leaving Lucas behind. He was wrong.
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Lucas had concealed himself inside the converted horse trailer by hiding behind some of the stolen property taken from the ranch. When the thieves got to where they were going, he would locate a phone and call home to let his parents know where they could find him.

It took him a few minutes to use his knife to free himself from the duct tape binding his wrists. Someone had left half a bottle of water in the truck. Lucas used it to wash the pepper spray off his face. Afterward, he peeked out through the slits used for ventilation on the side of the trailer. Judging by the road signs he saw, they were headed north.

Lucas was glad it was daytime, otherwise, he wouldn’t have any light to see by. The thieves had grabbed items from the safe during their last trip and tossed them into the trailer. One of them was a metal box that had a thick book in it that looked like a dictionary, but its leather cover was blank. Lucas lifted the book from the box and opened it. Someone had written the title on the first page using a black magic marker.

THE BOOK OF TANNER

Lucas turned the page and saw more handwriting. It had been done in pen and appeared faded, as if it had been written a long time ago. He settled on the floor with his back against the trailer wall and began reading to pass the time.

My name is Keane O’Connell. This is a record of the years I spent working as an assassin while using the name Tanner.

If you’re a copper reading this, it’s all a pack of lies and fiction. If you’re anyone else, take it for what you will.

I’m writing this as an old man to preserve my memories. I learned a lot over the years. I think there are those who would find much of it fascinating.

As Tanner, I was the best assassin. There’s a second Tanner now, a Tanner Two. He’s every bit as good as I was. Hell, he’s better. And that’s how it should be.

I was born in Cork, Ireland in 1884. I led a quiet life for many years and taught history. That changed when I fought for independence from the English in what came to be known as the Easter Rising. My younger brother, Davin, fought beside me in that losing battle. Afterward, we boarded a ship to America.

My wife and child died from consumption in Ireland. Poor Davin would share their fate after we reached America. I don’t know why I survived, but I did, and I needed to make my way in the world. I made the choice to become a paid killer. Killing was something I was good at, and there were men willing to pay me and men who needed to die.

I took on the name of Tanner because that was what I was at the time. I had a job tanning hides for a man named Sid Hershel.

I did one last piece of work for Hershel when I killed the punks who were threatening him and trying to take over his business. That was my first contract; there were many more over a period of decades. During those years, I went to war again. It was the Great War. The first Great War. That was where I met my successor, the man who would be Tanner Two—Michael Waller.

Lucas looked up from the book. “An assassin? Cool.”

He continued reading, enthralled by the words of Tanner One, Keane O’Connell.


FIVE

Diamond Jack Malone




CHICAGO, MARCH 1933

Keane O’Connell was out to find a man to kill, but no one was paying him to do it. As the contract killer Tanner, O’Connell ended lives for money. This life he would take because it was the right thing to do.

An old friend of Eloise, O’Connell’s wife, had been raped by a neighbor of hers. It happened on the day the man moved out of the apartment building they both lived in. The bastard thought it was a good idea to assault his pretty neighbor as a way to say goodbye.

The man had successfully evaded the cops, since no one knew where he’d moved to. The cops followed rules and had plenty of other things to do beside hunt down a rapist. Keane O’Connell was unhampered by rules and was motivated by true justice.

If captured by the police, the rapist would be locked in a warm cell, protected from the elements, and fed three meals a day. Once his sentence was served, he would be set free to rape someone else.

O’Connell’s way was better. It was the way of Tanner. It was a death sentence, ensuring the man would waste no more resources and never assault another woman.

The rapist, Ralph Mullins, had been spotted by another of Eloise’s friends in the nearby city of Joliet. She’d seen him working at a gas station during the night shift and recognized him as her friend’s ex-neighbor. Word of his whereabouts reached O’Connell. He left Chicago at midnight to take the drive to Joliet. He was in an old Peerless Roadster he’d bought cheap. The 1918 car had an integrated trunk, which was a rare feature. O’Connell could abandon the car if needed and not have it traced back to him.

As Tanner, O’Connell had a contract to kill a mobster named Vito Vergara. Vergara ran rum from Canada into the United States and one of the man’s competitors wished to see him go out of business. They hired Tanner to make certain Vergara would do just that, by dying.

Vergara learned of the contract and went into hiding. He also placed a three thousand dollar bounty on Tanner’s head. Vergara was hoping to kill Tanner before Tanner killed him. Punks all over Chicago were eager to collect the bounty. They had a problem to overcome. There were only a few people who knew what Tanner looked like.

Vergara hoped to overcome that by having Tanner walk into a trap. Vergara placed his look-alike cousin inside his apartment with half a dozen of his men, using him as bait, expecting to lure Tanner inside the apartment, where he would be killed.

O’Connell had used a rifle scope to peer through a window of the apartment while on a roof across from the building. Vergara’s cousin did resemble the man, and he’d nearly taken a shot at him, but then he realized something. Vergara’s cousin was several inches shorter than Vergara and about thirty pounds lighter. Still, the trap was a good one, and someone else had attempted to cash-in on the contract.

Before leaving Chicago to travel to Joliet, O’Connell heard from a source that a man tried to break inside Vergara’s apartment. That man, who was assumed to be Tanner, had killed one of Vergara’s thugs before being injured by another of them. The second thug claimed he’d slashed open Tanner’s right cheek with a straight razor. Drops of blood left a trail down the building’s stairwell, through the lobby, and out to the street, where “Tanner” had driven off in a gray Chrysler Imperial Eight.

O’Connell had no idea who attacked the apartment, but he was glad everyone assumed it was him. They would be looking for a man with a fresh cut on his cheek, which he didn’t have. The episode had given O’Connell an idea of how to bring Vergara out of hiding. But first, he had a rapist to deal with.
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Ralph Mullins worked at a gas station on Chicago Street in Joliet. As the new guy, he was stuck working the overnight shift. He didn’t mind much, because it gave him less work to do with so few vehicles stopping by. The station serviced mostly trucks in the early morning hours, many of them were headed to Chicago and points beyond.

A guy in his forties pulled into the station after one a.m. in an old car, a Peerless. Mullins went to work filling the gas tank and the man stepped out of the car. He was taller and older than Mullins, but in better shape. Mullins was soft around the middle, but his customer looked like he could hold his own in a boxing ring with Max Schmeling.

The guy glanced about as a car passed out on the street. “Quiet night, huh?”

“Yeah,” Mullins said. “But I had three big trucks gas up right before you arrived.”

The guy stared at Mullins while tilting his head. “Hey, I know you. You’re Mullins, right? Ralph Mullins?”

Mullins released the gas nozzle and stood straight. “That’s me, yeah. But I don’t recognize you.”

The guy smiled and walked to the rear of the car to open the trunk. “I got something here you need to see, Ralph. Brother, you’re going to love this.”

Mullins, curious, moved closer to stare into the trunk.

“It’s empty.”

“It won’t be for long,” the customer said.

Pain blossomed at the back of Mullins’ head. He felt himself falling forward an instant before everything went black.
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Mullins’ upper body collapsed into the trunk. O’Connell grabbed his legs and shoved them inside the space as well. The street remained quiet, although there was a car approaching. The vehicle was still a block away. O’Connell waited for the car to drive past, looked around again, then took out a knife. After leaning into the trunk, he went to work on Mullins. The man would never rape again.
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Vito Vergara exited the back seat of his new Packard, which was parked on a dirt road way out in the country. The car was white, gleaming in the bright sunlight, and looked like a million dollars. There was an old farmhouse a hundred feet away that was slanted and weatherworn. A strong wind could knock the thing over, and the surrounding land, which had been a vast cornfield, was overgrown with weeds and small trees.

Vergara was there to meet a man who claimed he’d captured Tanner. The guy called himself Diamond Jack Malone. Vergara had heard the name before. The rumor was that Diamond Jack Malone had been one of Al Capone’s inner circle, despite being Irish. Malone was dressed in a suit and wore a tie. His tie clip was made of gold and had a large round diamond in it, which was how he’d gotten his nickname.

Vergara had two men with him, both armed with tommy guns, Thompson submachine guns. The weapons had drum magazines attached that held fifty rounds.

Diamond Jack Malone was standing near a car. He held up his hands to show they were empty. Vergara had one of his men check Malone for weapons. There were none other than a knife.

[image: ]


There was no Diamond Jack Malone. Malone was an identity O’Connell had used over the years while acting as Tanner. As Malone, he made it possible to lure Vergara out of hiding, by giving him something he wanted. That something was someone—Tanner.

[image: ]


Vergara approached Malone. “Where’s Tanner?”

“He’s in the trunk.”

“Dead?”

“He’s still breathing.”

Malone opened the trunk. The guy lying inside it had rope around his wrists and ankles. There was a gag in his mouth and a cut on his right cheek. His eyes were so wide they looked ready to pop out of his head.

Vergara had his men yank the man from the trunk and lay him at his feet. After taking out a gun, Vergara freed the gag from the man’s mouth.

“I heard you were a tough one to kill, Tanner. I bet I don’t have any trouble doing it.”

The guy on the ground swallowed hard before speaking. “What’s going on? Who the hell are you?”

Vergara pointed at the cut on the man’s cheek. “One of my boys gave you that cut. I see he marked you good.”

The man looked around. He blinked rapidly when he saw the tommy guns. “I don’t know what’s going on, but it doesn’t concern me. I’m Ralph Mullins. I work at a gas station. I’m no mobster.”

“Your name is Tanner, and you took money to kill me. I’ll be the one killing you.” Vergara brought up his revolver and emptied it into Mullins. As he fired the last shot, he saw Diamond Jack Malone send out a kick into the stomach of one of his men. When the guy bent over, Malone yanked the Thompson out of his hands.
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O’Connell, as Tanner, sent a brief burst of rounds into the thug whose weapon he’d taken, then did the same to the other man. That man had been raising his tommy gun and had his finger on the trigger. His finger tightened on the trigger and sent a dozen rounds into the dirt before he collapsed to his knees. Tanner finished him by blowing off the top of his head with a volley of shots.

Vergara made a grab for the tommy gun. Tanner let him take it, then sent a hard punch against the hoodlum’s Adam’s apple. Vergara let go of the gun as his hands reflexively went to his throat. Vergara was making gagging sounds as he struggled to take a breath. Tanner’s hard strike had damaged his windpipe.

Tanner picked up the submachine gun while looking at the first man he’d shot. The guy went limp as his last breath escaped him.

As for Vergara, his face had turned red, and his eyes were filled with panic. Because of his damaged windpipe, he was dying from a lack of air. Tanner took pity on him and shot him in the face, ending his distress and completing the contract. It was better than Vergara deserved.

A check of his person, the thugs he’d arrived with, and the Packard, revealed that Vergara hadn’t brought along the promised bounty he said he would pay for Tanner. It was obvious Vergara had planned to leave Diamond Jack Malone beside Tanner inside a shallow grave. Killing a man was cheaper than paying him three thousand dollars.

Tanner left the area driving the Packard. His contract was fulfilled and there was one less rapist walking the streets.


SIX

Something’s Wrong




Sara tried calling home when she and Cody had been at the Brownsville South Padre Island International Airport. Franny’s phone went to voicemail, so she left a message. Minutes later, she and Cody were in the air.

Cody had flown them to South Padre Island in a Piper Cheyenne II. The aircraft could seat up to six passengers and required two pilots. Sara had earned her license a year earlier and was taking her turn as chief pilot to fly them home.

It nagged at her that Franny hadn’t responded to her message before they’d left. After landing on the ranch, she tried calling again.

Cody was looking around with narrowed eyes. “Something’s wrong. Lucas always comes over as soon as I land.”

Sara held up her phone. “Franny is still not answering.”

“Try calling Lucas.”

Sara made the call and heard Lucas’s voicemail answer. Worry lines appeared around her blue eyes. “He’s not answering either.”

Cody zipped open a case and removed a pair of loaded guns. He passed one over to Sara, along with a spare magazine of ammunition.

“If we have unwanted guests, they heard the plane and know we’re home. We’ll leave the pickup truck and head in on foot by circling around to the rear.”

“We should split up so we can cover more ground. I’ll give you time to skirt around to the rear and then approach from the front.”

Cody was about to protest, but he knew his wife could handle herself better than most. She lacked his experience, training, and skill, but Sara was a dangerous woman. She’d come close to killing him on more than one occasion when they’d been adversaries. Anyone who could do that wasn’t a person who needed to be protected.

“Give me three minutes and then move in. I’ll text you if I spot anything.”
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Simone regained consciousness and groaned at the ache in her head. She moved a hand to the rear of her skull and felt the lump forming there. It took her a moment to recall what had happened and where she was. After becoming aware of discomfort at the base of her spine, Simone reached back and grabbed her gun. She’d fallen on top of it after tumbling over the porch railing. The phony eyeglasses she wore were sitting askew on her face, having been damaged. Simone took them off.

She made it to her feet and moved along the row of hedges. Branches scratched her, and one sharp point drew a bloody line across her forearm as it scraped her flesh away. She reached the end of the bushes and stepped out onto the brick path surrounding the home.

Simone, with her head throbbing, stumbled back up the porch steps and into the house. Cardarelli and the others had left the front door sitting open when they’d departed.

There were coats and jackets strewn on the floor and a chair was propped up beneath the doorknob on the closet door in the entryway. Simone knew what that meant. Franny and the children had been placed in the closet to keep them out of the way. She wished they’d done it earlier. If they had, the boy, Lucas, wouldn’t have head-butted her off the porch.

Simone knocked on the closet door. “Are you in there, Lucas? You bastard.”

Franny answered her. “Lacey? Open the door and let us out.”

“Is Lucas in there with you?”

“No. He got away. Your friends are gone too.”

“What? They wouldn’t leave me.”

“They couldn’t find you. Let us out of here. Little Grace needs to use the bathroom.”

Simone turned and looked out the open door. The truck and trailer were gone. She hadn’t noticed before, as she’d been so focused on the pain in her head. She walked into the house and took out her phone to call her friends. Cardarelli answered. There were sounds in the background that told her he was driving.

“Simone. Honey, where the hell were you?”

“Lucas Parker made me hit my head and pass out. I fell behind a row of bushes near the porch. Come back and get me.”

“We’re too far away, but Mary Alice is still near the ranch. How badly are you hurt?”

“I’ve got a lump the size of a golf ball at the back of my head.”

“Get in your car and drive away. We never found the kid; he would have gotten help by now.”

“And they’ll know what I’m driving.”

“You won’t have far to go. Remember the plan. Mary Alice will drive you out of the area.”

“All right. I’ll meet up with Mary Alice.”
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Simone rushed out of the house and was headed toward her car when she heard a voice call out from behind her.

“Stop where you are, Lacey!”

She turned and saw Cody Parker. He was standing near the bushes she’d been lying behind earlier and was pointing a gun at her.

“Mr. Parker, thank God you’re back. A group of people robbed the ranch. I was going to get help.”

Parker moved toward her while looking around, but his eyes never left her for more than an instant, giving her no chance to reach for her gun. He called to his wife.

“Sara, did you see anyone else?”

Simone looked over her shoulder and saw Sara kneeling over something lying in the grass. It was the family’s dog, Lucky. Even from fifty feet away, she could make out the expression of grief on the woman’s face.

Cody Parker was on her before she knew it and had yanked her gun out of her waistband. A vise-like grip took hold of the back of her neck and Cody guided her over to where Sara was.

“Is Lucky…?”

Sara looked up with tears in her eyes. “He’s dead, Cody. There are two tranquilizer darts in him.” She stood and shouted at Simone. “What’s happened here? Where are the children and Franny?”

“I-I they’re fine. They’re locked in the entryway closet.”

Sara sprinted toward the house and up the porch steps. After entering the house, she yanked away the chair to rip open the closet door. Sighs of relief greeted her, and Marian and Grace flew into her arms. Cody followed with Simone.

Franny, wrists still bound with duct tape, used her chin to gesture at Simone. “Lacey and her friends robbed the safe. Lucas got away. Did you see him?”

Cody took Simone by the arms and shook her. “Where’s my son?”

“I don’t know. He knocked me out and ran off. No one hurt him! He has to be somewhere on the ranch.”

Sara cut Franny and the girls free with a knife Cody had passed to her. As that was happening, Cody gave Simone a quick pat down and claimed her phone. He then shoved her inside the closet and secured it with the chair.

“We’ll deal with her after we find Lucas.”

“Daddy.”

Cody caressed his daughter’s face. “Yes, Marian?”

“One of the men hurt Franny. Look at her fingers.”

Franny held up her left hand. “They broke them when I refused to help. I gave in after they—” Franny looked at the girls. “After they made a more serious threat.”

Cody took her meaning. The thieves had threatened to harm his children. He decided right then and there he would make them suffer for that. Their suffering would end in death.

“I’m sorry they hurt you, Franny. And we can’t thank you enough for keeping the children safe.”

“Yes, but we have to find Lucas. He should have been back with help by now.”

“We’ll find him.”

Sara went upstairs with the girls and Franny while Cody returned outside. He released a deep sigh as he looked down on Lucky.

“You were a damn good dog, boy.”

The hound had saved his life shortly after Cody had found him running loose in rural Maine. Over the years, he’d been a great companion to the family, and Lucas in particular. Cody lowered himself onto his haunches, reached down, and scooped the dog into his arms. He’d settle Lucky’s body inside the barn until he had time to bury him properly. He couldn’t leave him where he was or the girls might spot him from a window.

With that grim task done, Cody called Rick Winhoffer and told him to pass the word around that they were looking for Lucas and to let everyone on the ranch know. He then made a second call to Steve Mendez, the chief of police.

“Hey, Cody. You and Sara are back from your trip?”

“Yeah, and we came home to trouble. I could use your help.”

“Tell me what’s going on, pardner.”

Cody explained the situation. There was a tremble in his voice when he mentioned Lucas was missing, because his gut was telling him his son was in danger.

“I’ll be right there.”

“Come alone, Steve. I don’t want Lacey arrested. I want that bitch to talk. And I’ll do whatever it takes to find my son.”

“I hear you, and I’m on my way.”

Cody ended the call and returned to the house. Simone blinked at the sudden brightness when he opened the closet door. A look of terror entered her eyes when she saw Cody’s face, and she remembered the thought she’d had days earlier, about Cody killing her if he caught her.

She had considered the idea ridiculous. Looking at Cody now, she knew death was a real possibility.


SEVEN

The Female Of The Species




Mary Alice received a call from Cardarelli telling her Simone was going to meet her outside the ranch. As prearranged during the planning of the heist, they were to rendezvous at a strip mall two miles away.

“I’d rather wait here for now, where I have the entrance to the ranch in view, and make sure she leaves. I saw a plane land recently. It looks like the Parkers are back from their trip.”

“Call me when Simone leaves. She’ll be in a red Honda Civic.”

No Honda Civic left the ranch. Something had gone wrong. Mary Alice drove off and parked some distance away on a hill, where she could keep the entrance in sight through binoculars. She cursed after seeing Mendez arrive in his police vehicle and gave Cardarelli the bad news.

“Captured?”

“She never left the ranch and now a cop showed up.”

“One cop?”

“Yeah. The cop car is an SUV with the words Chief of Police written on the side. Didn’t Simone mention that Parker and the chief were good friends?”

“They are.”

“I’ll hang out here and follow the chief when he leaves. If I see an opening, I’ll attack and get Simone free.”

“And kill a cop?”

“I won’t kill him unless I have to. I should be able to take him by surprise. I’ll act like a frantic mother and run toward his car screaming something about my baby not being able to breathe. When he goes to look in my car, I’ll use a Taser on him, cuff him with his own handcuffs, and toss him in the back of his cruiser. We’ll be long gone by the time anyone finds him.”

“It sounds risky. I can always send in that pair of private contractors we know to get Simone out.”

“We’ll use them if we need to, but I should be able to handle one cop.”

“Call me when you know something. Damn, this would have gone so much easier if that boy hadn’t come back to the house.”

“I think he’s still missing. I saw a guy on horseback riding along the fence calling out the boy’s name.”

“I hope he fell down a well and broke his neck. He almost ruined everything.”

“Kids suck. I’ll call you soon.”

“Switch to the second phone. We have to assume the cop will have the burner phone Simone was using.”

“You’re right.”

“This is why we plan ahead.”

“We should have planned a way to handle that kid.”

“We’ll all laugh about it later.”

“Let’s hope so.”
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At the ranch, Cody had moved Simone down into the vault and had her secured to a metal chair with rope. Franny had overheard Cardarelli calling out for her in her real name, and so they knew she had been using an alias.

Simone appeared relieved to see Mendez. She’d always felt uneasy around Cody, but it was Sara who was giving her the creeps. Sara stood in a corner of the safe room, glaring at her. The anger coming off the woman was palpable.

No one on the ranch had seen Lucas for hours. Cody asked Simone if her friends had taken him to hold for ransom.

“They’re not kidnappers. This was a robbery.”

Cody held up her phone. “If I dial the last number on here will I reach your partners?”

“I doubt they’ll answer. By now, they’ll know you have me.”

Cody hit redial anyway. The phone rang until an automated message came on, telling him the phone’s owner hadn’t set up voicemail. Cody tossed the phone into a trash can.

“You’re going to tell me where I can find your partners.”

Simone swallowed hard, then she looked at Mendez. “I’m under arrest, right? Take me to your jail.”

Mendez gestured at Cody. “Tell him what he wants to know and save yourself a lot of pain.”

“You can’t let him torture me. You’ll lose your badge.”

Mendez patted Cody on the shoulder. “I’m going back to the station and search the video from the traffic cameras to see if we can tell which direction that truck and cattle carrier took when they left here. I’ll also put out an alert for them. Call me when you know more.”

“I will. Thanks, Steve.”

Simone’s voice came out shrill as she called to Mendez. In her panic, she revealed her Irish accent. “You can’t leave me with him. Arrest me!”

Cody freed a knife he kept in his boot. Sara reached out and took it from his hand.

“She’s mine.”

Cody studied his wife. “Making someone talk is nasty work.”

“This bitch is mine, Cody. Go be with the girls. They need you.”

“Make her tell you where we can find her friends.”

Sara smiled. “Oh, she’ll talk.”

“I’ll be with the girls,” Cody said, and left the safe room. He was at the landing when he heard Simone’s first scream.


EIGHT

Hissss!




Mary Alice wore a look of confusion. She’d used her binoculars to get a view into Mendez’s vehicle as it left the ranch. The man was alone. So, where was Simone?

She phoned Cardarelli and let him know Simone remained on the ranch.

“Something weird is going on. The cop left the ranch alone. I’ve also been listening in to the police band. There’s no mention of a robbery.”

“That is weird. Maybe Parker thinks he can track us down on his own by making Simone talk.”

“That could happen. Where are you guys?”

“We’re still ten minutes out from the switching point after hitting traffic. But we’ll transfer our haul and be long gone before anyone can catch up to us.”

“This is getting bad. They could be torturing Simone right now.”

“I’ll send in the contractors. They don’t work cheap, but they’ll get her out of there.”

“Yeah, send them in. But I’ll stay here and make sure they get the job done.”

“Do that, then call me.”
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Sara emerged from the safe room with blood streaking the front of her blue blouse. She had texted Cody on the way up and asked him to meet her in the laundry room off the home’s kitchen. She kept a set of clothes in there she wore when gardening. Sara changed out of her bloody clothes and shoved them in the washing machine, then put on her gardening outfit.

Cody leaned in the doorway. “The girls are worried about Lucas, and so am I. What have you learned from Simone?”

“Her five friends are headed to a warehouse an hour’s drive from here. That’s where they’ll separate.”

“And from there?”

“She didn’t know. Someone named Cardarelli will handle our property while the rest return to their lives. Cody, these aren’t amateurs. Simone’s last name is Reilly. Her family moved to the United States from Ireland when she was thirteen, and she used to be an actress. She worked here for weeks under a fake identity to learn our routines and figure out the best time to strike and we never caught on to her. I also believe her when she says they don’t have Lucas. Where could he be?”

“I think Lucas has them. He might have hidden away inside that horse trailer.”

Sara’s hand flew to her mouth. “Oh, my God. They might hurt him when they find him.”

“What’s the address of that warehouse they’re headed to? I’m going there to check it out.”

“If Lucas did hide away in the trailer, maybe he’ll still be there.”

“I hope so.”
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The group of thieves reached their destination. It was an old warehouse three miles off a county road. The small town it was located in was an hour’s drive north of the ranch. It had taken the thieves much longer than that to reach it.

Traffic had come to a standstill because of a serious accident between a pair of tractor-trailers. That blocked three lanes of traffic, leaving only the shoulder of the road open. After the police and other emergency personnel opened up a lane, rubberneckers slowed things down as they gawked at one of the huge trucks which had overturned.

Lucas remained hidden after the trailer was opened and the group began transferring the stolen goods into a moving truck. That didn’t include the cash and precious metals. The thieves had already divided those spoils into seven equal shares, which would be disbursed when they separated.

The moving truck was driven out of the warehouse, where it had been parked beside several other vehicles. As Simone told Sara, this was where the group would split up.

Given the wealth they had plundered, they should all be in great spirits. They weren’t, as they were worried about Simone. There was also concern about her revealing too much and placing them in a position where the law might come calling. They went about the task of transferring the goods in relative silence.
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Lucas left the trailer when he had the chance and snuck into the warehouse. There were five vehicles inside. They were older models and from several manufacturers. Two were cars, two were SUVs, and one was a panel van with rust spots.

The cars were clean and registered in the name of a company based in Dallas. If a cop pulled over any of the thieves their paperwork would be in order.

Lucas looked into each vehicle by pressing his face against the window glass. He was hoping to find a weapon he could use. It would be equally good to locate a phone. He saw nothing, and the doors were all locked.

Lucas moved around the warehouse and entered a bathroom. The space stank of urine. There was garbage on the floor, and one of the frosted windows had a pane of glass missing. Lucas relieved himself at a urinal and flushed out of habit, cringing as he imagined the sound of running water might carry to those outside.

Nothing happened. The water had been shut off to the building long ago. Feeling weird to not be able to wash his hands, Lucas spat on them, rubbed them together, and dried them on his jeans. He grinned when he imagined the look of horror that would be on his mother’s face if she’d seen him do such a thing.

They would be back at the ranch by now, his mom and dad, and they would know he was missing.

Dad will find me.

Lucas didn’t know how his father would do it, but he just knew his father would track down the thieves. He remembered an incident that happened when he’d been a young boy. His father handed over his wallet to a man in New York City who’d been pointing a gun at him. Days later, his father had the wallet back.

Dad’s a badass. He’ll find me and make these thieves wish they had never come to the ranch.

After spotting an old, rusted screwdriver lying in a corner of the bathroom floor, Lucas thought of a way to slow down the thieves.
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Cardarelli left the others to finish moving their haul to the new truck while he took a leak. He had taken a step into the bathroom when he realized something wasn’t right. He turned and looked around the warehouse.

He was thinking it was nothing and that he was nervous because Simone was captured, but then he saw it. It was the vehicles. All the tires were flat. Every last damn one of them.

“Son of a bitch!”

The others had heard his shouted expletive and walked inside the warehouse to see what was wrong. Cardarelli knelt by the front driver’s side tire on the van and examined it.

“They’re flat! All of them. Someone took a knife or something to them.”

Woo walked over and stared at the tires on the SUV he was slated to use. As Cardarelli said, every tire was flat.

Woo threw up his hands in dismay. “What the hell happened? Did someone break in here while we were gone?”

DeFeo was shaking his head. “They weren’t like this when we got here. Someone—ah damn.”

“What James?” Cardarelli asked.

“The boy. It was him. He must have stowed away in the trailer. That’s why they were still looking for him at the ranch after we left.”

DeFeo rushed out of the warehouse and sprinted toward the moving truck.
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Lucas left the warehouse through a rear window when he heard Cardarelli curse after discovering his handiwork. When the other thieves went to see what was wrong, they left the moving truck unprotected. Lucas ran to it and punctured the front tires. He did the same to the pickup truck’s front tires before going to work on the moving truck’s four rear tires. He was poised to puncture one when he heard DeFeo’s rushing footfalls.

Knowing he’d be caught even if he ran, Lucas plunged the screwdriver into the tire. Air hissed as it rushed out of the hole when Lucas pulled the screwdriver free. He was planning to use the rusty tool as a weapon. He never got the chance. DeFeo reached him and slammed a fist against his chin, knocking him to the ground.
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Lucas had been knocked down before while sparring with his father as Cody taught him how to box along with other methods of self-defense. However, DeFeo’s blow had been a solid one. Lucas hit the ground and lost his grip on the screwdriver.

DeFeo jerked in surprise when Lucas leapt to his feet. The big man expected his punch would knock Lucas senseless. It would have were Lucas average, but he was exceptional. Lucas kicked DeFeo’s left knee and was rewarded by a grunt of pain. Two punches followed, landing squarely on DeFeo’s nose and causing blood to flow.

DeFeo wiped at his nose, saw the blood, and freed a knife with an eight-inch blade from a sheath hanging off his belt. Lucas took out his pocketknife, realized how inadequate it was, and turned to run, hoping to get away. He collided with Woo and Erik O’Neil. Woo slapped the pocketknife out of Lucas’s grip as O’Neil held out a hand to halt DeFeo’s approach.

“Put the knife away, James. He’s just a kid.”

DeFeo answered in a nasal tone. “The bastard hits like a mule. I think he broke my nose.”

Matt Lesko kicked the tire Lucas had punctured last. “He’s screwed us hard by flattening the tires. I’ll have to find another truck for the goods, and we’ll have to move it all again.”

O’Neil pointed at the cattle hauler. “Why don’t we just keep using that?”

“It’s too risky,” Lesko said. “By now, the cops are looking for it. Anyway, the pickup has flat tires too.”

Cardarelli was helping Woo keep a grip on Lucas. “That cattle hauler is still good for one thing. Let’s lock the kid in there.”

Lucas resisted. DeFeo helped Cardarelli and Woo handle the boy. It was DeFeo who forced Lucas into the trailer. He did so by kicking him in the back.

“Get in there, you little bastard.” His voice still carried a nasal quality to it, but his nose hadn’t been broken. It did hurt like hell.

With Lucas locked away, the thieves considered their situation.

Cardarelli summed it up in two words.

“We’re screwed.”


NINE

Teddy Bear




The thieves had left a few items in the trailer after concluding they were of little value. They did hold sentimental value. One item was Sara’s wedding dress. The garment had been preserved in a white box. It had a clear plastic window that allowed a view of the front of the dress. They’d also left behind the Book of Tanner.

After failing to find a way to break out of the trailer and with nothing else to do, Lucas opened the book and began reading again.

I’m Michael Waller, Tanner Two. The date is August 3rd, 1967. I’ve just arrived home after attending the funeral of Keane O’Connell.

The man saved my life during the war, became my best friend, and was my mentor. I loved Keane and he will be missed.

At sixty-five, I’m an old man now, and I haven’t been active as an assassin for many years. I’m recording my memories in this book to honor Keane and carry on what he began in these pages.

There is a Tanner Three, a man named Benjamin Boudreaux. Boudreaux has surpassed me in skill and is a natural assassin. Keane would have liked him. The two never met, but Keane was pleased by knowing that the Tanner legacy continued.

I think there will always be a Tanner. I know there will always be a need for such a man. Killing is a permanent solution to a problem. There are evil men who need to be put down and not simply locked away. In this book, I’ll be describing my experiences with the hope they’ll be helpful to all future Tanners.

Like Keane, I’ll go to my grave knowing the Tanner legacy is in good hands.
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GROSSE POINTE PARK, MICHIGAN, JULY 1949

Michael Waller drove down a quiet country lane toward a large home.

The place was surrounded by a stone wall that was ten-feet high and had iron gates. Parking for guests was a paved lot behind the home, which was connected by a brick path to a gate built into the wall. Waller parked his Ford Super Deluxe and stepped out into the bright sunshine of a summer day.

He wore his best suit, wanting to fit in with the wealthy who would be attending the party he was crashing. Or rather, it was Tanner attending the party, because he had a contract to kill the host.

His target was a mobster named Moe Gillette. Gillette was fifty-eight. He’d made his first million running booze across the Great Lakes from Canada. The other eight million dollars he had resulted from stakes in Las Vegas casinos and Detroit real estate.

Waller was familiar with Gillette’s background because he had completed a contract on the man’s younger brother eight months earlier. Manny Gillette had made an enemy out of a New York City mobster who put out a hit on him. Tanner completed that contract when he shot Manny inside the man’s Detroit apartment. Now, someone wanted Moe dead. Waller received the contract through an acquaintance who said the offer had been passed on to him by someone else. That wasn’t uncommon, as hiring a hit man was not something you wanted everyone to know about. The more layers between the client and the hitter, the less chance there was of the law becoming involved.

The party was being held for the daughter of Moe’s latest wife, Ginger. Ginger was twenty-seven and had a six-year-old daughter named Madeline from her first marriage. Madeline’s father, a Navy pilot, never made it home from the war.

Waller carried a large box wrapped in bright red paper. There was a white bow attached. He hoped the gift would be enough to make him fit in with the other guests. Most of the other guests were arriving with a spouse and a child in tow. The gathering was large, maybe sixty people or more.

Waller smiled and walked along the brick path to pass through the open entrance in the wall; his confident stride told everyone around him he belonged.

He fooled no one. And he had just walked into a trap.
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Moe Gillette shaved every morning and had five o’clock shadow before noon. That shadow of dark whiskers had gained white counterparts in recent years as Moe neared sixty. His younger brother, Manny, had been fifty when he died. Moe had vowed on Manny’s grave that he would kill the men responsible for his death. Gillette had discovered who’d taken out the hit on his brother. He’d traveled to New York City with three of his best men to kill the gangster. Before taking his life, he’d made the man watch as he murdered his pregnant wife.

Before dying, the gangster revealed he had hired an assassin named Tanner to complete the hit on Manny.

Tanner was elusive, but Moe persisted and found a way to contact the assassin through others. That was when he put out a hit on himself, to lure Tanner to his estate. The plan worked.
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Moe Gillette listened to the tinny sounding voice coming out of the clunky walkie-talkie he held. The voice belonged to Gillette’s right-hand-man, Franco. Gillette was seated behind the oak desk in his office on the second floor of the home.

“Tanner is here, boss. He walked through the gate carrying a large red box.”

“What’s he look like?”

“He’s tall, dark-haired, maybe around forty-five, and wearing a black suit.”

“All right. Tell the boys to keep an eye on him and start clearing people out. And Franco, don’t let him catch on until it’s too late.”

“We won’t. Everyone has practiced this all week. Tanner won’t know anything’s wrong until we want him to.”

Gillette removed a gun from a drawer in his desk. It was a Colt 1911. The weapon had belonged to Manny. Gillette felt it was appropriate he use it to kill Tanner. He left his office and headed down a back staircase to enter the home’s five-car garage. Through a window, he could see several party guests walking back through the gate to get into their cars. They weren’t guests. They were people who worked in the casinos he was connected with. Gillette paid them a hundred bucks each to be a part of the trap. With their work done, they were leaving.

Tanner wouldn’t be leaving unless he was carried out feet first.
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The birthday party was to take place near the swimming pool on the home’s extensive patio. There were several people dressed in swimsuits, along with a group of children. Catering staff moved among them. They wore dark slacks with white jackets.

Waller placed his sizable gift on the slate stones of the patio near a card table stacked with presents from the other guests. Along with the wrapped gifts was a huge teddy bear. The thing was as big as a man, but its head was enormous and had large, bright blue button eyes. Waller’s arm struck the side of the table as he was straightening up; some of the gaily wrapped packages shook. Whatever was in them couldn’t weigh much, as he had barely brushed the table.

There was a separate kitchen in a corner where food for gatherings could be stored and where the caterers could prepare hors d’oeuvres and mix drinks. Waller entered the space after seeing it was empty. He wore a white coat beneath his dark suit jacket. He removed the suit jacket and transformed himself into one of the catering staff. After picking the lock on a door that led into the house, he entered the pantry that was off the main kitchen. The door being locked struck Waller as odd. The small kitchen area on the patio couldn’t hold enough food to feed the number of guests he’d seen. That meant food would need to be transferred from the larger kitchen inside the home. The quickest way to do that would be to move through the pantry.

He entered the main kitchen and furrowed his brow. The room was empty and there was no food set up on its countertops. The refrigerator was as large as the type he’d seen in restaurants. Looking into it, he saw a good amount of food, but it was enough for normal feeding, and not enough to entertain dozens of hungry guests. Moving to a window, he spotted a section of the winding driveway. There was a steady stream of cars heading away from the home.

Waller brought out his gun as realization struck. The boxes on the table shook as if they were empty because they were mere props. The guests who’d brought them were just as phony and having played their parts were done. That’s why there wasn’t an abundance of food. No one was being fed. There was no birthday party. It was all a trap. And he had walked into it.
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Waller was passing through the pantry when he heard voices coming from the small kitchen area on the patio. He turned to head back into the main kitchen when more voices came from that direction. They had him trapped.
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Gillette had ten men with him, including Franco. One man each had been left to guard the front and rear gates while the others hunted Tanner. He’d been spotted entering the kitchen area off the patio, and they felt certain he had never entered the house. That meant he had to be somewhere between the main kitchen and its auxiliary.

Two armed men entered the pantry. They wore white jackets, as they had pretended to be caterers. Seeing the pantry was empty, they assumed Tanner was in the kitchen. One of the men, a guy with bushy eyebrows, was thinking about the bonus Gillette had promised. They were to kill Tanner if they had to, but if they captured him, it would be worth two thousand dollars apiece.

They moved out of the pantry and were surprised to see two of their fellow thugs pointing guns at them. The weapons were lowered immediately.

“We thought you was Tanner,” said one of the men. He had a big nose.

“He ain’t in the pantry. He’s got to be in here,” said bushy eyebrows.

The four gazed about, considering places big enough for a man to hide in. The guy with the big nose was familiar with the kitchen. He hung out there often as he was spending time with the young woman who worked in the home as a maid and assisted the cook. He knew the upper cabinets were packed with ingredients, spices, and packaged goods. That wasn’t true of all of them. He pointed to a set of cabinets to the left of the sink, at floor level, then whispered to his friends.

“There’s enough room down there for him to hide. We could just shoot through the cabinet doors, but I really want that bonus.”

Bushy eyebrows pointed to the smallest man among them. “Al, get up on the counter and crawl over there until you can reach down and swing open one of those cabinet doors.”

Al agreed to do so, as the others stood by, ready to shoot Tanner if they had to.

Once in place, Al reached down, gripped a handle on a cabinet door, then yanked it open. The space behind it was empty.

Big nose cursed in frustration. “Shit! Where the hell is he?”

“He must have made it inside the house,” Bushy eyebrows said. “Al, stay here in case he comes back this way. Better yet. Hang out in the pantry. If you have to shoot Tanner, try to wound him.”

The men moved out to search the home. Al reentered the pantry. After spotting a box of chocolate bars, he set his gun on a shelf to reach for the box and extract a bar. That was when a hand reached down and grabbed his gun.

Al dropped the chocolate and staggered backwards into another row of shelves. Tanner was looking down at him from an empty top shelf and pointing his own gun at him.

“How many men are looking for me?”

“Ten. You can’t get away. There are guys watching the gates.”

“Is that ten men counting you?”

“That’s right.”

“Then that means there’s only nine.”

Tanner slid off the shelf to pounce on Al.
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It was Franco who found Al. Before that, he’d found two other men. They had all died from broken necks. Tanner was killing them one by one and doing so silently. They had been told he was something special.

Franco muttered to himself while running a finger over his thin mustache. “Special or not, he won’t kill all ten of us.” Using the walkie-talkies, Franco gave new orders. The men guarding the gates stayed where they were. The rest of them would continue to search the house. Tanner had to be hiding somewhere.

Franco, bushy eyebrows, and another man started at one end of the home and searched any space large enough to conceal a man. Big nose and a beefy, older man did the same, working through the other end. After meeting, they began a search of the upper floors. They came up empty, but were certain Tanner was not in the house.

That meant he was hiding outside somewhere. He had to be. A search of the home’s exterior proved just as fruitless. Gillette joined his men by the pool and demanded an explanation from Franco.

“How the hell did he get away?”

“He didn’t. I’d swear it. His car is still out there in the parking lot, and he didn’t get past the men on the gates. The bastard found somewhere to hide we haven’t discovered yet… but I swear, boss, we looked everywhere.”

Gillette settled into a chaise lounge and told the others to take seats.

“Could he have made it over the wall?”

Franco shook his head. “No. Remember how we put down dirt along the outer wall and used a garden hose to wet it? He would have left a mark in the mud if he’d made it over the wall. There’s not a single shoe print. I checked. He’s here somewhere. We’ll take a short break and then go search again. He must be in the house.”

Gillette pointed at the table. It was the one gifts were piled on. There was a white tablecloth draped over it.

“Did you check beneath that?”

“I did,” said bushy eyebrows. “There’s nothing under there.”

Gillette spoke to big nose. “Drag that ice chest over here. There’s beer in it. I think better when I have a beer in my hand.”

Big nose gripped a metal handle on the side of the wooden chest and gave it a great tug, expecting it to be heavy from the weight of the ice and the bottles of beer it held. The chest moved easily, throwing him off-balance. He fell on his ass.

“I think it’s empty.”

“It wasn’t earlier,” Gillette said. He walked over and opened the chest as big nose made it to his feet. The chest wasn’t empty. Gillette reached down and grabbed a handful of wool. They were the scraps leftover when sheep were shorn. The cooler was packed with the material.

Franco furrowed his brow. “What the hell is that?”

“It’s wool waste,” said bushy eyebrows. He’d once worked on a sheep farm in Texas.

“Where the hell did it come from?” Franco asked.

Bushy eyebrows shrugged. “I’ve seen it used for mulch, insulation, and I think they used to stuff teddy bears with it.”

At his mention of the bear, all eyes turned toward the gift table, where the massive teddy bear was. It was no longer on the ground and propped up against the table. The bear was standing and waving at them.

“What the fuck?” Franco said. They were his last words.

The bear’s left hand stopped waving and its right hand exploded, as the gun within it began sending rounds their way. Franco died first from a shot to the head, with the other five men suffering lethal wounds soon after.

Three of the men survived and lay on their backs, groaning and bleeding out. One of them was Gillette.

The men guarding the gates appeared three minutes later, after having their requests for information sent via the walkie-talkies ignored. They stared at their dead and dying friends in wide-eyed amazement and moved their guns around, searching for a target.

Gillette summoned enough strength to point at the bear, which was again on the ground, and leaned up against the table. There was nothing beyond the table but the pool.

“Are you saying Tanner’s in the pool, boss?”

Gillette couldn’t answer, having grown too weak. The two men moved around the gift table and looked into the pool.

“Someone tossed bottles of beer in the pool.”

More shots rang out, hitting the men in their backs. They tumbled into the pool, where they would die and sink to the bottom.
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Waller, covered in sweat and bits of wool, peeled off the outer covering of the stuffed bear he’d used as camouflage. The slits he cut into the material below the glass eyes had allowed him to see.

He moved over to stare down at Gillette. The mobster was still alive. After placing a fresh magazine in his gun, Waller shot Gillette in the head.

The man had hired Tanner to kill him. Tanner did just that.

Waller was moving toward the rear gate when he remembered the gift he had brought with him. Waller claimed the box. Inside was a lifelike child-sized doll. He figured he’d donate the gift to an orphanage instead of letting it go to waste.

Tanner left the estate of the late Moe Gillette and headed home with another successful contract under his belt and the legend of Tanner intact.


TEN

On The Hunt




Cody sped toward the location Simone had given Sara. He was driving a black pickup truck that had a tan tarp stretched over its cargo bed. The top of a chair stuck out from beneath the rear right corner of the tarp.

By the time he reached the spot where the two tractor-trailers had their accident, the tipped over truck had been righted by a crane and there were two lanes of traffic open.

Realizing the accident might have slowed the group’s progress, Cody had renewed hope he might reach the warehouse while they were still there. That wasn’t his main concern; the priority was to find Lucas. It seemed certain he had left the ranch. The strongest possibility was that he was with the thieves, voluntarily or otherwise.

Simone claimed there were six members in her group. Franny also reported seeing only six, but Cody presumed a team as organized as the thieves could hire help when needed. Before leaving the ranch, he’d warned Sara to be ready in case someone tried to free Simone. Sara said she would be.

Cody left the ranch reluctantly, knowing more trouble could come calling, but he had to find Lucas. A check of the time told him he was still twenty-two minutes from his destination.

Hold on, Lucas. I’m coming, boy.
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Sara took the added precaution of sending Marion and Grace to stay with their nearest neighbor, Laura Knight. Laura’s home was a part of the ranch. It was where Cody and Sara had lived years ago while the ranch house was built.

Sara had asked Franny to go with the children, but Franny decided to stay and help Sara in case there was trouble. The army veteran had been taken by surprise earlier, but Franny was a good woman to have alongside you in a fight.

Sara paced about the living room as she waited to hear news from Cody. She’d be restless and anxious until she knew her son was safe. After asking Franny to keep watch and inform her if anyone approached the ranch house, Sara went back down into the safe room to interrogate Simone again.
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Matt Lesko, the transport chief, went off on a mission by foot after Erik O’Neil, the team’s researcher, told him about a nearby spot that should have a truck they could use. Lesko had been a car thief when he was younger. He’d be able to get the vehicle moving without a key or a key fob.

The others used the time to wipe down the moving truck, the vehicles inside the warehouse, and anything else they might have touched. They’d worn clear plastic gloves while using the pickup truck and the horse trailer. There was no need to wipe fingerprints off of those.

Afterward, they stood around waiting for Lesko to return while discussing what to do with Lucas. The boy had seen them without their masks on. He could describe them to the police.

DeFeo didn’t see a problem. “We kill the kid. What other choice do we have?”

O’Neil made a face of disgust. “No! We’re not harming that boy. Are you crazy?”

Cardarelli agreed with O’Neil, but not out of a sense of morality or from a reluctance to harm a child. It was driven by practicality.

“If we kill that kid the cops will do whatever it takes to find us. Remember, we all have alibis in place. If the cops come calling, give them your alibi. They’ll leave you alone after they check it out. Besides, Lucas Parker is a boy. The police won’t give as much weight to his statement as they would to an adult.”

“And what about Simone?” DeFeo said. “That girl could burn us if the Parkers hand her over to the cops.”

“That won’t happen. She’ll be free soon. I sent the contractors to get her.”

“You’re talking about Frost and Volkman?”

“That’s right. They’re headed to the ranch right now.”

“They should free her. Those two are tricky. They probably won’t even need to threaten anyone.”

Cardarelli held up his phone. “Mary Alice sent me a text earlier. Cody Parker left the ranch driving a black pickup truck. That means Frost and Volkman will only need to deal with the wife when they get there. One woman won’t be any trouble.”

“Let’s hope not,” Gordon Woo said, “but things have been going wrong all day.”

Cardarelli sighed. “Ain’t that the damn truth?”

O’Neil shrugged. “It hasn’t all been bad. The Parker Ranch was better than we could have dreamed. We all made out like bandits on the gold alone. Once we get paid for the artwork and diamonds, I’ll have it made. With what I’ve saved from the other robberies, I never have to work again.”

“Erik’s got a point there,” DeFeo said. “We’ll all be even richer if Simone never makes it off that ranch.”

O’Neil blinked in surprise. “I meant nothing like that. We’ll get Simone back.”

DeFeo smiled. “Sure we will. But if we don’t, we’ll split her share between us.”

Gordon Woo smiled back at DeFeo. He liked Simone, but DeFeo was right. If they never saw her again, it wouldn’t be the worst thing that could happen.
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Simone, still tied to the chair, was missing two fingers. They lay on the floor near her feet. They were the same two fingers DeFeo had broken on Franny’s left hand. Simone had told Sara about the warehouse after losing the first digit. Sara cut off the second one to make certain she wasn’t lying.

Simone bit back her fear at seeing Sara approach her again. Anger reddened her face as she screamed at Sara. She used her normal voice, no longer bothering to disguise her Irish accent.

“You’re going to pay for what you did to me! I haven’t been abandoned!”

“You think your friends will come back for you?”

“Not them. They’ll send others. People who make their living hurting other people. I’m going to tell them to hold you down and then I’m going to be the one with the knife.”

“That’s a threat?”

“I’m telling you a fact. Let me go now and you’ll avoid a world of trouble.”

Sara smiled. “Thanks for the warning.”

She left Simone and returned upstairs to await guests.
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Matt Lesko was driving back to the group in a stolen box truck. He’d taken it from a nearby Board of Education parking lot. Since it was a Sunday, the truck’s absence shouldn’t be noted until the next day. The truck was a converted Ford F150 with a crew cab. The back seat was a joke, but two people could endure sitting in the small space for an hour or so. Someone would need to ride in the cargo area with the goods.

Lesko was still a mile away when he saw movement in his mirror. A black pickup truck had made a sliding right turn to enter the roadway. It was a quiet street lined with trees on both sides. The only thing ahead was the old warehouse, and farther on were a few homes in a cul-de-sac.

This guy is really moving.

The pickup truck passed Lesko going over sixty. Lesko had gotten a glance at the driver. He recognized him from photos he’d seen when they had been planning the heist.

“Son of a bitch. That’s Cody Parker.”

Lesko took out his phone. Cardarelli answered on the second ring.

“Did you get a truck?”

“I got one. And you’ve got trouble headed your way.”


ELEVEN

The Hardest Shots




Lucas laughed when imagining the faces of the men Waller killed while dressed like a giant teddy bear. Tanners weren’t only fearless, they were creative and tricky. He read more of Waller’s words.

Keane worked in Chicago. I operated out of Detroit. Benjamin Boudreaux works out of New Orleans. The name Tanner is more feared and respected than ever. There’s plenty of work for a Tanner in a city such as New Orleans, and Benjamin is not a man to be trifled with. He has a knack for attracting trouble. He was also skilled at dealing with it.
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JUST OUTSIDE THE CITY OF NEW ORLEANS, FEBRUARY 1958

Benjamin Boudreaux, Tanner Three, rode his bright red motorcycle along a narrow road that still had patches of ice from a rare snowstorm that left an inch and a half of the white powder littering the landscape. Boudreaux had never liked snow. Fortunately, growing up in Louisiana, it was something he seldom dealt with.

Boudreaux’s destination was a small town south of New Orleans. He was headed there on business. It was Tanner business. A client hired him to kill a man who owned a brothel and a gambling den. Boudreaux’s client was in the same business and was looking to take over his rival’s territory.

That’s the way it was with gangsters. They always wanted more. And they never cared how they acquired it.

Boudreaux didn’t care either. He made good money killing off mobsters and other such men. It was his opinion that the less of them there were, the better the world would be for the average person.

He rounded a curve as a deer darted across the road. Boudreaux swerved to avoid the animal, only to encounter a wide patch of melting ice. The motorcycle’s tires lost traction and Boudreaux found himself careening toward a line of trees at the side of the road.

The impact was jarring. It sent Boudreaux tumbling off the bike and down a hill that ended in a gully eighty feet below. He smacked into a narrow tree, careened off it, and slid headfirst toward the wide trunk of a pine tree. Boudreaux extended his right leg and used his ankle to hook onto the base of a bush. It halted his descent, but he felt a sharp pain erupt in his right knee.

After making it to his feet, Boudreaux checked himself for injuries. There were minor scrapes on his hands and forearms, and he’d have a bruise on his back from hitting the tree, but most concerning was his knee. He could walk on it, but he did so with a limp. Still, having a limp was a far sight better than smashing your head into a tree.

While checking himself, he realized he’d lost his gun on his slide down the hill. He was kicking at leaves, searching for it, when a voice called to him.

“Are you all right down there?”

Boudreaux looked up and saw three men standing at the top of the hill and could also detect the sound of an engine. He’d been so concerned about finding his weapon that he had tuned out everything else. He chastised himself mentally for not paying attention.

Dumb, Boudreaux. First you lose your gun, then you forget to keep an eye out for danger while looking for it.

Boudreaux answered the man who’d called to him, although he wasn’t certain which one had spoken. Each one looked like the other, only one was taller than the other two. They wore dungarees, flannel shirts, and had long beards. They were big men, brawny, and were staring at him with curious dark eyes.

“I’m a little banged up from crashing my motorcycle, but I can make it back up the hill.”

Boudreaux did just that, while scanning the ground for his lost weapon. He didn’t spot it and knew it could have bounced almost anywhere once it left his person.

The tallest of the men offered a helping hand when he neared the crest of the hill. Boudreaux gripped it and felt the strength of the man it belonged to. He also detected the scent of whisky; the men before him had been drinking, but they weren’t close to being drunk. Boudreaux studied them and realized something.

“You three gents are brothers, ain’t you?”

“That’s right,” said the man who had helped him up. “I’m Jim Rodgers, and these two are Brett and Beau. They’s twins.”

Boudreaux was over six feet tall, but the Rodgers brothers were all taller and wider. Jim Rodgers was at least six-foot-six. Not one of them was fat. It was all muscle.

Boudreaux introduced himself by giving his true name of Benjamin, but he gave them the surname of Smith. He was working a contract. It wasn’t wise to give out your true name, even if it was unlikely to matter. He limped over to his motorcycle to see how badly she was damaged. He loved his bike. It was a 1947 Harley-Davidson Knucklehead he had named Lucille. He bought the bike when it was new.

Jim Rodgers pointed at the bent front tire rim, which had several broken spokes. “That bike won’t be going anywhere until that’s fixed.”

“Is there any place around here where I can get it repaired?”

Jim Rodgers scratched at his beard while looking at his brothers. “Don’t Jake Darby work on bikes at that shop of his?”

The brothers nodded in unison but didn’t speak. Boudreaux got the impression they rarely said anything.

“Jake Darby is a blacksmith, but he’s also a mechanic. We can give you a lift there in our truck.”

Their truck was a blue Ford F100 that was a few years old. It had a shotgun rack in the cab that held three rifles. The motor sounded smooth and the tires looked new.

Boudreaux accepted the offered help with gratitude. The twins, Brett and Beau, lifted the motorcycle and placed it in the bed of the truck. They made it look easy, although the bike weighed nearly six-hundred pounds.

“You boys are strong.”

Jim Rodgers grinned. “We’re farm boys.”

The cab of the truck couldn’t accommodate another person, so Boudreaux clambered into the truck’s bed with his injured knee protesting. There was a wooden box he could sit on that contained tools.

Jim Rodgers directed Boudreaux’s attention to a ridge in the distance. “Jake Darby’s place is just over that far hill there, but we’ll be making a stop at home first.”

“Where’s home?” Boudreaux asked.

“We live on property owned by our boss, Dex Holloway. He’s expecting us back soon, so I’ve got to let him know where we’re going first.”

“All right,” Boudreaux said while nodding. And it was all right.

Dex Holloway was the name of the man he’d been hired to kill. The Rodgers brothers were taking him right to his target.
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Dex Holloway owned a working farm that grew corn, sugarcane and cotton. The 120-acre property also had a brothel and a gambling den.

Holloway was a bachelor in his forties who had inherited the farm from his father in 1946. He had an older brother who had wanted nothing to do with the farm and joined the Navy back in 1931. The brother died while fighting in World War Two. He had plenty of company, as over four hundred thousand American service members perished during the war.

Jim Rodgers introduced Boudreaux to Holloway when they reached the farm. Dex Holloway greeted him with a smile and a firm handshake. Afterward, he looked at Boudreaux’s motorcycle.

“A knucklehead. I’ve got one too; it’s a few years older than yours. They’re great bikes. That’s a ’47, yeah?”

“You know your bikes.”

“I used to race them when I was a kid. I broke my right arm twice doing it, but I won a few races. I see you’re limping there. I guess you crashed.”

“I missed hitting a deer and slipped on a patch of ice. Damn the snow.”

Holloway said, “I hate snow too,” then he cocked his head. “Is that a Cajun accent I hear?”

“It is that. I’m from bayou country.”

Holloway smiled. “Some of the best people come from there.”

A pickup truck came barreling down the long driveway leading up to the farmhouse. It was an old Chevy farm truck. Five men with rifles were in the back of it, with three more in the cab.

Jim Rodgers used a hand to shield his eyes from the sun as he stared at the approaching truck. “That’s Hank Hardy and his crew, Dex. And they ain’t coming here to play cards.”

“That’s trouble all right,” Holloway said, and ran toward the house.

The Rodgers brothers claimed their rifles from the rack in their truck and used the vehicle for cover. Boudreaux took cover along with them, lamenting the fact he didn’t have his gun. He was also concerned about the men approaching. It was obvious they meant Holloway harm, but Holloway was Boudreaux’s target to kill. No Tanner had ever failed to kill a target. He would not be the first.

He was about to make a run for the farmhouse when Dex Holloway came back out. Boudreaux had assumed the man had run inside to take cover and let his men fight it out with the invaders alone. That wasn’t the case. Holloway had been inside gathering weapons and ammunition. He had a pair of revolvers tucked in his belt, a shotgun secured under an arm, and carried a wooden box full of ammo.

Boudreaux held out a hand. “Give me one of those peashooters.”

“You know how to shoot?”

“Hell yeah.”

Holloway handed him a .45 Colt revolver. The weapon had been old when he was born, but it had also been well-kept.

Boudreaux crawled beneath the truck, steadied the gun in both hands, and took aim at the front tires of the approaching vehicle. He sent off three rounds. Two of them shredded the driver’s side tire. The man at the wheel lost control, swerved off the driveway, bounced hard over a drainage ditch, and slammed into a tree. The men in the rear went flying and a guy in the cab crashed through the windshield; he lay bleeding on the vehicle’s hood. Thanks to Boudreaux, the fight was over before it could start.

Holloway helped him to stand as Jim Rodgers and the twins rushed over to the crashed truck. Holloway slapped Boudreaux on his back.

“Hell yeah, you can shoot. You may have saved our lives, Benjamin. Those boys had us outnumbered.”

“What’s their beef with you?”

“Hank Hardy is from Arkansas. Word is, he had to leave Little Rock or get killed after he crossed the wrong man. The fool came down here and took over the property next to mine by forcing the old codger who had it to sell for pennies on the dollar. He showed up here a week ago and tried to do the same to me. I told him to go to hell. Now, I think I’ll send him there myself.”

Dex Holloway walked over to the damaged truck. Boudreaux limped along beside him. The man lying on the hood had died, along with the driver and two of the men thrown from the truck. Hank Hardy survived, but he had a broken left arm and a nasty cut over his right eye. One of the men thrown out of the truck had a broken leg and was unconscious. Jim Rodgers and the twins had their rifles aimed at the survivors.

“I told you to never come back here, Hardy. See what being stupid gets you?”

Hank Hardy was short and stout. A thatch of black hair peeked out of the white T-shirt he wore. That shirt was stained red from blood splatter of the man who’d broken through the windshield.

“I was coming here to talk, Holloway. Just talk.”

Holloway grinned. “Sure you were.” He took his eyes off Hardy to say something to Jim Rodgers. That’s when Hardy made his move.

The man had a small revolver tucked in his boot. He brought the weapon up and was aiming it at Holloway when Boudreaux fired a .45 slug into his head. Holloway jerked his eyes back around in time to see the gun slip from Hardy’s dead hand.

“You saved me again, Benjamin. You crashing your bike might be the best thing that ever happened to me.”

Hank Hardy’s surviving men stared at the body of their dead boss. One of them had a question.

“What’s going to happen to us?”

Holloway answered them with lead.
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Boudreaux joined Holloway inside the farmhouse while the Rodgers brothers handled the grim job of burying Hank Hardy and his men. The farm had a Caterpillar D9 tractor that would make the work go easier. Holloway instructed them to bury the wrecked car along with the men in a spot where no one would ever find them.

Boudreaux looked around the farmhouse and saw signs of a woman’s touch.

“Are you married, Dex?”

“Nope. I did have a gal living here with me for a while.” He laughed. “My, how the tongues around here wagged over that. The local preacher came around and told me I should make an honest woman out of her. The lady I was seeing told him to go to hell and mind his own damn business. I ain’t seen the preacher since, but I heard he was caught buck naked with one of his parishioner’s daughters. The girl was only thirteen. There’s a new preacher now.”

Holloway invited Boudreaux to stay the night. They settled in the living room with whiskey and cigars, after Holloway placed food in the oven to heat up. An older local woman cooked his meals for him and left additional food in a large freezer called the Deep Freeze. Holloway had enough food to last him for days.

“The boys will take your bike to get fixed tomorrow. I’ll pay for it. I also owe you for saving my life.”

“Fix the bike and we’ll call it even; I was saving my own neck too.”

Holloway studied him. “You fought in the war?”

“Yeah. I was on Guadalcanal.”

“You’re a Marine?”

“Yep.”

“So am I. I saw action on Florida Island. We were practically neighbors, but you guys had it rougher. The Japs didn’t go down easily.”

“They were fierce fighters; I lost a lot of good friends.”

After sharing a meal, Holloway lit a blaze in the fireplace. Darkness had fallen and brought a chill along with it. The two men talked late into the night, with laughter mixed in, discovering they had much in common. They developed a rapport.

Boudreaux fought the sense of camaraderie he felt toward Holloway, knowing it would make it painful to kill him. But kill him he must, because he was a Tanner and he had accepted a contract on the man.

He settled in a guest room that night with mixed emotions making it tough to fall asleep. Dex Holloway had become more than a target.
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Three days later, Jim Rodgers and his twin brothers picked up Boudreaux’s motorcycle toward late afternoon. It had taken time to acquire the right parts to repair the bike. While waiting, Boudreaux spent time with Dex Holloway. The two men went hunting together, mended fences around the farm, and Boudreaux joined Holloway as he paid a visit to his brothel. Boudreaux declined the pleasures the establishment offered with the excuse he had a girlfriend and hated cheaters.

He did hate cheaters, but he didn’t have a girlfriend. He had a wife and family at home on his own farm.

The man who repaired his bike, Jake Darby, knew what he was doing. Lucille looked as good as new. His injured knee was like new as well, having healed in the time he’d stayed at the farm.

Dex Holloway brought out his own Harley-Davidson Knucklehead and told Boudreaux he’d ride with him for a little way, as Boudreaux made for home. Holloway said he needed some time on the road to clear his head. Boudreaux didn’t really want the company. However, by being alone with Holloway, it would present an opportunity to kill him. His earlier plan had him pretending to leave the farm, only to return later and kill Holloway in his sleep. Boudreaux liked that plan better. Using that method, he wouldn’t have to look a friend in the eye when he killed him. And damn if he hadn’t come to consider Holloway a friend. It was unlike him to bond with someone in so short a time, but he had with Holloway. Boudreaux was certain the man liked him as well.

Dex Holloway’s easy manner lessened after he received a phone call that morning. Boudreaux wondered why that was. Perhaps Holloway had been given bad news, and it weighed on him. Or maybe it was something else.

They left the farm and headed west. Before leaving, Boudreaux said goodbye to the Rodgers brothers. He wondered what would become of the farm and the illegal businesses on it once Holloway was dead. Jim Rodgers seemed bright enough to take over the running of the brothel and the gambling den. As for the farm, Boudreaux supposed some relative of Holloway’s would lay claim to it in time. Relatives had a way of crawling out of the woodwork whenever money was involved.
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Boudreaux pointed toward a sloping meadow along the side of the road after they had covered twenty miles. Holloway followed his lead, and the two men shut off their bikes to stretch their legs.

The meadow slanted toward a stream that was about five feet wide. Water flowed well, fed by the recent melted snowfall and an overnight rain. When Boudreaux looked back over his shoulder, he saw they were below the level of the roadway. That meant no one in a passing vehicle would see what was about to happen. As much as he’d regret doing so, it was time for Dex Holloway to die.

“I got a call from an old friend in New Orleans this morning,” Holloway said, as he stopped walking. “He gave me some disturbing news.”

Boudreaux halted his stride and looked back at him. Holloway had pushed aside the leather jacket he wore. There was a gun tucked in his waistband. It was an automatic, an M1911.

Boudreaux raised his eyes from the gun to stare at Holloway. “What was the news your old friend gave you?”

“He said there was a price put on my head, and that there was a hit man headed here to kill me. A guy named Tanner. I was told Tanner would have a Cajun accent.” Holloway sighed as his hand moved toward his gun. “I like you, Benjamin. What I’m about to do will bring me no pleasure.”

Boudreaux’s right hand moved fast as lightning for the gun he had tucked beneath his jacket, at the small of his back. It was the old Colt .45 Boudreaux had used the day Hank Hardy attacked. He’d stolen it before leaving the farm.

Boudreaux fired three shots. They struck Dex Holloway in the chest. Holloway’s lone shot went wide, missing Boudreaux by inches.

Holloway collapsed, falling onto his back. When he opened his mouth, blood poured out. Boudreaux knelt beside him.

“This brought me no pleasure either, Dex. It was strictly business.”

Holloway struggled to breathe. Boudreaux took his hand and held it until the man went still. He said a prayer in French for Holloway’s soul. It was something he’d learned from his mother. After walking back up to the road, Boudreaux straddled his motorcycle and looked over at Holloway’s bike. Someone would wonder why it was there, stop, and eventually find the body of its owner.

His contract complete, Boudreaux headed for home, his heart filled with sorrow.


TWELVE

Armed And Dangerous




Ronald Frost and Jack Volkman were hired to free Simone. Frost and Volkman were violent men who guaranteed results. When Cardarelli mentioned that the Chief of Police was aware of the trouble at the ranch, they raised their price to free Simone. However, knowing the law was involved hadn’t deterred the private contractors from accepting the assignment.

Instead of brute force or going in with guns blazing, Frost and Volkman would rely on guile. They arrived on the ranch driving a nondescript automobile and dressed in cheap suits. They were going to use the ruse of pretending to be FBI agents to trick Sara into handing Simone over to them. Playing the part of Feds had worked in the past. They saw no reason why it wouldn’t work again.
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Sara opened the front door of the ranch house and saw two men smiling at her. The one on the right, Frost, was tall, muscular, and had blue eyes. Volkman was as tall as Frost, but had a slender build, brown eyes, and wore a trim beard.

They flashed their FBI credentials as Frost asked a question.

“Are you Mrs. Parker?”

“That’s right,” Sara said. She stood looking relaxed. Her left hand was on the door and her right was in the pocket of her jeans. The blouse she wore was too large for her. It was left over from the last time she’d been pregnant.

“May we come in, Mrs. Parker? We’ve something serious to discuss.”

Sara stepped outside and shut the door behind her, causing Frost and Volkman to move back a few feet. “We’ll talk out here. My children are napping inside. What’s this about?”

Frost frowned at the closed door and continued to play his part.

“An informant told us that a group of thieves has targeted you. One of the thieves is working here using the fake identity of Lacey Wright. We’ve come to take Ms. Wright in for questioning.”

“Are you from the resident agency?”

Both Frost and Volkman gave her a blank look. A former FBI agent, Sara had already marked them as phonies. Among other signs, Volkman had the top of a neck tattoo visible above his shirt collar. The Bureau wouldn’t allow an agent to have such a tattoo.

Their ignorance of what a resident agency was had only confirmed her suspicion. A resident agency had fewer agents working in it than a field office.

Volkman spoke. His voice was deeper than his partner’s. “We need you to take us to Lacey Wright.”

“No.”

Frost raised an eyebrow. “What do you mean? If you impede our investigation, we’ll have you arrested. You don’t want that. And we’re only trying to help.”

Sara looked past Frost and spoke to Franny. Franny had left the house by a rear door to come up behind the pair. She was holding a shotgun, but she had it pointed at the ground.

“The thieves sent them here to free Simone. I’ll handle them.”

Frost and Volkman glanced over their shoulders at Franny. When they looked at Sara again, she had moved several yards away along the porch. She had no weapon and her right hand was still in her pocket.

Frost whispered to his partner. “Kill the bitch with the shotgun.”

They were reaching for the weapons holstered on their belts when Sara shot them both. She’d been armed all along with a Smith & Wesson Model 36. The right sleeve of her blouse was stuffed with pillowcases and its end tucked in her pocket. Her real arm had been pressed against her stomach and hidden beneath the billowy material of her blouse.

Two .38 slugs struck Frost in the stomach. Volkman took two to the chest and a third shot in his left hip. Both men dropped onto the porch while groaning in pain. Sara stared down at them after removing the blouse, which had powder burns and five distinct holes in it. She’d been wearing a blue sports bra beneath it.

Franny joined her on the porch as Sara was claiming the men’s weapons and cell phones.

“Do you think they know anything that can help us find Lucas?”

“Let’s ask them.”

Frost was in too much pain to respond to questions. The two shots he’d taken to his stomach had placed him in a state of utter agony that had him moaning.

Volkman was cursing. If he could do that, he could give up information.

“Tell us where the thieves are and we’ll call an ambulance for you and your friend.”

Volkman spoke through gritted teeth. “Ambulance first… or no deal.”

Sara slapped him hard across the face. “You’re not in a position to make demands. If you know anything, tell us.”

Frost released a gasp and passed out from the pain. He’d never wake up again; not at the rate he was losing blood.

Volkman realized that truth as he looked over at his partner. “You killed him. Damn you, bitch! You killed him.”

“You’ll follow him into the grave if you don’t tell me something useful.”

Volkman reached out to grab Sara. She backed away, and he fell over onto his side. His wounded hip made it impossible for him to stand. He touched one of the wounds on his chest and his fingers came away bloody. The anger left his eyes. Fear replaced it.

“I don’t want to die. Oh, God, call an ambulance.”

“Where can we find the thieves?”

“I don’t know. But one of them is named Cardarelli. He’s slim like me and has a beard. His friend is a muscular black guy named DeFeo. That’s all I know.”

“You came here to get Simone. Where were you taking her?”

“They said someone would meet us nearby, and that Simone would know where to go.”

“Nearby?”

“That’s what they—oh, my chest feels weird. I-I’m having trouble breathing.”

Sara looked at Franny. Franny mouthed the words. “One of his lungs collapsed.”

Volkman didn’t have much time left. Sara pressed him to tell them more. Volkman had no more to give. He lay on his back and wheezed while struggling to breathe.

The weapons the men carried were Glock 18s capable of full-auto fire and illegal to own in the United States. That made the guns rare and expensive. Many criminals owned them. Sara knew Cody had a crate full. The thieves had failed to steal them, along with the rest of their extensive cache of weapons. Their armory was hidden behind a door that appeared to be an average wall. Franny said the thieves never mentioned the weapons stash, and she had kept quiet about it.

Frost and Volkman’s guns were of good quality, but their phones were cheap burners. Only Frost’s phone had been used. He had programmed a number into it.

Sara looked toward the road. “I think Simone lied about there being only six of them. Someone is out there waiting for these two to bring her to them.”

Volkman’s wheezing ceased. Franny felt for a pulse.

“Whoever is out there is in for a long wait; they’re both dead.”

“Simone knows who’s out there. Help me drag these two around to the side of the porch. We’ll cover them with blankets for now.”

Franny was appraising Sara. “You’ve killed before. Was it in the line of duty?”

“I’ve killed with a badge and without one when it was needed.”

“It was needed today. If they’d forced their way inside, I don’t think they would have left us breathing.”

“They’ll all die, Franny. If Cody doesn’t kill them, then I will. They came into our home, hurt you, and threatened the children. They don’t get to live after that.”

“You won’t get any pleas for mercy from me,” Franny said, as she reach down with her good hand to grip Volkman’s collar.

After they had the men hidden from view beneath blankets and their blood washed away, Sara headed back down to the safe room to talk to Simone.
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Mary Alice waited at the strip mall to rendezvous with Frost and Volkman. If they ever met, it would be in hell.


THIRTEEN

Standoff




Cardarelli and the other thieves moved in a flurry of activity after receiving Lesko’s call warning of Cody’s approach.

They had Lucas get out of the cattle hauler and into the rear of the moving truck. Lucas did so while carrying the Book of Tanner, which he had placed back inside the metal box he’d found it in.

By the time Cody raced into the parking lot of the old warehouse, the thieves had their masks back on and were ready for him.

Cardarelli was standing beside Lucas in the moving truck and holding a gun to his head. DeFeo was hidden behind a storage shed near the entrance to the parking lot. He planned to sneak up behind Cody while Cardarelli kept him distracted.

Woo and O’Neil stood behind the pickup truck used to tow the cattle hauler. They had weapons out and pointed at the approaching truck. The two were a show of force, but neither man had ever fired a gun before. O’Neil was so inexperienced he’d forgotten to thumb off the weapon’s safety.
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Cody felt a flush of rage as he spotted Cardarelli threatening Lucas’s life. He tamped down his anger and assessed the situation. He was outnumbered, with at least three targets in sight. A trained observer, he noted the other vehicles had flat tires. He guessed that was Lucas’s work and felt a surge of pride. The group had come to the ranch looking for easy plunder. One of their number had been captured thanks to Lucas, and the boy had thrown another monkey wrench into their plans.

Glancing in the truck’s mirrors, Cody saw a flash of movement near a corner of a shed he’d passed on his way into the lot.

Decades of experience in overcoming superior odds had endowed him with a sense of right action. He kept the truck moving and headed toward the pickup Woo and O’Neil were using as a shield. When he was yards away from it, Cody spun the wheel and brought the rear of his truck around to smash into the other vehicle. The collision shoved the truck into Woo and O’Neil and knocked them off-balance. Cody moved forward, only to race in reverse for a second impact. His vehicle had a bigger engine and shoved the other truck sideways with enough brute force to tip it over.

Woo and O’Neil, who’d fallen on their asses, scrambled backwards to avoid winding up under the truck as it flipped onto its side.

They’d dropped their weapons when they fell. Woo had kicked his when he frantically moved away from the truck. The overturned vehicle was between him and his weapon. O’Neil’s gun wound up under the capsized vehicle. O’Neil made it to his feet first. He helped Woo to stand, and the two rushed over to be near Cardarelli.

Cody was on the move as well. He’d placed his truck in drive and sped toward the shed DeFeo was hiding behind.
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Lucas winced when Cardarelli pressed the muzzle of his gun against his head, but a wide grin split his face when he saw his father drive into the lot.

I knew he’d find me.

He watched as Cody dislodged Woo and O’Neil from their place behind the truck and was about to shout out a warning concerning DeFeo when his father floored the truck. He was headed for the shed where the big man had hidden to set up an ambush.
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DeFeo peeked out after hearing Cody crash his truck into the other pickup. His eyes grew wide when he saw the vehicle racing toward him a moment later. DeFeo spread his feet and brought up his gun to take aim at the man behind the windshield.
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Cody ducked an instant before DeFeo fired. The windshield grew a spiderweb of cracks. He kept the truck moving toward the last place he’d seen DeFeo. Then, assuming the man would take cover behind the shed, he turned the steering wheel a little to the left and braced for impact, knowing he’d hit the shed.
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DeFeo fired one last round before turning to get out of the truck’s path.

He would have fared better if he had stayed where he was.

The truck slammed against a corner of the shed, splintering wood and causing the structure’s roof to fall in. A section of wall struck DeFeo and down he went.
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Cody was out of the truck and rushing at DeFeo. The big man had a cut on his forehead beneath the Obama mask. Cody pulled the mask off and saw that DeFeo looked as if he was about to pass out.

“Hey! Stay awake. I need you on your feet.”

DeFeo shook his head and took a swipe at Cody. Cody grabbed his wrist and jammed his thumb against a spot where there was a nerve. DeFeo yelped and attempted to yank his hand away. Cody kept his grip and pointed a gun at DeFeo.

“Get up!”

The big man made it to his feet, wobbled, and shook his head again. Cody led him around the truck. The vehicle was done for. It had a shattered windshield and fluid leaked from the radiator.

Cody kept his gun pressed against DeFeo’s side and called over to Cardarelli.

“Let’s make a trade. You give me my son and I’ll give you your man.”

Matt Lesko appeared in the box truck before Cardarelli could respond. His mouth was hanging open behind his mask as he drove past Cody and realized he was holding DeFeo hostage. He coasted the truck over and parked near the other men.

Cardarelli called to Cody. “You’re going to let my man go or we’ll hurt your boy. I don’t have to shoot him; I could start by breaking his bones.”

“Lucas!”

“Yeah, Dad?”

“Have they hurt you?”

“No.”

“And they won’t.”

Cardarelli shook his head. “Don’t be so sure about that.”

“You want to leave here with our stolen property, and I want my son back. We can make a deal and no one has to get hurt.”

Cardarelli cocked his head. The Nixon mask he wore concealing his expression.

“We can deal, Parker.”

Cody nodded. A deal would buy time, but there would be only one outcome. Lucas would be safe and the thieves dead.


FOURTEEN

The Deal




Sara had used Frost’s burner phone to take a picture of his body lying beside his partner’s corpse. She held up the phone and showed the photo to Simone.

“These are the men who came here to free you. They’re dead.”

Simone stayed silent as tears rolled down her cheeks.

“One of those men said they were to take you to someone nearby once you were free. Who were they talking about and where were you going to meet them?”

Simone closed her eyes. She’d been certain the contractors would free her. They not only failed, but they had told Sara about Mary Alice. Mary Alice was her last chance. Simone had to keep that secret.

“During our planning, we agreed that if anyone was captured we would leave someone behind to help. I guess they did that. I was to meet them at the supermarket, at the rear of the parking lot.”

Sara studied Simone. “You’re lying.”

“I’m not! That was the plan, only… you killed the two contractors sent to get me. When we don’t show up, whoever is out there will leave without me.” Simone squinted at Sara. “How did you do that?”

“Do what?”

“How did you kill those men? They weren’t supposed to be easy to kill.”

“I’ve faced tougher,” Sara said. She left the safe room and went upstairs. There were bodies to move.
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Cody was silently cursing himself for having impetuously driven into the warehouse’s parking lot. The wiser option would have been to approach by foot and determine the situation before making a move.

It wouldn’t have mattered in the end, since it was obvious they had been expecting him. He’d had no way to know that the box truck he’d passed along the road had been driven by one of the thieves. Still, he needed to control his emotions going forward. His desire to find Lucas had him acting instead of thinking first. The result was that Lucas would remain in the hands of the thieves.

That was the deal he’d struck with Cardarelli. He would allow them to leave with Lucas in return for not involving the police and reporting the vehicle they were leaving in. Lesko had wisely removed the truck’s license plates, which would make identifying the vehicle tougher to do.

Cody kept DeFeo at gunpoint while the thieves transferred the stolen goods from the moving truck. His own vehicle was disabled, having a cracked radiator that had leaked all its coolant. With the other vehicles on site all having flat tires, he wouldn’t be able to follow.

Lucas would be released within an hour. Cardarelli had given his word on that. Cody considered his word useless. He would get Lucas back. He didn’t know how as yet, only that it would happen.

Cardarelli placed Lucas inside the rear of the box truck with one of his men. The shortest one. It was O’Neil, although Cody couldn’t know that.

Cody called to Lucas as Lesko was about to roll down the truck’s back door using a yellow rope that was attached to the handle. The rope made it possible to close the door without having to climb up onto the rear or use the attached liftgate.

“I’ll find you again, Son.”

“I know, Dad.”

Cardarelli took the rope from Lesko’s hand and tugged hard. The door slid along its tracks and slammed shut. He turned and spoke to Cody.

“You’ll get the kid back. Let my man go now.”

Cody lowered his weapon and stepped away from DeFeo. He was the only one holding a gun. Cardarelli and the others disarming themselves had been part of the deal. Their guns were inside the box truck’s cab with Woo. If Woo heard a shot ring out, he was to take off with the truck, with Lucas in the back.

DeFeo turned to sneer at Cody before continuing his walk toward his friends. Cody asked him a question.

“Which one of you killed my dog?”

DeFeo grinned. “It was me.”

He began moving again, limping on his right leg, which had suffered a knee injury when Cody rammed his truck against the shed. The cut on his forehead had stopped bleeding.

Cardarelli, DeFeo, and Lesko joined Woo inside the truck. Cody cursed in disgust as the vehicle drove off.

So close. He’d been so close to getting Lucas back. Knowing regret over lost opportunities wouldn’t help him, he concentrated on doing what needed to be done.

The thieves assumed he was stranded and unable to call anyone. Cody destroyed his phone as part of the deal. DeFeo had helped with that. The big man had stomped on the device until it was in pieces.

Cody was neither stranded nor without a phone. Cody Parker was a Tanner. As a Tanner, Cody had been trained to perform due diligence when going after a target. The ruined phone had been a spare he’d brought along for backup. He’d also brought along a second form of transportation.

Cody removed the cover stretched over the bed of his damaged pickup truck to reveal a motorcycle. It was standing upright and secured in a steel carrier that had a built-in ramp. The top of a chair that had been sticking out from under the tarp had been a bit of camouflage to give the impression he was transporting furniture. It worked. Cardarelli had never thought to question what was hidden beneath the tarp cover.

Cody had to use a crowbar to make the tailgate go down. The thing had been damaged while ramming the other truck.

The motorcycle was the red Harley-Davidson Knucklehead named Lucille, which had once belonged to Tanner Three, Benjamin Boudreaux. It was given to Cody as a gift by Boudreaux’s granddaughter, Kendra, years earlier.

Tanner had traveled to Boudreaux’s farm to help her defend it from a land developer who had hired a biker club to run her and her son, Jake, off the land. Kendra Boudreaux still owned the land. The bikers were all dead.

Lucille was old but she ran like a top. Her motor hesitated to start at first, but then roared to life.

Cody caught sight of something on the ground reflecting sunlight. It was the pocketknife he’d given to Lucas as one of his gifts on his tenth birthday. He placed the knife in his jacket and went in pursuit of the thieves, determined to get his son back.


FIFTEEN

Help From A Friend




Erik O’Neil was riding in the back of the box truck with Lucas. Matt Lesko had taken the bottom portion of a rear seat out of one of the cars so they would have something to sit on.

O’Neil had removed his mask. It was warm in the enclosed space and Lucas had already gotten a look at him.

Lucas fascinated O’Neil. Although he was a professional thief and risked being arrested every time his group pulled a heist, he never thought of himself as brave or daring. The boy in front of him was both those things.

Lucas had leapt from the saddle of a moving horse to tackle a man much bigger than himself, and later fought that same man, DeFeo, while nearly breaking his nose. Stowing away inside the horse trailer had taken guts, and he risked himself again to stick around and flatten the tires of their vehicles. And those eyes, those intense eyes that were so much like his old man’s. O’Neil had felt a shiver go along his spine every time Cody looked his way.

“Why are you staring at me?”

“You’re something else, kid. Why didn’t you hide after we got to the warehouse? If you’d stayed hidden, your father would have found you and you’d be headed home right now.”

“And you and the others would have gotten away with our stuff. You’re not going to get away. My dad will find us again.”

“No, he won’t. He was lucky we didn’t hurt him.”

Lucas laughed. “My dad will find me again. He never says anything he doesn’t mean.”

“We left your father in the dust, kid. He’ll never see us again.”
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Cody came to an intersection after leaving the warehouse and had to guess which way the box truck had gone. Right or left? He went left, rounded a curve a minute later, then had a view of the road that went on for miles. There were no trucks visible, so he skidded the bike into a U-turn and raced off the other way. That brought him to a busy county road. He saw several trucks ahead. None of them had a yellow rope dangling from its rear like the one the thieves were in.

He kept going, and the road met up with a highway. There were entrance ramps allowing access to head east or west. The county road passed over the highway. Cody paused on the overpass and took out a pair of miniature binoculars. From where he was at the higher elevation, he could see east or west for quite a distance. Far ahead, in the west-bound lane of the highway was a box truck. It was too great a distance to make out its color, but the truck had a rope dangling from its rear.

Cody entered the highway and raced after it. His heart sank minutes later when he was close enough to see that it was the wrong truck. The rope wasn’t yellow, and the truck’s cab was different.

He pulled off the highway into the parking lot of a bowling alley and made a call. Knowing how difficult it might be to track down the thieves, he’d asked for help from a neighbor, Caroline Lang. Caroline’s late father, Crash Wyman, owned a company that manufactured drones he himself designed. Caroline had several of the company’s best drones and flew them regularly as a hobby. With her help, he’d have a much better chance at locating the thieves.

“Where are you, Caroline?”

“I’m about to take the exit to reach that warehouse you told me about.”

“Stay on the road and keep north,” Cody said, then explained how she could reach his current position.

“I’m driving my father’s van. It’s the one with the oversized sunroof and the advanced drone.”

“I remember it,” Cody said. Years ago, after first meeting Crash, the man had used his drones to follow Cody. Assassins had always fascinated Crash. He hadn’t followed Cody out of malice; he’d only wanted to see Tanner Seven in action. Tanner figured it out and confronted him. After he became certain Crash had meant no harm, he asked Crash how he had been able to follow him without being seen.

“I used my newest drone.”

“I drove over a thousand miles. No drone has that kind of range.”

“My new one does, because it’s more than one drone. It’s a large drone that contains three smaller ones. When the first drone is low on power, it releases the second one from within it. That one in turn releases a third drone, and so on. Each subsequent drone is smaller than the previous one and extends their collective range. They’re also self-flying. All I had to do was watch a monitor in my van and follow the same course the drones laid out while trailing you. That’s why you never spotted me following you. I was never near enough to be seen.”

“That’s interesting,” Cody said. “And that large sunroof on your van, is that how the drones come back to you?”

“That’s right. As long as I’m not going more than twenty miles an hour, they can maneuver themselves inside.” Crash smiled. “I’ve gotten some odd looks from people stopped at traffic lights with me when that happens.”
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Caroline caught up to Cody and he climbed inside the van. Caroline was a beautiful blonde in her thirties who shared her father’s fascination with assassins. She’d grown up admiring Tanner and had fallen in love with Cody. She never acted on that love, knowing he was married.

She was in a relationship of her own with a former high school sweetheart. Her love for Cody was a secret she kept to herself.

“Thank you for helping me, Caroline. You should know this could get risky. The thieves are armed.”

“I’ll help you any way I can. You saved my life when Soulless tried to kill me. That’s a debt I’ll never repay.”

Cody looked in the rear of the van. The space was empty. “Where are the drones?”

Caroline smiled. “Don’t worry; they’re here. There have been some advancements since Daddy created the system. The drones are mini drones. There are six of them. Each one is smaller than the last. The largest one is about the size of a dinner plate, only thicker. The smallest one is the size of your thumb, and round. They fit inside that hub in the middle of the sunroof.”

“Amazing. What’s their total range?”

“It’s nearly two thousand miles under ideal conditions because they’re able to charge using the sun. They’re also much quieter than the old ones. The smallest drone is silent.”

Caroline initialized the system that controlled the drones. Cody had a question.

“I know these were designed to work together to extend their range, but is it possible for each of the drones to be deployed all at the same time?”

“Sure, although it limits their range.”

“And how fast can they fly?”

“Up to a hundred miles an hour. But moving at higher speed drains their power cells within hours.”

“We shouldn’t need hours. The thieves have about a thirty-minute lead on me. Send out all six drones in different directions and have them travel near their top speed. One of them is bound to spot the box truck unless the thieves have driven it inside a building.”

“They might also spot Lucas. The thieves are supposed to release him, yes?”

“That was the deal. I don’t trust them to keep their word.”

Caroline programmed the drones using an application on her laptop. The task took several minutes. The hub at the center of the sunroof opened, and the main drone went airborne. Cody thought it resembled a miniature flying saucer. The top section of the drone parted in the middle, releasing a smaller version of the first drone. That action was repeated until the last and smallest of the drones was revealed. The tiny crafts flew away in different directions. Caroline hit keys on her laptop and six different views appeared on screen. It was all a blur as the drones moved at a great speed.

Cody pointed at the screen. “Maybe we should slow them down. At the speed they’re going, they could fly right over the truck and I might miss seeing it.”

“It won’t matter. I programmed the system to send back images of vehicles that resembled the truck. I included the detail about the dangling rope.”

Cody shook his head in wonder. “Those drones are amazing.”

“The military is using them. The company is currently working on a stealth version for them as well.”

Cody tapped the side of his fist against his knee. “I feel like we should be on the move, but it won’t do any good until we know which direction to travel.”

“How was Lucas when you saw him? I can imagine how frightened he must be.”

Cody smiled. “He wasn’t scared at all. That boy is as brave as they come.”

Caroline laughed. “You know he gets that from you. You’re absolutely fearless.”

He sighed. “Not today, I’m not. I’m scared for my boy. We have to find him before those thieves hurt him.”

“They have no reason to do that.”

“Some people don’t need a reason to hurt others.”

“Unfortunately, that’s true,” Caroline said, and the two of them waited impatiently for one of the drones to locate the box truck.


SIXTEEN

I’ll Trade Ya




Steve Mendez returned to the ranch to help Sara with the grim task of disposing of Frost and Volkman’s bodies. They wrapped the corpses in worn horse blankets and trundled them into the rear of an old van used around the ranch.

“Cody will bury them when he gets back with Lucas.”

Mendez rubbed a hand over his chin. “You say these men had phones on them?”

Sara reached into a pocket and removed Frost’s phone. “This one had a number programmed into it.”

“Have you tried calling it?”

“No.”

“Let’s send a text. Maybe they’ll respond.”

“What should we say?”

“They have Lucas and we have that woman, Simone. Tell them we’ll trade her for him.”

Sara thought that over. “It could work. Cody said they would let Lucas go, but he also said he didn’t trust them. If he can’t locate them again, maybe we’ll get Lucas back by swapping Simone for him.”

“Send the text.”

Sara grinned. “I’ll start by sending them a photo of the men they sent here to get Simone. That will let them know we’re serious.”
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Cardarelli was seated in the front of the box truck’s cab with Woo still driving. Their destination was a storage facility where they occasionally deposited stolen items. They hadn’t used it in months. They would load the property stolen from the Parker Ranch into the storage unit, then abandon the box truck some distance away. That would leave them on foot. And they still had Lucas to deal with.

DeFeo, in one of the cramped rear seats, had reiterated his desire to kill Lucas. Child or not, the boy could identify them. DeFeo had an arrest record for assault and his mug shot was in the system. He didn’t want to risk being identified.

“That kid could pick any of us out of a lineup. It’s stupid to keep him alive.”

Woo disagreed. “I don’t want anything to do with killing that boy.”

Cardarelli knew something had gone wrong with Frost’s and Volkman’s attempt to free Simone because Mary Alice had informed him they never showed up at the meeting spot. He knew why after receiving a text from Sara.

“What the hell?”

“What is it?” DeFeo asked.

Cardarelli showed him the photo. “Frost and Volkman are dead.”

A second text came in. Sara had offered to trade Simone for Lucas.

DeFeo made a face of disgust. “A trade? It sounds more like a trap. Does Parker’s wife think we’re stupid?”

“Maybe she just wants her kid back,” Cardarelli said. “but we’re the ones who can set the trap. I’ll have Mary Alice ambush the woman.”

“Or we could do nothing and let them keep Simone,” Woo said. “She’s become a liability. Otherwise, how would Cody Parker have known about the warehouse?”

Cardarelli knew Woo was right, but he wanted to make the trade and get Simone back. He didn’t love her, but he did have feelings for her.

“We need to get Simone back before she spills any more secrets. Fortunately, Simone has never been to the storage unit. The goods will be safe once we place them there.”

“So, do we agree to the trade or not?” Matt Lesko asked.

“We make the trade,” Cardarelli said. “But we send the woman into a trap. Mary Alice can handle her and free Simone.”

“We thought the same thing about Frost and Volkman,” DeFeo reminded him.

Cardarelli shrugged. “We need to do something. Mary Alice is our best bet.”
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Inside the cargo section of the truck, Lucas grabbed the metal box containing the Book of Tanner. O’Neil pointed at it.

“What are you doing with that?”

“Reading it.”

“You’re reading the dictionary?”

“It’s not a dictionary… I guess you could call it a diary, only more than one person wrote in it.”

“There’s no harm, I guess. Cardarelli said the old book isn’t worth anything.”

Lucas nodded, aware that O’Neil had screwed up by mentioning the real name of one of his partners. He filed the name away, then he began reading the Book of Tanner again. He skipped ahead to read Benjamin Boudreaux’s final words.
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There’s now a Tanner Four. I came across a young man and trained him. His name is Dominic Adams. Dom grew up in North Dakota, but as a Tanner, he lives and works in the Minneapolis area. Minneapolis can be a tough city, but Dom’s a tough man. As a Tanner, there are none tougher.
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MINNEAPOLIS, MINNESOTA, SUMMER 1964

Tanner Four, Dominic Adams, lowered himself off a roof and onto the narrow ledge of a building. If he slipped, he’d have a long fall, as he was on the sixth floor of an office building on Marquette Avenue. Thanks to a full moon, there was plenty of light.

Adams was there to kill a mobster named Falconetti. Falconetti was aware there was a contract out on him and had been living inside his office for weeks. He had nearly a dozen men guarding him night and day and was smart enough to keep his blinds closed, so a sniper couldn’t take a shot at him.

Adams knew the entrances to the sixth floor were guarded, but there had been no one keeping an eye on the stairwell. After climbing six flights, he kept going, and picked the lock on the door granting access to the roof.

Now, as he stood outside the window of Falconetti’s office, he could hear the man giving instructions to two of his thugs. Falconetti’s rich baritone carried well, but he also had the window raised a few inches to let in a breeze, as the weather was hot. Tanner thought that was perfect. It meant he could shoot the man through the open window without breaking the glass. And the shots might go undetected because he had a sound suppressor attached to his gun.

Making the hit was fine, but he needed to get away in one piece once the deed was done. If discovered by Falconetti’s goons, he would find himself in a fight for his life. Silent and deadly was the way to go.

Although he was standing erect, with his back pressed against the side of the building, Adam’s spine grew more rigid as he took in Falconetti’s words. The mob boss was giving his men orders to murder civil rights leader Reverend David Harrison. Reverend Harrison was scheduled to make a speech in a Minneapolis hotel. The hit on Harrison was paid for by the Ku Klux Klan.

“They want him hit while he’s on stage. There’s a guy at the hotel who’s with the Klan. Meet him by the rear entrance, where they toss out the trash. He’ll bring you inside the hotel and show you where to take the shots, then he’ll help you get away. They also made sure the cops working the event included some of their kind. Get in there, make the hit, and then get out. Harrison is a big deal to a lot of people. The Klan paid a bundle to make this hit happen. You boys will get a piece of it when you get back.”

Tanner positioned himself carefully so he could peek through a gap near the side of the window blinds. He could see the back of Falconetti. The two men he was talking to wore matching blue coveralls. A look at their faces revealed two sets of dead eyes. The larger of the two had a scar on his right cheek. They were button men. You told them what to do, and they did it. It was like pushing the buttons on an elevator. The elevator didn’t care which floor you wanted; it simply took you there.

Falconetti slid out a drawer on his desk and removed a small box. When he opened it, Adams saw it contained sound suppressors similar to the one he had attached to his own gun. The men were to use them when killing David Harrison.

Adams pulled himself back up and onto the roof. Killing Falconetti could wait. He had a life to save. Reverend David Harrison was a hero to many. He was a man who risked his life to help his people. By helping his people, he’d help all people.

Tanner left the roof and rushed down the rear stairwell. He opened the door to step out and detected footfalls approaching. He shut the door and heard the footsteps move past him. Someone was headed out the rear. He left the stairwell and saw the two thugs Falconetti had been speaking with. To his surprise, the men were climbing into a garbage truck. It was one of those commercial types that could lift and empty a dumpster. It explained why they were wearing coveralls and made sense. After killing Reverend Harrison, they could climb back in their garbage truck and drive off. Most cops wouldn’t think a killer would use a garbage truck as a getaway vehicle.

Tanner rushed to his car, a black ‘62 Ford Fairlane, and drove to the hotel where Harrison was giving his speech. He passed the garbage truck on the way.
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The guy with the scar was driving the truck. The curved white mark was on his right cheek. The scar ran from the side of his cruel lips and ended beneath one of his soulless eyes. Adams gave him a fresh wound. He entered the alley the truck was backing into and sent a silenced shot through the windshield. The bullet created spiderwebs across the glass as it passed through to enter the forehead of the man with the scar. His partner took two rounds to the chest, which caused further damage to the windshield. As for the truck, it rolled backwards and collided with one of three dumpsters at the end of the alley.

Adams tucked his gun beneath his suit jacket and was moving past the truck when a door at the side of the hotel opened. A small man with a pinched face stepped out. He looked at the truck, then spoke to Tanner.

“You’re one of Falconetti’s guys?”

Tanner nodded.

“You don’t look Italian. You remind me of that Scottish guy who plays James Bond.” The small man looked at the garbage truck. “Where’d you learn to drive, at a demolition derby?”

“You’re a funny guy. You’re also going to show me where I can take a shot at Harrison, yeah?”

“That’s right. The uppity bastard. But hey, I thought they were sending two of you.”

“It’s just me. What about you? Are you working alone?”

“Yeah, and they’re paying me a cool grand to help you.”

“Here’s a bonus for you,” Adams said. He brought up his gun and shot the small man in the head. What counted for brains in the bigoted bastard splattered across the brick wall he was standing beside, then the body collapsed to the alleyway floor.
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Tanner was standing back on the ledge outside Falconetti’s office an hour later. The mob boss wasn’t alone. He was having a heated argument with a large white man with a red face. Four other men stood by holding guns. Two of the men were with red face; the other two were a pair of Falconetti’s goons.

It became apparent that the red-faced man was with the Ku Klux Klan. He wasn’t happy Reverend Harrison was alive and had delivered his speech. Falconetti kept telling him he didn’t know what had gone wrong.

Tanner crouched down with great care, making sure to keep his balance on his narrow perch. After aiming through an opening in the blinds, he sent a single shot into the room through the gap left by the window being cracked open to let in air. That shot struck Falconetti on the left side of his head, killing him instantly and splattering blood on those nearby.

Falconetti’s men gawked down at their dead boss, then glared at the Klansmen holding guns.

“We didn’t shoot him,” said one of the men. “You were looking right at us. We never raised our guns.”

His words went unheeded. As if by reflex, Falconetti’s men began firing at the Klansmen, who fired back. The man with the red face, who was unarmed, ripped open the office door to flee. A stray bullet fired by one of his own men caught him in the neck. Arterial blood spurted from the wound, indicating he would bleed out before he reached the elevator.

When the shooting ceased, Falconetti’s men lay dead beside him. One of the Klansmen was keeping them company. The lone survivor, the Klansman who had spoken earlier, was sitting up against a filing cabinet. A serious wound had turned his white shirt red.

More thugs appeared in the office doorway. They gawked at the scene before them with open mouths. When the surviving Klansman attempted to bring up his gun, he received more bullets to his midsection.

Adams climbed onto the roof again and slipped out of the building four minutes later without having been seen.

He was seated at the counter of a nearby coffee shop, eating a piece of cherry pie, when the first police car went screaming past with its lights flashing.

Falconetti was dead, and so were a bunch of other scumbags. Meanwhile, a good man lived to see another day and make a positive difference in the world.

Adams lifted his coffee cup and toasted his image, which was in the mirror behind the counter.

Not a bad night, Tanner. Not bad at all.


SEVENTEEN

The Woman Within




The section of the book penned by Dominic Adams, Tanner Four, was the shortest so far. Dominic Adams had an apprentice. That man was named Farnsworth. Farnsworth was Tanner Five and was older than Adams. Adams said Farnsworth was a natural and the best choice he could have made to carry on the Tanner legacy.

Lucas learned why Adam’s section in the book was brief when he read Tanner Five’s memoirs.

Tanner Five, Farnsworth, began by sharing sad news.

Dominic is gone. He was taken by a brain aneurysm that ruptured. The man was still young; younger than me anyway.

Benjamin Boudreaux, Tanner Three, came to the funeral. He’s quite the man. He’s not long for this world either, as he has cancer.

I’m Farnsworth, by the way. And yeah, I have a first name, but I haven’t heard anyone say it for so long that I’ve damned near forgotten it. It’s Elmer. I don’t like the name Elmer. It’s a good name for a farmer. I’m not a farmer; I’m a Tanner. I’m Tanner Five, and the best damn assassin there is. I’m the best because Dominic Adams trained me to be the best. And Dominic was trained by Boudreaux, who was trained by Michael Waller, and he was trained by the legend himself, Keane O’Connell.

I’ve had big shoes to fill. I’ll have to find someone to take my place someday and become Tanner Six. I thought I had found someone. I even trained him, but he turned out to be a different man than I thought he was.

That man was Vincent Ryker.
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LAS VEGAS, NEVADA, 1976

Farnsworth, Tanner Five, parked his green Chevy camper van in the parking lot of a bar in Las Vegas. He was at the bar to meet with a mobster named Junior DeMarco. DeMarco had a contract offer for him.

A young man with long hair approached Farnsworth as he was shutting the door on his van. Farnsworth had spotted him trying the door handles on a vehicle as he was pulling into the parking lot. A closer look had Farnsworth guessing the guy was still in his teens. Farnsworth hadn’t been a teenager for a long time. His hair was white, his face wrinkled, but he moved like a much younger man. As a Tanner, he was one of, if not the most, dangerous of men. That was a fact the punk with the long hair was about to discover.

He approached Farnsworth while holding a knife out in front of him. The needle marks along his forearm outed him as a drug addict.

“Give me your wallet, old man.”

Farnsworth sent out a kick that caused the knife to fly out of the guy’s grip. A second kick landed against the punk’s stomach. That was followed by a punch to the face that broke the young man’s nose.

“My nose!”

A third kick followed. It did greater damage to the nose while splitting open the bottom lip. The kid slammed against the side of the van and slid to the ground. He was unconscious.

Farnsworth picked up the knife the punk dropped. It was a switchblade. He folded it, placed it in his pocket, then headed into the bar.
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Junior DeMarco was in his forties. Farnsworth had known him for years and had done business with his father. As mobsters went, Junior wasn’t so bad. He’d do anything to make a buck, but he took care of his elderly mother and donated money to his church. DeMarco was handsome and had a Fu Manchu mustache. He made most of his money running call girls for high rollers on the Las Vegas Strip. His father had been in the same business. They spoke over a pitcher of beer while eating pretzels.

DeMarco offered Farnsworth/Tanner Five a contract on a fellow mobster, Vic Locatelli, who disappeared with sixty grand of the mob’s money.

“And I mean he disappeared. Like poof! Gone. We were on to him just minutes after he walked out with the cash and followed him to a bowling alley off the Strip. Two of my guys saw him run down the hallway that led to the bathrooms and the bowling alley’s office. Another guy, a driver, pulled around to the back. Locatelli never came out, and he wasn’t in the bathrooms or the office.”

“Does he have a connection with the bowling alley?”

DeMarco grinned. “I know what you’re thinking. You’re thinking he had a hiding spot in the place. That ain’t it. We cleared the place out and tore it apart. Locatelli just disappeared.”

“You tore the bowling alley apart? I’m sure that made the owner happy.”

DeMarco shrugged. “We’re the Outfit. We do what we want in this town. Anyway, we burnt the place down when we were through, just in case Locatelli was still in there somewhere. He wasn’t. The firefighters didn’t find a body.”

“You set the place on fire? That’s extreme.”

“The owner didn’t care, not after the way we had wrecked the place. With the fire, he gets a fat insurance check, and we know for sure Locatelli wasn’t in there. Everybody wins.”

Farnsworth considered what DeMarco was telling him. The mystery intrigued him but tracking down Locatelli sounded like a lot of trouble.

“What’s the contract worth?”

“It’s worth whatever is left of the sixty grand he stole. You find him, you’ll find the money. My boss wants him dead. That’s all he cares about. We can’t let people think they can steal from us and get away with it.”

“What do you know about Locatelli? Does he have any family in Las Vegas?”

DeMarco sighed. “No family, no friends, and no women, as far as we know.”

“What? He just showed up one day and said, ‘Hey, I want to be a mobster.’ He must have a connection to someone.”

“The guy fit in; you know? We’d see him in the casinos, he ate at the same restaurants and bars, played poker with us. He was one of the guys.”

“He sounds like an undercover cop looking for a way to get close to you.”

“We ain’t stupid, Tanner. We thought that too, so we made a call to New York City, where he said he was from. That new boss out there, um, Gigante, no wait, Giacconi. Yeah, his name is Sam Giacconi. He said he hadn’t seen Vic in months, but that he was okay. And we tested him too.”

“How?”

“We had him whack a guy. It was a punk who mugged an old lady. Locatelli thought we were going to a guy’s house to play cards, but we drove him out to a field instead. The punk was on his knees in front of a grave after having had the shit beat out of him. I handed Locatelli a gun with one bullet and told him to shoot the guy in the back of the head. Vic didn’t hesitate a second. He pulled that trigger like it was something he did all the time, and the punk tumbled into the grave.”

“What’s Locatelli look like?”

DeMarco reached into his suit jacket and came out with a photo. There were four men in it. One was DeMarco. They were in a parking lot on a day with bright sunshine and leaning against a car. The vehicle was an old black Cadillac.

“Vic is the guy next to me.”

“He’s skinny, and not very tall. If he’s smart, he’ll have shaved off that beard and mustache.”

They spoke a few minutes longer, with Farnsworth trying to learn as much as he could.

“So, what do you say, Tanner? Are you interested?”
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Farnsworth refused the contract, at least officially, but curiosity caused him to look for Locatelli. It wouldn’t hurt to spend a week searching for the man, but he didn’t want to be obligated to the task. Locatelli could have gone anywhere. It might take months or even years to find him.

Farnsworth began his hunt by visiting the motel where Locatelli had been staying. It turned out he knew the man working the counter. The guy, Watkins, had helped him locate a target on a contract he’d had two years earlier in Reno. The motel had locations throughout Nevada and parts of Texas.

“Tanner, yeah. I remember you. You paid me three hundred bucks for letting you check out a room one of our deadbeat guests stayed in. Did you ever catch up with the guy?”

“I did. Now, I’m looking for another dude. I was told he’d been staying in room 12.”

Farnsworth showed him the photo he’d been given by DeMarco.

“It’s the second guy from the left.”

Watkins rolled his eyes. They were enormous eyes that took up too much of his thin, pockmarked face.

“That guy. You’re not the first to ask about him. A couple of mobster types were in here last week looking for him. They searched his room and found nothing. They didn’t pay me anything either, just told me I’d better let them know if he showed up again.”

Farnsworth held up a hundred-dollar bill. “This is yours if you know anything that might help me find him.”

Watkins huge eyes widened as he stared at the money. It was more than he made in a week. After looking thoughtful, he shook his head in disgust.

“I could use the money, but I don’t know anything. The guy kept to himself.”

“What did he drive?”

“An old black Caddy. It was a 1963 model, a Coupe DeVille. Back when they still had the fins at the rear. The thing gleamed. I think he went to the car wash every other day.”

Farnsworth held up the photo again. “Is this the car? The one they’re leaning against?”

“Yeah, that’s it.”

“Any women ever come to see him?”

Watkins was shaking his head no, but he stopped and smiled. “Yeah, there was a girl. But I didn’t see her here. I saw her a few days ago down in Boulder City.”

“She was with Locatelli?”

“I never saw him. She was with the car, the Cadillac. It might have been a similar black Caddy, but it looked like the same one to me. I figured it was a different car when I saw a woman driving it… but it could have been the same car.”

“What did the woman look like?”

Watkins grinned. “Not bad-looking, but I only saw her face.”

“Blonde, brunette, redhead?”

“Dark hair, and short. You don’t see a lot of women with hair that short.”

“And where was the car when you spotted it?”

“I stopped at a gas station off I-11. She was parked at one of the pumps. She drove off a moment later.”

“Anything else?”

“I can’t think of anything. And I can’t be certain it was the same car either, but they sure looked the same.”

“How well do you know cars?”

“I know Caddies. Before moving out here, I worked at the Cadillac factory in Detroit for eight years.”

Farnsworth passed over the hundred-dollar bill. “You’ve earned this C-note. Thanks, Watkins.”
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Farnsworth arrived in Boulder City, after stopping to eat breakfast. He’d been driving around for two hours when he spotted the old black Cadillac. Watkins had been right; the thing gleamed as if it were just off the showroom floor. Locatelli kept the vehicle in great shape.

The car was parked in front of a house that had a For Sale sign on the lawn. A man and a woman stepped out of the house. The guy had blond hair. Despite the blond hair and blue eyes, Farnsworth thought he was looking at Locatelli. After gazing through a pair of binoculars, he saw he was wrong. The guy wasn’t Locatelli, but he had the same slight build and height.

The woman with the short, dark hair matched the description Watkins had given. She had minimum curves, but she was attractive. After kissing the man goodbye, she climbed into the Cadillac and drove off.

Farnsworth followed her, hoping she would lead him to Locatelli. After making one stop at a shop to pick up dry cleaning, the woman drove to a hotel. She had a purse hanging from a strap on her shoulder. It was a large bag. It reminded Farnsworth of one his late wife had, and in which she carried everything you might ever need. Most modern women preferred the smaller handbags.

Thinking of his wife caused Farnsworth to sigh. She’d been dead for years and he still ached for her. They’d had a son. The boy went to live with Farnsworth’s sister after his mother died. Farnsworth had been in no shape to raise a child alone, while his sister had a family and could care for the boy. His son was a man now. Farnsworth made a mental note to give him a call soon.
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Farnsworth checked into the hotel. He was able to get a room across the hall from the one the woman was in. Thanks to a bellboy, he knew her name was Gina Masani. The hotel had a restaurant. Farnsworth had been seated near Gina and heard her order food. She had a throaty voice and spoke in an accent that sounded like Boston to Farnsworth.

Three days passed and Farnsworth never saw Vic Locatelli. Although, the clothing Gina had picked up on the first day he saw her was a man’s suit. Gina visited the blond man twice, staying the night once.

Farnsworth sat up late on the night of the third day, considering all he knew. When a crazy idea came to him, he chuckled.

“I’ll be damned. That could be it.”

Farnsworth called Junior DeMarco, knowing the man worked late hours. He had a question for him. DeMarco didn’t know the answer, but he gave Farnsworth the number of a man who would. The guy had been one of the other men who chased Vic Locatelli into the bowling alley.

When he had the answer to his question, Farnsworth was certain he knew where to find Vic Locatelli.
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Farnsworth left his room the next morning after seeing Gina leave her own room and head down to the restaurant for breakfast, as was her habit on the previous days. The woman ate her food and returned to her hotel room, never dawdling over a newspaper or indulging in a second cup of coffee. Whenever she visited her blond friend, it was always later in the afternoon.

When the corridor was empty, Farnsworth picked the lock on Gina’s hotel room. He searched it, found the suit, along with a pair of shoes that would match it. It was in the bathroom where he uncovered evidence to back up his belief. The items were in a makeup case. And a bottle of hair dye was on the sink.

After making a phone call, he stayed in the room and waited for Gina to return. It was time they talked.
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Farnsworth grabbed Gina from behind as she was closing the door after entering. His hand covered her mouth, smothering her attempt to cry out. She threw an elbow back, aimed at his face. He avoided it by moving his head. After an attempt to grind her heel against his instep failed, Farnsworth tightened his grip on her. The entire time he’d been moving them away from the door and into the bathroom, where he used the side of his foot to shove the door and shut it. If Gina screamed, there would be less chance of anyone hearing it inside a closed bathroom. He whispered in her ear.

“I won’t hurt you. I’m going to take my hand away and we’re going to talk. Nod if you agree.”

Gina nodded, or she tried to. Farnsworth’s grip on her prevented it, but he could tell she was making the attempt. He released her, and as he did, he yanked her large purse off her shoulder.

Gina was gasping for breath between words. Her deep voice sounding husky. “You’re… robbing… me?”

“I’m looking to see if my hunch is right, although I’m sure it is.”

There was a handgun inside the bag. Farnsworth set it on the sink. There was also a thick envelope of cash. By eye, it appeared to be close to the sixty thousand Locatelli had stolen.

Gina pointed at it. “That money belongs to my boyfriend. He’s connected to the Outfit. He’ll kill you if he finds you here.”

“I know a guy from the Outfit. His name is Junior DeMarco. Does that sound familiar?”

Gina’s face went white. “You’re one of Junior’s friends?”

Farnsworth pointed at the makeup case. Along with makeup, it held a selection of fake beards, phony mustaches, and colored contact lenses.

“How long have you been doing this?”

“Doing what?”

“Killing guys you dated and taking over their identities. You killed Vic Locatelli back in New York City, flew to Las Vegas, and pretended to be him so you could steal from the mob and get away with it. That blond guy you’re seeing. I bet he has access to money too. If you dyed your hair blonde, did a little makeup magic, and dressed like a man, I’d bet you could fool people into thinking you were him if they had never seen him before. Or maybe if they never got a good look at you.”

Farnsworth figured it out and became certain he was right after talking to the mobster who had been inside the bowling alley. The man told him the only person they saw in the bathrooms was a young woman with short, dark hair. That woman had been Gina Masani. She’d taken off the suit she’d been wearing, stuffed it in her large purse, and stripped off the phony beard and mustache. Afterward, she left the bathroom wearing shorts and a T-shirt over a too tight bra that flattened her small breasts.

Farnsworth was ready to thrust a hand out to cover her mouth if Gina attempted to scream. Instead of screaming, she gestured at herself.

“Do you like what you see? I could make you a very happy—” Gina’s right hand shot out to claim the gun lying on the sink. Farnsworth punched her in the face as her fingers tightened on it. Those same fingers grew slack as she dropped to the floor. She was unconscious. Blood trickled from the side of her mouth, where her upper lip had been cut on the inside by a tooth.

Farnsworth lifted her and carried her out to the bed.

When a knock came at the door ten minutes later, he opened it and gestured three men inside. One of them was Junior DeMarco.
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Farnsworth was eating a cheese omelet in the hotel’s restaurant when DeMarco joined him.

“You were right. That bitch up there is really Vic Locatelli. I mean, she isn’t, but she was pretending to be the guy. This new guy, the blond one you saw her with, he works nights at a cash depot connected to one of the armored car companies. She was going to pretend to be him, kill the other men working there, and disappear with the cash. The cops and the feds would have spent years looking for the blond guy. It’s too bad we can’t trust her. That damn plan might have worked.”

“Did she tell you how many times she’s pulled this trick?”

“No. But Vic Locatelli wasn’t her first kill. I’d bet on that.”

DeMarco was holding the envelope with the cash. “There’s still fifty-two grand here. Why didn’t you take it?”

“Because I didn’t take the contract. I’m glad I didn’t. I’m the best there is, but even I wouldn’t be able to kill a man who is already dead.”

“You want a finder’s fee?”

Farnsworth patted the pocket of his suit coat. “I helped myself to five thousand dollars. I figured you wouldn’t mind.”

DeMarco laughed as he rose from the table. “Thanks for the help, Tanner.”

“What’s going to happen to Gina?”

“She killed one of ours; I think you can guess what we’ll do to her.”

“You won’t see me shedding any tears over the witch.”
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After hearing a noise in the hallway in the early morning hours, Farnsworth got out of bed and looked out of the peephole of his hotel room. He watched as two men left Gina Masani’s room carrying a trunk. The men headed for the stairwell, which led to the hotel’s parking lot.

Farnsworth figured an hour later that the trunk—and its occupant—would be buried out in the desert.

He went back to bed and slept like a baby.


EIGHTEEN

Run For Your Life




Mary Alice felt useless. She didn’t like feeling useless and was thinking about doing something that would take that feeling away. If she pulled up to the ranch house in her mom mobile, the Parker woman wouldn’t see her as a threat. No one ever did until it was too late.

Mary Alice liked Simone. As the only two women in the group, they had spent time together. She didn’t understand why Simone was involved with Cardarelli, a man who was so much older than her. She assumed Simone had daddy issues.

It infuriated Mary Alice whenever she imagined the torture Simone was being put through. And she had to of been tortured, or she wouldn’t have told Cody Parker about the warehouse.

She sighed. Attacking the ranch wasn’t her decision to make. That was up to Cardarelli. Even so, if something didn’t happen soon, she would make a move on her own.

The text from Cardarelli came in twenty minutes later. The Parker woman had contacted them and made an offer. She was willing to swap Simone for her son. Cardarelli had taken the deal and told the woman he would get back to her later about where and when they would make the swap. He was asking Mary Alice if she knew a good place to arrange an ambush. She texted back.

That cemetery in San Antonio would be perfect.

The one where we met the fence that time?

Yes.

You’re right. That is a good spot. I’ll have her meet us there tonight.

I’ll follow the Parker woman when she leaves here. If I see a chance to free Simone, I’ll take it.

Sounds like a plan.
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The thieves reached the storage facility and began unloading the goods into the large unit they rented.

They had stopped along the way twice. The first stop was near a stand of trees, so everyone who needed to do so could pee. Lucas was allowed to relieve his bladder before he and O’Neil both climbed back into the truck. After stopping for a second time, the rear door rose, and Lesko handed O’Neil food. There were sandwiches from a popular donut chain, along with a bag of donuts. Lucas wolfed his food down, along with a donut, then followed it by taking gulps from a bottle of water they’d given him.

DeFeo put Lucas to work by having him help O’Neil move items to the end of the truck for others to transfer to the storage unit. DeFeo’s Obama mask had a rip in it along its phony forehead. The real forehead beneath it had been ripped open as well, and DeFeo still walked with a limp after his encounter with Cody. It made Lucas smile.

“What are you grinning at, you little bastard?”

Lucas didn’t answer. He saw no point in it. His silence only made DeFeo angrier. The man yanked off the mask and threw it at him.

“Take a good look at me, kid. I don’t care if you can identify me or not. It’s not going to matter soon.”

DeFeo smiled. Lucas didn’t like his smile. There was menace in it.
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Lucas had no idea where they were, because he’d been locked in the rear of the truck during the ride. He could tell they were at a storage facility, of course, but there was nothing nearby that told him the name or the location of the place. He did memorize the unit number, which was B-19. How much help that would be in locating their property without knowing the facility’s location Lucas couldn’t know, but his father always said it was better to know a thing than to not know it.

They finished unloading and locked him in the rear of the truck again with O’Neil. After a ride of twenty minutes, they parked the truck after driving along a rutted road. The uneven surface had him and O’Neil bouncing around.

The rear door of the box truck slid up on its tracks and Lucas saw they were stopped along a dirt path that had cornfields on either side of it. The corn appeared ready to pick; the stalks were a good seven feet high. There was a busy road in the distance. It looked like a highway. The sun was lower in the sky, as night was only about an hour away.

He watched O’Neil climb out of the truck and could hear the others talking. Cardarelli was saying something about a cemetery, then he mentioned San Antonio.

Lucas stayed inside the cargo area. There was something he needed to do. When he didn’t come out, O’Neil looked in and spoke to him.

“What are you doing back there?”

“Nothing.”

O’Neil squinted in suspicion. “Are you up to something?”

Lucas made a sweeping gesture. “The truck is empty. What could I be up to?”

“Well, come on down. We’re leaving.”

Lucas jumped to the ground. He saw that the other members of the group had abandoned their masks as DeFeo had. Boy or not, Lucas knew that was a bad sign. If they weren’t concerned about him seeing their faces, maybe it meant they weren’t planning on ever letting him go, or worse. Or maybe it was riskier for them to move around in public wearing the disguises.

DeFeo walked behind him with a tight grip on his shoulder as they moved down the road, making certain he didn’t run away.
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Minutes later, Cody jabbed a finger at the laptop screen. “That’s it!”

One of Caroline’s drones had located the box truck with the yellow rope. It looked like the thieves had abandoned it on a dirt road near a cornfield.

“Where is that?”

Caroline looked at the information the drone was sending her. “It’s forty minutes from here.”

“Not at the speed I’ll be traveling. Keep the drone over that area and let me know if you spot Lucas.”

Cody left the van with directions to reach the truck. He straddled the motorcycle and took off like a flash.
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The cornfield ended, and they stepped out onto the gravel parking lot of a factory. The signs on the building said it was the ABD Transformer Company. The place was closed on a Sunday. Beyond the building was the highway Lucas had seen. He didn’t spot any shops, only more fields of corn.

Lesko pointed toward a white van parked beneath a carport. “I’ll see if I can get that going.”

The others went up a concrete ramp built for forklifts. It led to a large metal door on rollers. There was a walkway beside it that had weathered wooden benches and an overhanging metal roof that had rust spots. Lucas was told to sit on a bench. O’Neil sat beside him on one side with DeFeo on the other. Exhaust fumes from the highway mixed with the earthy scents of the cornfields. The combination made for an unpleasant odor.

Cardarelli informed O’Neil about Sara’s offer to trade Simone for Lucas. O’Neil liked the idea, but he understood the risk.

“Do you think she’s trying to lure us into a trap for the cops?”

“I don’t think so,” Cardarelli said. “The woman wants her kid back. It’s riskier for her to meet us than it is for us to meet her. Anyway, we’ll be picking the place, and we won’t leave her much time to get there once she reaches the right area.”

“She’ll come armed,” O’Neil said. “You know she will.”

“That’s if she even makes it. Mary Alice will follow her; if she sees a chance to free Simone, she’ll take it and deal with the woman.”

“Deal with her?” O’Neil asked.

“That’s right,” DeFeo said. “And once that’s done, we’ll deal with the kid here.”

Lucas knew what they meant by “Dealing” with him. He had to get away. Not just to save himself, but to warn his mother that someone would be following her. He looked over at the cornfield. If he could reach it, he might lose himself among the tall stalks and escape. Afterward, he could flag down a car on the highway and use the driver’s phone to call his mother.

The engine in the white van kicked over. Lesko drove it slowly and parked near the concrete ramp. He left the vehicle and walked toward them while brushing powdered sugar from his mustache. He’d been munching on a donut while checking out the van.

“She runs, but we’ll need gas soon. And good news, the thing has a second set of seats. They’re folded down at the moment, to allow for more cargo room. The only thing in the rear is an old wooden pallet.”

“We won’t need the van for long,” Cardarelli said. “We wouldn’t need it at all if Parker hadn’t known about the truck. There’s a chance he gave a description of it to his cop buddy.”

They began talking about their options going forward, ignoring Lucas for the most part. O’Neil became upset when he figured out what fate DeFeo had planned for Lucas.

“He’s just a—” O’Neil stopped talking and glanced at him. “We can’t do that. It’s not right.” He looked at Woo. “I didn’t sign up for something like that, did you?”

Woo grimaced. “No, but I see the need for it.”

Lucas knew then for certain they planned to kill him.

After going back and forth at each other in debate, they decided it was time to leave. Lucas ducked away as DeFeo reached out to grip his shoulder. He shoved past Cardarelli, leapt off the walkway, and bolted for the cornfield that was to the left of the dirt road.

DeFeo shouted for him to stop as he and the others gave chase. Lucas reached the first line of stalks and pushed into them. He was running for his life.


NINETEEN

Death Amid The Stalks




Caroline was using the drone to keep watch over the abandoned box truck when she saw Cody on his motorcycle weaving around cars at a high rate of speed. He slowed, made the right turn to enter the dirt road, and pulled up beside the truck.

Movement at the top of the screen caught her eye. She sent the drone in to take a closer look. The small craft zoomed over the cornfield and toward the factory near the highway. Caroline gasped when she saw a small figure dart into the corn. Five larger figures were giving chase. The tallest one was limping.

She called Cody.
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Cody had been about to search the box truck when he received Caroline’s call. He entered the cornfield, gripping a knife. He was no longer Cody Parker, concerned father; he was Tanner, a killing machine.

His phone vibrated, telling him he had a new text. It was Caroline keeping him informed about Lucas’s position in the cornfield, along with the positions of the men chasing after him. She also issued a warning.

They have guns!

Cody headed toward them, eager to reunite with his son and save him from the thieves. A new text gave another warning. He was on a collision course with one of the thieves.

The limping man is coming at you from the right.

Tanner crouched, listened, and then laid flat as DeFeo came closer. The man was muttering.

“Where are you, you little bastard?”

Tanner sprang up as DeFeo stepped into view and stabbed DeFeo’s gun hand. DeFeo suffered two more wounds by the time his dropped weapon hit the ground. Tanner’s knife moved in a blur, inflicting mortal wounds to DeFeo as it slid between his ribs, then slashed at his chest and stomach. His moans of pain would draw in his friends. At the same time, Lucas would avoid such sounds.

Caroline sent another text telling him someone else was headed toward him. After whispering in DeFeo’s ear, Tanner moved into the nearby stalks and waited.
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Matt Lesko heard DeFeo’s groans of agony and wondered who was making the sounds. He hoped it was Lucas and thought maybe the boy had twisted an ankle. That thought left his mind as he grew closer. The sounds he was hearing were inspired by more than simple pain; someone was in agony. He moved between rows of corn and spotted DeFeo’s bloody body. He’d been stabbed over a dozen times and was lying face down in the dirt.

The sight of DeFeo’s wounds repulsed and perplexed Lesko. The kid, Lucas, was scrappy, but Lesko couldn’t see him inflicting such damage on the hulking DeFeo. DeFeo went silent. Lesko eased DeFeo onto his back, to see if he were still alive. He scurried away while making a cry of shock. DeFeo had no eyes. They’d been cut out of his head, leaving two empty sockets behind. It was payback for his murder of Lucky.

A hand clamped over Lesko’s mouth as an arm wrapped around his neck, to drag him backwards. The pressure against his throat ended and pain blossomed along his right ribs. Tanner’s knife caused that pain, and it was sheer agony.
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Lucas stopped running forward and headed right. He had heard someone gaining on him and wanted to throw them off his trail. His sudden appearance along one row caused a group of mice munching on a fallen ear of corn to scatter. Lucas scooped up the ear and tossed it to his left. The footfalls behind him stopped. They began again moments later, but they were headed toward the spot where the corn had fallen.

Lucas stepped through two more rows and skidded to a halt as he saw DeFeo’s body. The man’s empty eye sockets looked like tiny twin caves. The twisted grimace of his mouth revealed the pain and terror he’d experienced from knowing he was dying. The big man’s body had been ravaged by a blade.

Lucas ducked as he heard a sound coming from several rows away. When he looked in that direction, he glimpsed his father. He was about to call out to Tanner when Cardarelli appeared looking wide-eyed and desperate. Cardarelli was holding a gun. Fearful for his father’s safety, Lucas attracted Cardarelli’s attention and led him away from Tanner.
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Cardarelli had come across Lesko as the man was dying. Lesko lived long enough to tell him it was Cody Parker who had stabbed him. Cardarelli couldn’t imagine how the rancher could have tracked them down again. He was just as stunned by the man’s ferocity and willingness to kill in such a brutal manner. Lesko had been stabbed in a way that caused immense pain before dying.

The rancher was no joke.

A noise to his left made him jerk his head in that direction, and he saw the boy sprint away. Cardarelli pushed aside stalks and found DeFeo’s body. He gawked down at his friend’s corpse while blinking rapidly. His palms became so slick with perspiration that his weapon slipped from his hand.

Cardarelli, shaken and panicked, plucked his gun from the ground and charged through the stalks in a rush to leave the field and reach the highway. He collided into an equally panicked O’Neil, who told him Woo was dead.
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Woo had been bringing up his gun to fire at Tanner when Tanner’s knife found his throat. Woo dropped his gun and made the horrible decision to yank the blade free. His death was the easiest, as he lost consciousness and bled out in minutes.
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Caroline’s texts came faster, necessitated by Lucas’s frequent changes of direction. Eventually, both Lucas and the remaining thieves were headed toward the highway. Tanner cut through the corn on a diagonal path to reach his son. Caroline’s last text was urgent.

Two of the thieves are catching up to Lucas.

Lucas ran out of the cornfield and squinted at the setting sun, which hovered just above a line of trees in the distance. Traffic on the highway was steady and moving well. Lucas went to his left. There was an overpass there. Thick shadows were beneath it and he hoped he could lose himself in them.

He entered that darkness and stayed close to the wall along the narrow walkway. Colorful graffiti littered the wall and abandoned beer cans and other trash were on the ground. A blue Mercedes sedan pulled over onto the narrow shoulder. It had a license plate from Arkansas. An old woman stepped out. She was well-dressed, wore her white hair long, and had blue eyes full of concern.

“Why are you out here on the highway alone, son? It’s not safe to walk in all this traffic.”

“Do you have a phone? I need to call my parents.”

The woman gestured back at her vehicle. “It’s in my car.”

Lucas was following the woman to her vehicle when he heard someone rushing up behind him. It was Cardarelli and O’Neil. Cardarelli struck him on the back of his head with his gun. Lucas groaned from the pain and felt his knees buckle. O’Neil caught him as he collapsed.

The old woman was rushing to get back inside the safety of her vehicle when Cardarelli grabbed her by her hair and yanked her backwards. The woman tripped, fell, and smashed her head against the curb. When she looked up, there was blood running down her face from a cut above her left eyebrow. She attempted to stand, stumbled, and ended up striking her head again by falling face-first against the wall. She lay at the base of it, unmoving.

Cardarelli shouted at O’Neil. “Put the boy in the car! We have to get the hell out of here.”

They took off as a second vehicle was pulling up behind them. Its driver, a nurse headed home after working a shift, had seen the old woman collapse. She was stopping to offer aid.
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Tanner sheathed his blade and emerged from the corn as the Mercedes was headed down the highway. He looked for Lucas and couldn’t find him. Caroline texted him and said she last saw Lucas run beneath the overpass, with Cardarelli and O’Neil following. Tanner saw a commotion beneath the overpass as two more drivers stopped to help the old woman. He walked closer and heard the nurse say the woman had been carjacked and needed an ambulance.

Tanner gazed along the highway, knowing Lucas was in one of the cars speeding along the roadway. He cursed in frustration as another opportunity to find Lucas slipped away.


TWENTY

Secret Revealed




The two surviving thieves, Cardarelli and O’Neil, drove the old woman’s Mercedes back to the storage area to claim the gold, diamonds, several valuable paintings, and a few other items Cardarelli knew he could convert to cash. With half his crew captured or killed, Cardarelli was in survival mode.

Lucas recovered from the blow that stunned him, leaving him with a headache and a knot on the back of his head. Cardarelli had him help move the paintings. Lucas took the opportunity to claim the metal box containing the Book of Tanner.

Cardarelli told him to put it back.

O’Neil waved his concern away. “Let the kid have it; it’s just an old book he likes to read.”

Cardarelli said, “Whatever,” and locked up the storage shed. He didn’t think he would come back to claim the rest of the goods. All he wanted was to cash in the gold and disappear for a while.

He let O’Neil drive and sat in the passenger seat with Lucas in the rear.

Cardarelli looked down at his hands and saw they were shaking. The deaths of his friends had rocked him. He turned in his seat and asked Lucas about his father.

“What is he, some sort of ex-special forces or navy SEAL?”

“My dad is a rancher, but he’s always been a badass.”

“DeFeo was a badass; your father is next level. DeFeo, Woo, and Lesko had guns and never got the chance to take a shot.”

O’Neil asked Cardarelli what they should do next.

“We’ll go to the cemetery in San Antonio and make the trade. If we give the boy back, his father will leave us alone. The last thing I want is to have that man out there trying to find me.”
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After learning about the carjacking, Tanner believed the thieves were gone again. Hoping to locate them, he searched the stolen box truck. A surprise awaited him. His son left a note written in dust along a stainless steel panel near the truck’s roof.

Dad, warn Mom that someone is watching the ranch. One of them said something about a cemetery and San Antonio. I’ll try to get away and call—Lucas.

Tanner felt a mixture of pride and frustration. Lucas must have left the message earlier, never doubting that he would somehow find him again. His son’s faith in him left Tanner with a lump in his throat. Then, Lucas had gotten away from the thieves, but Tanner had been too late to connect with him and keep him from getting captured again.

“Hold on, boy. I’m coming.”
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While O’Neil drove them to San Antonio, Lucas continued reading the Book of Tanner. Thinking it was worthless and kept him occupied, Cardarelli let him have the book. Lucas read more about Farnsworth’s stint as Tanner.

I’m no spring chicken. I’ll need to find another apprentice soon if the Tanner legacy is to continue. There’s someone out there who will be perfect. Either I’ll find him, or he’ll find me, but there will be another Tanner. There has to be. All this knowledge I have can’t go to waste.

Farnsworth went on to list some of the tactics he developed during his time as Tanner. Lucas skipped ahead, eager to learn if Farnsworth had found an apprentice.

Lucas’s eyes went wide when he read a certain passage. It was dated April 28th, 1989.

I’ve finally found a new apprentice. His name is Spenser Hawke.

Lucas looked up from the pages as his lips parted in shock.

Uncle Spenser is a Tanner?

His reading was interrupted after that, as they stopped for gas. Cardarelli climbed in the back seat with his gun out. Looking around, Lucas realized night was coming on fast.

“O’Neil is going to gas us up and get food. You’re going to stay quiet and not try to attract attention. Do you understand me?”

“I understand. Do you understand that my father won’t stop coming after you as long as you have me?”

“He won’t find us again; he can’t.”

“Are you certain? Let me call home and speak to my mother. After she knows I’m safe, she’ll tell my father to back off until you trade me for Lacey, or is her name Simone?”

“It’s none of your business what her name is.”

O’Neil finished gassing up. Cardarelli handed him the old woman’s purse to shove into the garbage can near the gas pumps, knowing the cops might use her phone to find their location. Like the good thief he was, he’d already claimed the money that was in the woman’s wallet. He also instructed O’Neil to grab snack foods from the shop the gas station ran.

“And coffee too. I need coffee.”

Cardarelli took out his phone as O’Neil headed into the store. He dialed the phone Sara had used to talk to him earlier.
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Sara was using her own phone to speak to Tanner when Frost’s cell phone rang with the call from Cardarelli.

Tanner had told Sara about Lucas’s message warning her that someone affiliated with the thieves was watching the ranch. He also told her he was on his way to San Antonio, as it was a location the thieves had mentioned.

“There’s a call coming in on the cell phone I took off one of the men I killed. Hold on while I answer it.”

“Place it on speakerphone. Maybe I’ll be able to hear it.”

Sara answered the call and was thrilled to hear her son’s voice.

“Mom?”

“Lucas! Are you all right? Where are you?”

“I’m good. Tell Dad to⁠—”

Cardarelli came on the line before Lucas could finish speaking. “Your son is fine. You have proof of that now. Let’s make the trade you wanted.”

“Yes.”

“Let me speak to the woman you have there.”

“Simone. Her name is Simone. What should I call you?”

“You don’t need a name for me. Put Simone on.”

“I’m not near her. Let me call you back in three minutes.”

“Three minutes. No more.” The line went dead.

“Did you hear that, Cody?”

“Yeah. If they’re planning to make the trade in San Antonio, I can get to the rendezvous spot sooner than you. Make sure you bring a burner phone along as you travel.”

“Because they might make me toss away my phone?”

“Yeah, or have you stay on the line so you can’t call the cops.”

“We have to get him back, Cody.”

“We will. How did Lucas sound to you? I could barely hear him.”

“His voice was normal. I don’t think he’s scared of them. He gets that from you. Nothing rattles you.”

“I’m rattled, and I will be until Lucas is safe again. Damn these people. Attempting to rob us is one thing; they’re threatening our child.”

“I promised Simone I’d let her live once the trade was made.”

“I never promised a damn thing.”

“I was going to point that out.”

“They crossed a line. They die.”

“You won’t get an argument from me. Only… not in front of Lucas.”

“Yes. I would never do that unless it’s necessary to save him.”

“I have to call back so the thieves can speak to Simone. And then I’ll call you back and tell you what they said.”

“Yeah, do that. How are Marian and Grace?”

“I spoke to them a little while ago to tell them goodnight. They’re fine, just worried about their brother.”

“We’ll have him back home by the time they wake in the morning.”

“Yes, we will.”

Sara ended the call with Tanner and went down to the safe room to speak to Simone.


TWENTY-ONE

You Were Warned




The first words out of Simone’s mouth were a complaint. Sara had allowed her to use the bathroom once, but she hadn’t fed her, given her anything to drink, or something for the pain of her injuries.

“Are you trying to starve me?”

Sara held up Frost’s phone. “Your friends want to trade my son for you. I’m going to let you talk to them so they know you’re all right.”

“All right? I’m not all right. You chopped my damn fingers off!”

Sara smiled. “Not all of them.”

She made the call, placing it on speakerphone mode.

“I’m with Simone now.”

Cardarelli’s voice came through the phone’s tiny speaker. “Simone? Have they hurt you?”

“Yes. This psycho chopped off two of my fingers. The pain is brutal.”

“I think I’ll even things up by chopping fingers off your boy, lady.”

Cardarelli’s threat to injure Lucas turned Sara red with rage. “There will be nowhere on earth you can hide if you harm my son. You don’t want to know the wrath that will come down upon you.”

Cardarelli laughed derisively. “You don’t scare me.”

Simone issued a warning.

“She’s serious. This bitch is the real fucking deal. I learned that the hard way. Do not harm that boy. If she gets him back in one piece, we might have a chance of living through this.”

There was silence on the line, followed by a sigh.

“We won’t hurt the kid, but you can’t torture Simone anymore.”

“And feed me,” Simone said. “The bitch won’t feed me.”

“She’ll be fed, and I’ll give her something for the pain,” Sara said. “Now, you tell me where you want to meet.”

“Leave your ranch in an hour and drive north. I’ll tell you what to do next once you’re on the road.”

“That’s acceptable.”

“Simone.”

“Yes?”

“Obama, Curly, and Moe are dead.”

Simone translated the names in her head, realizing Cardarelli was telling her about DeFeo, Woo, and Lesko.

“What the hell happened?”

“Cody Parker caught up to us and knifed them to death. Larry and I barely got away.”

Simone gawked at Sara. “Who the hell are you people? You were supposed to be a couple of rich ranchers. We were going to rob you and you were going to be filing an insurance claim. That’s how this works. You don’t go around chopping off fingers and knifing people to death. I mean, what the hell?”

“Franny said she warned you when this all started. You should have listened to her.”

“Enough talk,” Cardarelli said. “Feed Simone and get on the road. I want to make this trade and never have to think about you people again.”

“I’ll be heading north in an hour. I want my son back.”

Sara cut Simone free when the call ended. She was going to bring her upstairs and allow her to eat and clean herself up.

Simone looked down at her severed digits. “Maybe they can be reattached. I want to bring them with me.”

Sara bent over and scooped up the severed fingers. The flesh covering them was bone white. She held them out for Simone to take as if she were offering her spare change.

Simone took the digits in her good hand and shivered.

“Follow me upstairs. If you try to hurt me or escape, you’ll regret it.”

“I won’t try anything. I want the trade to happen so I can be with my friends.”

Sara turned her head to smirk at her. “You mean the ones that are left?”

“Yeah,” Simone said, and as she spoke, she remembered something else Franny had told her earlier.

“You’ve picked the wrong home to rob.”

“I don’t think so. We know about the vault downstairs. There are valuables stored there. What kind are they?”

“There are valuables, but that’s not what I meant when I said you picked the wrong home to rob. No one steals from Cody Parker and gets away with it.”

“Parker and the law will never find us after we leave here. I won’t spend a day in jail.”

“No, you won’t. You threatened the children; you’ll die for that.”

You’ll die for that. And now DeFeo, Woo, and Lesko were dead.

They reached the top of the stairs and Simone looked through a window and saw it was getting dark. Simone’s eyes grew moist, and she wondered if she would live long enough to see the dawn.


TWENTY-TWO

Malice




There are over a hundred cemeteries in the San Antonio, Texas, area. Tanner had no way to know which one the thieves were planning to use. He couldn’t be sure if they were going to use one to make the trade, but a cemetery at night seemed a fit setting for such intrigue.

Caroline met up with him at a gas station near the cornfield where he had killed DeFeo, Woo, and Lesko. Caroline had made an anonymous call to the police to let them know about the bodies.

A local news station on the radio reported that the old woman who’d stopped to help Lucas had suffered a serious head injury and was in a medically induced coma to prevent her brain from swelling. The police were asking the public to help identify her. They were unaware her stolen vehicle had out-of-state license plates.

Caroline’s drones were back inside the van, charging for their next use. The crafts’ cameras were equipped with night vision and thermal capabilities.

The drones would be sent out to the six largest cemeteries in San Antonio once they reached the city. When activity was detected at one of them, Tanner would head there on his motorcycle. Lucille was in the rear of the van and strapped to a side wall of the vehicle. If the location chosen for the swap was at a different cemetery, it would be up to Sara to let Tanner know where that was.

Tanner was betting the thieves would choose one of the larger cemeteries for the meeting. It made sense, as it reduced the chances of being seen by others or the police.

During their last conversation, Tanner reminded Sara about Lucas’s warning that someone working with the thieves was watching the ranch. There was no doubt they would follow her to San Antonio with the hope of sneaking up on Sara once they reached the spot chosen for the meeting.

Sara soothed Tanner’s concerns with the news that she had her own advantage. Steve Mendez offered to help. Mendez would stay back and follow her to San Antonio. That meant he would be stalking whoever followed Sara. Once that person was identified, the risk they posed would be neutralized.
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Mary Alice was incensed when she learned that DeFeo, Woo, and Lesko were dead. She told Cardarelli they could limit the damage by killing the Parkers. That included Lucas.

“I’m the key to that, because they don’t know about me.”

“Simone might have given you up.”

“If she had, someone would have come to that strip mall where I was waiting for Simone to show up with Frost and Volkman.”

“Hmm, you’re right. But even if we kill Mrs. Parker, there’s still Mr. Parker to deal with.”

“Let the woman keep her phone and tell her where the meeting will take place. That way, she’ll call her husband and let him know where she’ll be. We’ll kill her and the boy, and then deal with Parker when he shows up. If we do that, the cops won’t have anyone who can give them your description and we can walk away from this.”

“We’ll be walking away rich. Especially when you consider DeFeo’s, Woo’s, and Lesko’s shares will be divided between us. Personally, I’ll have enough to retire.”

“The haul was that good?”

“We have millions. The Parkers don’t act like it, but they’re mega rich.”

“They’ll soon be mega dead, starting with that bitch who cut off Simone’s fingers.”

“And then we’ll all ambush Parker when he shows up at the cemetery… but what about the boy?”

“He dies too. He can identify you, right?”

“He can, but I…”

“You’re not sure you can kill him?”

“I don’t want to kill a kid. And I know O’Neil can’t do it.”

“Then leave him for me. I’ll place a bullet in the back of his head after I’ve killed his mother.”

“Thanks for taking on that chore.”

“Man, woman, or child, it’s all the same to me. They’re just problems that need to go away.”
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Mary Alice was smiling when the call ended. She was looking forward to killing Lucas. He wouldn’t be the first child she killed. That had been a six-year-old girl who had been a witness to the murder of her mother. The mother was a junkie who was set to snitch on a friend of Mary Alice. The junkie had been a friend once, before the drugs took her in their grip and wouldn’t let go. Mary Alice had killed her for a fee of two thousand dollars. Two grand for two minutes of work. Killing the kid had been free. The kid knew her by name, so she had to go. The child had a speech impediment and had trouble pronouncing certain words. Whenever she’d said “Mary Alice,” it came out sounding like “Malice.”

I’m going to show some malice to that Parker bitch.

Mary Alice was back on the hill she had been on earlier; the one that had a view of the ranch’s entrance. It was too dark for the binoculars to do much good. They were unneeded at the moment. Anyone leaving the ranch in a vehicle would have their headlights on.

Mary Alice sat up straighter behind the wheel of her mom mobile minutes later when headlights came along the driveway. The Parker woman was leaving for her trip to San Antonio. That meant Simone was in the vehicle with her.

Mary Alice used the binoculars as Sara drove beneath the glow of a streetlight. Seated in the passenger seat was Simone.

She’s probably wondering if I’m still here. I’m here, Simone. Just a little longer and I’ll have you free.

It was about a four-hour drive to San Antonio. That would place them in the cemetery past midnight.

Mary Alice started her engine and followed Sara from a distance.

As she trailed Sara onto a highway, she didn’t notice the pickup truck a quarter of a mile behind her. That truck belonged to Steve Mendez.

As Mary Alice followed Sara, Mendez followed her. If given the opportunity, Mendez would kill her.

Mary Alice wasn’t the only one capable of malice.


TWENTY-THREE

Actions Have Consequences




Cardarelli called Sara when she was an hour away from San Antonio and let her know where the meeting would take place. They would make their swap at a National Veterans Cemetery in San Antonio. The sprawling cemetery covered over a hundred and fifty acres.

Sara pulled off the road and called Tanner to let him know the location. She was in the parking lot of a business that was closed for the day. Most things were closed, as it was after eleven at night.

She had stepped out of her SUV and stood at a distance from it, so Simone couldn’t overhear the conversation. Simone’s ankles were shackled and her wrists were handcuffed. She wouldn’t get far if she tried to escape.

“Why did they let me know where to meet them when I’m still so far away? They have to know I would tell you. What would be the advantage?”

“They’re planning to kill us and want to lure me there.”

“But they’re under the assumption you’re where they last saw you, or that maybe you’re on your way back to the ranch.”

“That’s right. Instead, I’m already in San Antonio, and I’m ten minutes away from that cemetery. Thanks to Caroline, we have a drone watching the place. I’ll know when they show up and the drone can keep an eye on them.”

“We owe Caroline for helping us. We’d be working in the dark if we didn’t have her drones.”

“She’s happy to help. She considers it partial payment for the time I saved her life.”

“Steve’s been a big help too. I feel safer knowing he has my back.”

“And what about the woman following you? Have you spotted her?”

“Not up close. She’s parked along the side of the road right now, waiting for me to drive on.”

“I’ll take her out when she arrives at the cemetery.”

“You won’t need to. I’ll be handling her before that. I don’t like being followed.”

“Be extremely careful. We don’t know how dangerous she is.”

“Understood. I’ll see you soon, and we’ll get our son back.”

Sara returned to the road a minute later. She watched in her side-view mirror as Mary Alice merged back into traffic. Somewhere behind her, Mendez brought up the rear.
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Sara left the road again a half hour later after spotting a sign along the highway touting the construction of new luxury homes. According to the sign, the project wouldn’t be completed until the following spring.

The site was in the early stages of development. There were stacks of sewer pipes and heavy digging equipment around. There was also a line of three portable toilets lined up close to the site foreman’s job trailer.

After parking near the entrance, Sara spoke to Simone. “I have to pee. Don’t leave this vehicle. I’ll make you pay for it if I have to chase you down.”

Simone looked at her ankles. “I wouldn’t get far wearing these shackles, which hurt like hell. Did you have to make them so tight?”

Sara ignored her complaint and started her trek to the toilets. She was some distance away because of the uneven ground. Driving a normal vehicle over the deep ruts left behind by the construction vehicles would be asking for a flat tire or worse. She needed to tread carefully, given the lack of light. The moon provided what illumination there was, as it was half full and the sky was cloudless. She could have used the headlights of her SUV, but they might have drawn unwanted attention.

The radio was on in the vehicle, but the engine was off. The station Sara selected was playing rock hits from the 1980s. Simone was looking through the driver’s side window and watched Sara step inside the middle toilet. She jerked her head to the right in surprise when someone tapped on the window beside her.

Mary Alice was there, grinning at her. Simone found the right button on the door and lowered the window.

“Thank God, you’re here. I was wondering if you were still around.”

“I’m still here,” Mary Alice said. She grimaced when she saw the damage done to Simone’s left hand. “The Parker bitch did that to you?”

“She didn’t even flinch.”

Mary Alice took out a gun. “I’ll see she pays for it.” She walked around the front of the car, headed toward the portable toilets. Mary Alice stopped once, cocking her head to listen. She’d heard an odd noise for a moment. It sounded like fabric ripping. Whatever it was had stopped. It had come from the toilets, so she assumed Sara had made the sound.

It will be one of the last sounds she makes.

Mary Alice stopped walking when she was twenty feet away from the toilets. After taking a shooter’s stance and gripping her weapon in both hands, she fired four shots into the center toilet. A giggle erupted from her as Sara screamed.

Mary Alice fired two more shots, aiming low, with the assumption Sara, gravely wounded, would have collapsed to the floor of the plastic structure. When there were no more screams, she wondered if Sara was dead.

I don’t hear any moans; I think I nailed the bitch.

Mary Alice approached the toilet from an angle, reached out, and pulled on the handle. It didn’t open.

Oh, yeah. She must have locked it from the inside.

A final shot blew apart the cheap plastic locking mechanism, and the door opened an inch. Mary Alice gave it a push and peered inside.

There was no one there.

What the hell? Did I shoot the wrong one?

That was when she saw the gap along the right side of the back wall. The plastic there had been cut, allowing someone to push their way through and emerge at the rear of the toilet.

“Drop it,” said a voice. The words were accompanied by the sensation of a gun barrel being pressed against the side of her head.

Mary Alice laughed. “You’re tricky. Did Simone tell you about me?”

Sara shot her in the head. It was what she should have done instead of asking her to drop her weapon. She blamed it on the training she had received all those years ago when she became an FBI agent. Sara wasn’t out to apprehend or arrest anyone. The goal was to find Lucas and eliminate the thieves.

Mary Alice survived the shot to the head and was mewing in pain. That didn’t mean she would go on living. There was an exit hole where her left ear had been. She’d fallen halfway in and out of the toilet. Sara claimed her weapon, a Beretta M9 with a 15-round magazine, then patted her down. She found a switchblade and a phone. Her own phone vibrated in the pocket of her jeans. It was Mendez.

“I see your plan worked. And it was slick. Cody’s tricky nature has rubbed off on you.”

“I’ll never be as tricky as he is.”

“I had my rifle trained on her. I was about to shoot her, but then I saw you slip out the back of that toilet.”

Sara looked down at the left sleeve of her blouse. The ripping sound Mary Alice heard was Sara’s blouse tearing as she squeezed out of the gap she’d made.

“Cutting through that plastic was louder than I thought it would be. I left the radio on in my vehicle so it wouldn’t be noticeable.”

“It worked. I’ll keep following you just in case, then I’ll hang back when we reach the cemetery.”

“I feel better knowing you have my six.”

Sara left Mary Alice to die, sincerely hoping the woman was in agony. She felt no mercy towards people who terrorized her children. Judging by her groans, Mary Alice’s death would not be easy.
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Simone’s face was wet with tears. She screamed at Sara. “You didn’t have to kill her!”

“And you and your friends didn’t have to target us. Actions have consequences. These are yours.”

Sara opened the liftgate and used baby wipes to clean Mary Alice’s blood off her face. Her torn and bloody blouse came off to be replaced by a black T-shirt. When she was done preparing for the cemetery, she eased behind the driver’s seat, dressed in body armor and carrying an AR-15.

Simone gawked at her. “You look ready for war. Seriously, who the hell are you people?”

Sara started the SUV and drove away from the construction site. It was time to get Lucas.


TWENTY-FOUR

Walk Among The Dead




Fort Sam Houston National Cemetery in San Antonio, Texas, was open to visitors from sunrise to sunset. Although the sun had set hours earlier, visitors were arriving.

Sara called Cardarelli and asked for directions on where to meet him inside the sprawling military cemetery. However, thanks to a text from Tanner, she already knew where they were.

Sara would trade Simone for Lucas and then depart the scene with Mendez covering her retreat. Mary Alice might not be the only surprise the thieves had up their sleeve. If anyone attacked, Mendez would be there to aid Sara, as would Tanner.

After the swap was made, Tanner would stay behind to deal with the thieves.
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Cardarelli, O’Neil, and Lucas stood at one end of an eighty foot long concrete path that was between walled structures. There were rows of metal plaques facing them, some with the names of the honored dead. The brick structures were designed to hold cremated remains.

Cardarelli was frowning down at his phone. He’d been unable to get in touch with Mary Alice. Her last text stated she was following Sara. If so, she would be somewhere in the cemetery.

“I hear footsteps,” O’Neil said.

It was Sara and Simone. Sara removed the leg irons from Simone’s ankles, but the handcuffs were still in place. They appeared at the other end of the walkway and stopped. The thieves blinked in surprise. They had expected Sara to be armed. They had not expected to see her clad in body armor and holding an AR-15. There were two of them, and Sara was alone, but they felt outnumbered.

Cardarelli tried one more time to contact Mary Alice, knowing she would be their advantage. In the quiet of the cemetery, he detected a faint buzzing as her phone vibrated. The sound was coming from Sara.

Sara slid Mary Alice’s phone toward Cardarelli. “The woman who owned that phone won’t be answering it ever again.”

The phone skidded to a stop two feet in front of Cardarelli. He looked down at it, then up at Sara.

“She’s dead?”

“Yes, Mary Alice is dead,” Simone said. “Make the trade and get me away from this crazy woman.”

Sara called to Lucas. “Are you all right, baby?”

Normally, Lucas would have cringed at being called a baby in front of others. He hadn’t noticed this time; he was too busy gawking at his mother. Lucas knew his mother was a capable woman who could fight and shoot well. He had never thought of her as a warrior. Looking at her now, that was the only word that seemed fitting.

“I’m good, Mom. Where’s Dad?”

“He’ll meet us later. Mr. Cardarelli, let’s make this trade.”

Cardarelli sighed at the sound of his name. He had plans to leave the country. It seemed he’d also need to assume a new identity. With Mary Alice dead, he was forced to make the trade. Then again, her death also meant there would be more money for the rest of them.

“Have Simone walk toward us, and we’ll send the boy toward you at the same time.”

Sara freed Simone from the handcuffs and gave her instructions.

“Walk slowly. And if you lay a finger on my son as he passes you, I’ll shoot you and your friends.”

“I just want this to be over. God, how I wish we’d never targeted you people.”

Sara gave her a push. “Get moving.”

Lucas didn’t need a push. He strode toward his mother at a normal pace, only slowing when he spotted Simone’s damaged hand.

“Did my mom do that?”

Simone remained silent and moved past him. When she reached Cardarelli, he placed an arm around her shoulders and kissed her.

“You’re safe now.”

“No, I’m not. Not until we get far away from her.”

Sara looked Lucas over before telling him to get behind her. She shouted to Cardarelli.

“We’re done! Don’t try anything stupid.”

Cardarelli said, “Go to hell!” and turned away with Simone to leave the cemetery. O’Neil followed after sending Lucas a wave.

Lucas spoke to his mother. “I know where they hid some of our stuff, but they still have a lot of it.”

“They won’t have it for long,” Sara said. She slung her rifle over her shoulder and hugged him tight. “I was so scared for you. Are you sure you’re all right?”

“I got a bump on the back of my head. That tall guy, Cardarelli, he hit me with his gun.”

Sara took out a flashlight and examined the injury. “Did you pass out?”

“No, but I almost fell down. It really hurt.”

“Let’s get going. I can’t wait to have you safe at home.”

Sara’s phone vibrated. It was a text from Mendez.

All’s clear. How’s Lucas?

He’s good. Thanks for having my back.

“Are you texting Dad?”

“It’s your Uncle Steve. He’s here helping me.”

“And where’s Dad?”

“He’s around too; we’ll see him later.”

Lucas stopped walking and stared back in the direction Cardarelli and the others had taken. If his father was nearby, it meant the thieves weren’t getting away.

They reached Sara’s vehicle. Lucas was about to climb in when he heard a distant shout. It sounded like a man yelling the word, “No!”

The sound of gunshots came seconds later.

Yes, his father was around, but the thieves wouldn’t be for very long.

Lucas climbed inside the SUV and felt his eyelids grow heavy. It had been a long day, and it was hours later than his usual bedtime. He told Sara about the storage unit where their goods were, then shut his eyes. He was asleep before they exited the cemetery.


TWENTY-FIVE

Dead Among The Dead




Cardarelli, Simone, and O’Neil kept peering over their shoulders as they rushed to the stolen Mercedes. Simone was terrified that Sara would come after them. She was certain she’d have nightmares about the woman for years.

She wasn’t the only one who was fearful. Cardarelli released a long sigh of relief after shutting the driver’s side door. That relief was short-lived. The engine wouldn’t start.

“Parker.”

Simone looked at her lover. “What’s wrong?”

“It’s Cody Parker. He’s done something to the car.”

“No,” O’Neil said from the back seat. “It’s got to be a dead battery or something. Even if he was here, how could he know where we’re parked? This place is huge.”

Cardarelli considered that. “Maybe you’re right. Damn, I wish Lesko was here. He’d know what to do.”

O’Neil opened his door and placed a foot outside. “Pop the hood and I’ll take a look. Maybe there’s a loose battery cable or some⁠—”

O’Neil yelped as he went down. Cardarelli twisted in his seat and saw O’Neil slide backwards beneath the car.

“What happened?” Simone said.

Cardarelli unbuckled his seat belt and reached back to shut the rear door, then he engaged the locks.

“Someone yanked Erik’s ankles and dragged him beneath the car.”

O’Neil screamed the word, “No!” A shout of pain followed.

Cardarelli freed his gun, took aim at the rear floor, and fired off six rounds.

Simone’s good hand flew to her mouth. “You’ll hit O’Neil!”

“I’ll also hit whoever’s with him.”

The car filled with the acrid odor of the spent rounds. Simone shook her head. “My ears are ringing. Do you hear anything?”

Cardarelli lowered his window an inch and listened. Groans of pain came from beneath the vehicle. He spoke to Simone.

“I didn’t see anyone crawl out from beneath us, did you?”

Simone was scrunched down in her seat. “I wasn’t looking. Who’s out there?”

“It’s Parker. It’s got to be.”

The groaning turned into a gurgling sound. Cardarelli called to O’Neil. “Erik. Is there someone with you?”

The gurgling ceased, and the night grew silent.

“I must have shot Parker while he was attacking Erik.”

“We can’t be sure of that.”

“Open your door and look beneath the car. Tell me what you see.”

Simone shook her head. “You look. You’re the one with the gun.”

Cardarelli stared at her. A moment more, and his gun was aimed at her head. “Look beneath the car, or I’ll shove you out there and see what happens.”

“Ben? Have you gone crazy?”

“Do it, Simone. I’m sure Parker is dead. He had to of been hit by at least one of those bullets.”

Simone crossed her arms over her chest. “You won’t shoot me.”

Cardarelli reached across, opened her door, then shoved her. Simone shrieked and fought to stay in her seat. Cardarelli backed off when she raked her fingernails across his left cheek, drawing blood. Simone reached out to close the door and found herself slamming into it. Cardarelli had swiveled in his seat and kicked her with both feet. Simone tumbled out of the car and landed on her face. One of her front teeth chipped as her mouth smacked the pavement.

Frantic, she scrambled sideways, peering beneath the car. O’Neil’s sightless eyes stared back at her.

“What do you see? Did I get Parker?”

Simone called to Cardarelli. “Erik’s dead, but so is Parker. There’s blood on his back.”

Cardarelli cackled with glee. “Yes!”

Simone crawled deeper beneath the car as he opened his door to step out. When Cardarelli looked beneath the vehicle, he saw O’Neil’s dead form, along with Simone, but not Cody Parker. Cardarelli’s smile became a gasp when Simone pointed O’Neil’s gun at him.

She pulled the trigger, and nothing happened. O’Neil had left the safety engaged. Simone cursed, thumbed off the safety, and fired. She kept firing until the gun was empty. Cardarelli was scrambling to get back inside the car, and he was shooting through the floor again.

Agony erupted in his right ankle as a bullet shattered a bone. Beneath the car, Simone screamed. Cardarelli emptied his weapon, but he was so gripped by pain that most of the shots buried themselves in the back seat instead of passing through the floor.

[image: ]



Contact with a bullet hadn’t birthed Simone’s scream; she’d been burned on the back of her neck by a hot exhaust pipe as she crawled out from beneath the car to emerge behind it.

She peeked around the trunk and saw fresh blood near the driver’s side door, letting her know she had hit Cardarelli at least once. Simone risked looking through the rear window. She couldn’t see him. He was either ducked down, or he’d suffered a serious wound and was slumped in his seat bleeding to death. He wasn’t dead. The car was rocking. A dead man wouldn’t make the car move.
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Cardarelli struggled to reload his weapon. The agony in his ankle was unbearable, making him wonder if he was about to pass out.

I can’t pass out. If I pass out; I’m dead. If Parker doesn’t kill me, Simone… Simone…

Cardarelli lost consciousness and his gun slipped from his hand.
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Simone heard a noise on her right and jerked her head around to look in that direction. She aimed her gun that way and realized the slide was locked back. She was out of bullets. Simone scrambled under the car again to check O’Neil’s body, hoping he had a spare magazine. He didn’t, but he did have his wallet on him. Carrying ID on you while working a heist was foolish, but Simone was glad O’Neil had done so. She would need money to buy food and a credit card to pay for a room.

She tossed the gun aside, crawled out from beneath the car, and took off running. The lone thought in her mind was to get away. To put distance between herself and Parker. Cardarelli could deal with the rancher if he was still alive. He could have all the gold and money too. Survival. Surviving was the only thing that mattered.
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Tanner watched Simone weave her way across the rows of white tombstones. He could deal with her later. Right now, it was Cardarelli’s turn to die.

His phone vibrated with a text. It was Caroline. She sent him a photo taken from one of the drones. It showed Cardarelli slumped in the driver’s seat with both hands empty. He looked unconscious. Tanner approached the car and opened the door. Blood stained the floor beneath Cardarelli’s wounded right ankle. After claiming his dropped gun, Tanner slapped Cardarelli awake.

Cardarelli’s eyes fluttered open, then grew wide with terror.

“Parker. Don’t kill me.”

“You placed a loaded gun against my son’s head.”

“It was a bluff. I swear.”

Tanner holstered his gun and unsheathed a knife.
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Simone kept running despite the ache in her head and her throbbing left hand. Fear was fueling her sprint among the tombstones. When the first of Cardarelli’s screams echoed across the landscape, her pace faltered, as she wondered what could have caused such an intense cry of agony. More screams followed. Simone paused to listen, panting as she shivered from the primal sounds. As horrific as the screams were, the silence that followed was worse. That silence carried with it a sense of finality.

Simone resumed running, taking desperate strides as if the Devil were after her. She was the sole survivor of a cadre of plunderers who considered themselves elite professionals. Their target was a different sort of professional, and a master at his craft.

Simone wasn’t a survivor; she would be the last to die.


TWENTY-SIX

Better Than Deserved




After killing Cardarelli—with much suffering involved—Tanner moved the gold and other valuables from the Mercedes into the rear of Caroline’s van. He was surprised to see the thieves had included the Book of Tanner to the mix and wondered if they understood its significance. He concluded they hadn’t. If they realized he was Tanner, they would have released Lucas, abandoned everything, and run for their lives.

Lucas had supplied the location of where the rest of the loot was stored, but the key to open the padlock on the storage unit came from Cardarelli.

It was too much to fit inside the van. Tanner decided to return the next day with a small truck to claim it. Despite the late hour, there was still one more task to complete before heading home.
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Simone continued to run until she no longer could and then walked toward the lights of a road in the distance. After reaching it, she kept walking, hoping to find a business that was open, such as a diner or bar. A motel would be ideal. What she needed was to get inside and off the streets before Cody Parker found her.

Simone stayed in the shadows as much as possible, but the headlights of passing cars found her often. Her heart rate doubled when one of those vehicles pulled up beside her. Simone was about to run off, but a glance over her shoulder told her the driver was a woman. The passenger side window slid down, and the woman called to her in a Spanish accent.

“Are you all right? Why are you walking out here on the road so late?”

Simone gave the woman a sob story about having a fight with her boyfriend and being kicked out of his car. She then realized it was true, as Cardarelli had literally kicked her out of the Mercedes.

The woman, Isabella, offered to give Simone a lift. Simone asked Isabella if she could drop her at the nearest motel. Isabella did so. The motel was across the street from a truck stop that was open 24/7.

Simone entered the restaurant after shoving her damaged hand into the pocket of her jeans. It hurt like hell to jam her stumps into the tight space, but it hid the damage from prying eyes. She paid for the food she ordered with cash taken from O’Neil’s wallet. The truck stop sold T-shirts with their name and logo on them. Simone bought one three sizes too large to wear as a nightgown. Afterward, she carried the bag of food over to the motel and got a room.
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Simone stepped out of the shower half an hour later, feeling refreshed and exhausted at the same time. It was a pleasure to feel clean, but the stress of the day, combined with the late hour, had her fighting to keep her eyes open. Simone figured she would sleep past noon, feeling safe in the assumption she had gotten away.

Those sensations of fatigue and safety disappeared like smoke in the wind. She stepped out of the bathroom and was grabbed from behind with a hand clamped over her mouth. In the mirror atop the dresser, she could see her attacker was Cody Parker.
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One of Caroline’s drones had observed and recorded Simone’s every move in and out of the cemetery. Tanner asked Caroline to follow closely after the caring Isabella had offered Simone a ride. He was concerned Simone might harm the woman and steal her vehicle.

Tanner waited for Simone to eat her meal and become settled in the motel room before he bypassed the electronic lock with a device created to do just that.

He let her finish bathing, then watched her walk out of the bathroom wearing the blue oversized T-shirt she had bought at the truck stop.

Tanner whispered in her ear. “This is an easier death than you deserve.” Simone was struggling to get free when Tanner’s grip on her mouth increased and his other hand tightened on her left shoulder.

A loud crack followed a sudden movement by Tanner, and a momentary spike of pain blossomed in Simone’s neck, only to disappear as quickly as it came.

She went limp; unable to move her limbs and was dragged over to be draped across the bed. Panic enveloped Simone as the realization struck that she was paralyzed. When she tried to speak, she couldn’t. She also couldn’t breathe.

Tanner had damaged her spinal cord. Simone lost consciousness, while aware she was dying. The last thing she saw in this world was the intense gaze of Cody Parker staring down at her. It was an image she carried into the next world.


TWENTY-SEVEN

Farewell To A Friend




Lucas awoke later than usual and headed downstairs to be greeted by his family. That included Franny. However, there was one member of the family absent.
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Lucas patted the blanket wrapped form of Lucky as he said goodbye to his fallen friend. There were tears in his eyes. When he gazed up at his father, he saw a hint of moisture in his eyes as well. Lucky had been more than a pet to both of them. He would be missed.

The dog’s interment was taking place near a large tree that was in sight of the family cemetery. Lucas watched his father lower Lucky into the ground, then helped him shovel the dirt that would cover him.

When they’d completed the grim task, his father sent a text to his mother. Sara walked over with Franny and the girls minutes later. Marian and Grace had gathered flowers from the garden to place on the grave.

Instead of prayers, everyone told a story about Lucky, remembering him fondly while shedding tears over his loss.

Lucas stayed near the grave while the others headed back to the house. Before leaving, his father asked him if he had any questions about what went on the previous day.

“Did you get all our stuff back?”

“I’ll be leaving with a truck soon to empty out that storage unit they used.”

“Can I come with you?”

His father said he could, and then he walked over and hugged him. “You were very brave yesterday. Your mother and I couldn’t be prouder of you.”

“I knew you’d find me, Dad. I never doubted it.”

His father released him and tousled his hair. “You’re a hell of a kid, Lucas. And I love you more than life, boy.”

“I love you too, Dad.”

His father took two steps toward the house before turning back. “Did you have any other questions?”

Lucas shook his head. “No.”

“All right, but know this, none of the people who robbed us yesterday will ever bother us again. Your mother and I made certain of that. Okay?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Come find me when you’re ready and we’ll go get the rest of our belongings.”

Lucas watched his father walk away. As he did, he thought about the last passage he had read in the Book of Tanner. They were words that had been written by Tanner Six, Spenser Hawke.

It was Spenser’s account of meeting Cody.

The boy, Cody Parker, was sixteen and already one of the finest shooters I’d ever seen. I hadn’t realized it then, but I’d just met my successor, Tanner Seven, and the greatest assassin of all time.

No. Cardarelli and the others wouldn’t be bothering them or anyone else ever again. That was for sure.

Lucas had always known his father was special, and that he was a badass. Now he knew he was a Tanner. An elite assassin.

Lucas stayed at the grave for several more minutes, saying goodbye to his loyal dog.


TANNER RETURNS!
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